Chapter 1: Lonelywood’s Plea for Help

Icewind Dale groans beneath a sky that refuses to brighten. The sun has
not risen in two years, and the aurora that unfurls each night looks more
like a warning than a wonder. The locals whisper that Auril the
Frostmaiden has locked the land in a grip of permanent winter. In Ten
Towns, people survive by grit, stubbornness, and the faint hope that some

wandering heroes might help tip the scales.

Lonelywood greets the party with firelight and the smell of fresh cookies.
Nimsy Huddle, halfling Speaker and full time whirlwind of maternal
energy, bustles around a kitchen that feels half built for humans and half
conquered by halflings. Four children charge through the house with
wooden swords, while Tinyhoof, Noel’s pygmy reindeer, sniffs the crumbs

on the floor like an opportunistic vacuum.

Nimsy offers halfling shaped sugar cookies, each one more buttery than

the last. Horseshoe, barely three feet tall and all sharp angles and quick
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glances, watches from the edge of the table. His periwinkle skin catches
the lamplight, and his emerald eyes flick toward a floating cookie as
Kalaster’s mage hand plucks one cleanly off the plate. The red tiefling
stands relaxed nearby, purple eyes amused, traveler’s clothes dusty from
the road, one hand resting near the dagger at his belt as crackling magic
does the work for him. Horseshoe gives an approving nod. A trick like

that might come in handy in the woods.

Noel, curls of bright red hair escaping their tie as always, quietly pockets a
cookie with the reverence of someone preparing for second lunch. Her
small frame is wrapped in studded leather, travel-worn but well cared for,
and the sickle at her hip looks more like a farmer’s tool than a weapon
until you remember how confidently she carries it. She mutters something

about snack strategy as she moves.

Shaw has to duck slightly under a low beam, his broad orc shoulders
nearly brushing the walls of the cottage. Studded leather creaks as he
shifts his weight, shortbow slung across his back, tusked jaw set in focus as
he forces his attention away from the sweets. He asks where the attacks

have taken place.

Beside him, Fort Waylen stands like a brace holding the room together,
chain mail dull and heavy against the firelight, greataxe resting within easy

reach. He says little, but his presence fills the space, steady and watchful.

Nimsy explains that hunters keep getting turned around in the forest.

Lonelywood is small enough to cross in a day, yet large enough that the



tracks of the beast twist back on themselves, circling until even locals lose

their bearings.

“Our loggers are being terrorized by a white moose,” says Speaker Huddle,
“and the beast has eluded the hunters we've sent to kill it. We depend on
the forest for our survival. I wouldn’t be a very good town speaker if I let

a dumb moose get the better of us. Will you help?”

The moment Shaw hears the words white moose he freezes. A moose is
one thing. A white moose in this region is another. With a quick nature
check he confirms what his instincts already screamed. That should not

exist. Not here. Not naturally. Something is wrong.

Horseshoe, still struggling with the finer points of Common, pieces
together Nimsy’s explanation. The moose is clever. The moose is hiding.
The moose is making fools of Lonelywood’s best trackers. Nimsy has no
leads, only fear and a desperate hope that this ragtag band can succeed

where others failed.

The party prepares to depart. Shaw checks on cookie rations like the stern
parent of a very chaotic kindergarten class. Horseshoe solemnly spears two
cookies on the tips of his daggers. Noel looks horrified for a moment, then

decides that everyone grieves snacks in their own way.

The town speaker watches them bundle up and step into the endless blue

twilight of the Dale. The cold meets them like a wall, but the trail ahead



waits. Somewhere in the Lonelywood, a white moose stalks the trees and

the wind carries the faint echo of something far colder than winter.



Chapter 2: The Hunt Begins

The party steps out of Nimsy Huddle’s cozy cottage and into the breath of
the Dale. The cold sinks straight through armor and resolve, a reminder
that in Icewind Dale the weather does not negotiate. Shaw offers a polite
farewell, promises to return with news, and the door shuts behind them

with a soft thud that feels a little like goodbye.

The forest waits ahead, dark beneath its crown of snow. To find a white
moose in a white forest under a dark sky is a fool’s errand, which is

probably why Nimsy asked adventurers instead of townsfolk.

Shaw and Noel take point. The ranger strides with the quiet efficiency of
someone who grew up in cold places, while Noel waddles beside him in
her thick winter layers, Tinyhoof trotting faithfully at her mittened heel.
The pygmy reindeer’s antlers wobble with each hop. It looks like an

earnest stuffed animal that gained sentience.

The plan is simple. Track the beast. Then do something heroic.



The tracking goes terribly.

They scour the forest floor for an hour. Shaw’s sharp eyes scan the brush.
Noel presses her ear to the snow at one point, claiming she can hear hoof

whispers. Tinyhoof snorts as if to say she absolutely cannot.
No tracks. No sign. No clue.
The Dale remains still and uncaring.

Shaw exhales, a cloud of frustration drifting out of him in a single puff.
Noel pats Tinyhoof for spiritual comfort. The cold presses in. The deeper
stretches of the Lonelywood look exactly like the shallower ones, only

moodier.
They push farther in.

Finally, Shaw whistles. It is a small sound, barely louder than the wind. A
moment later the sky answers with beating wings. A falcon slips down
through the branches and lands on his arm with the grace of a practiced
partner. Its feathers have the faint shimmer of something not quite

tethered to the mortal world.

The others take a moment to marvel. Not every ranger strolls around
with a spirit touched falcon perched on his wrist like an accessory from

the gods.

“This is Hobbs,” Shaw says simply.



The bird gives a dignified nod, which silently translates to: I am

important, please take me seriously.

Noel brightens, curls bouncing as she raises Tinyhoof for comparison. The
pygmy reindeer looks like a tuft of winter with legs. Hobbs eyes the little
creature for only a moment before Shaw speaks firmly. “Fear not. Hobbs

will not prey on cute animals. Tinyhoof is a friend.”
Tinyhoof huffs proudly and stamps a tiny hoof in agreement.

The forest grows colder. The branches tangle overhead like black veins
against the twilight sky. The ranger and druid continue their search with
renewed hope, but even with Hobbs scouting above, no tracks appear.

The white moose remains a rumor on the wind.

While Shaw and Noel work, the rest of the party settles into their own
rhythms.

Fort walks with a stiff, watchful caution. The human fighter keeps his
distance from the others, one hand resting on the hilt of his greataxe, the
other clenching and unclenching with quiet nerves. The forest feels wrong
to him. It is not the cold. It is the silence. He has the sense that eyes are
watching from the deeper shadows. He says nothing, but his shoulders

never fully relax.

Horseshoe moves opposite Fort, doing everything possible to remain
unnoticed. The gnome’s silver hair blends surprisingly well with the frost.

He avoids Fort’s gaze like a guilty kid avoiding the town sheriff. Maybe he



lifted something in Fort’s hometown. Maybe a few things. It is best not to

find out today.
He does what he does best. He watches.

The others are hunting a moose. Horseshoe looks for people. Hunters,

loggers, anyone who might have passed through here before.

His eyes catch something half buried in the snow. A hilt. He digs gently
and unearths a cracked hunting knife, stained with dried blood. Human or
beast, he cannot tell. But objects left behind always mean a story, and

stories mean clues.

He lifts the blade, then hesitates. A bad feeling coils in his stomach. He

sets the knife back in the snow and calls out to the group.
“Me find! Me find!”

The shout breaks the eerie silence.



Chapter 3: The First Clue

Horseshoe stands over the half buried knife like a kid who just found a
cursed toy and isn’t sure whether to brag or run. Noel and Tinyhoof trot
over, leaving little inverted heart shapes in the snow where their hooves
and boots press down. The halfling breaks off a corner of her prized sugar

cookie and hands it to Horseshoe with a warm grin.

“Great job. Thank you,” she says, as if rewarding a student who

remembered to wash his hands.

The gnome beams and clears more snow with his foot. Noel lifts the knife
without hesitation, turning it over as Tinyhoof sniffs it with the

seriousness of a reindeer sommelier.

Noel narrows her eyes, sniffs, tests the thickness, examines the clotted
edges. “Not human,” she announces. “But... not any animal I know
either.” A chill tidier than the weather slips through the group. Stranger
still, she plucks a single white hair from the hilt.
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Everyone knows what that means.

Somewhere in the forest, the moose has been close enough to bite or be

bitten.

Before the dread settles too deeply, Horseshoe makes a new friend
attempt. He holds the cookie half up toward Hobbs. The falcon stares at it
with regal suspicion, then glances at Shaw as if to ask permission for

dessert.

Shaw sighs. “Fine. Yes. You can have some.”

Hobbs takes the crumb delicately, as if he were royalty sampling offerings

from his subjects.

This is Dungeons and Dragons in its purest form. Orc and bird, halfling
and reindeer, all trying to solve a frozen woodland mystery by feeding

pastries to spectral wildlife.

Shaw takes the lead, his broad frame cutting a steady track through the
snow. Noel follows beside him, Tinyhoof prancing along with determined
little steps. Behind them comes Kalaster, tall and faintly sparking with
wild magic like a faulty lantern. Horseshoe hovers near the middle, trying
to keep just far enough away from Fort to avoid recognition, but close

enough to hide behind him if something terrible happens.

I0



Fort brings up the rear, shoulders tense, hand never far from his greataxe.
He watches the silent treelines the same way a new homeowner watches

the attic door at night.

The formation set, the falcon fed, and the mystery knife tucked away, the

party presses deeper into the Lonelywood.

They have a trail to find.

And the feeling that something is watching grows with every step.

As the group settles into their marching order, Kalaster walks in the
middle like a crackling ember seeking a safe place to land. The tiefling’s
long stride leaves careful prints in the snow, and his warm breath steams
into the blue twilight. He watches his new companions with the caution
of someone who knows his own magic can be unpredictable, especially

when the air already hums with enchantment.

Above, the aurora swirls in silent ribbons. Kalaster squints at it. The light
feels wrong to him, not hostile but deliberate. As if someone is playing a

very long game in the sky.

His attention drifts back to the party. Who are these people? Why did
fate shove him into this strange mix of earnestness, anxiety, cookies, and

livestock?
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One figure stands out. Horseshoe.

The gnome’s periwinkle skin is easy to spot, even in the snow. His silver
hair blends with the frost, but his skittish glances do not. Kalaster studies
him. The choppy sentences, the way he tries to shadow Shaw or Noel but
avoids Fort like he owes him money. He seems clever. He also seems like
someone who has been caught doing something extremely funny and

extremely illegal at the same time.

Kalaster’s insight confirms it. Horseshoe hates being watched. And that,
in Kalaster’s experience, usually means someone has stories they don’t

want told.

Still, the rogue found the knife. And now the party pushes ahead with

more purpose.

Hour two begins.

Shaw and Noel kneel in the snow, examining faint impressions with the
focus of woodland detectives. Hobbs circles overhead, a silent scout. The
falcon’s sudden keen slices the air like a signal flare, and both ranger and

druid dive into the search.

The dice favor them.
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Shaw uncovers the trail first, guided by instinct sharpened through years
in the tundra. Noel quickly confirms it. Hoofprints, broad and deep,
unblurred by wind. The moose passed through recently.

But something about the pattern feels off. Not the moose itself, but the
way the forest holds its breath around the trail.

The party follows.

Then the hours begin to stretch. One becomes two. Two becomes three.
Time moves the way it does in a dentist’s waiting room or a bad
relationship. Slow. Cold. Silent. The trees blur together. The shadows
lengthen. Tinyhoof begins to look like a marshmallow with legs.

On the fourth hour, hope rekindles. The tracks grow fresher, clearer.
Shaw’s heart lifts. Noel raises Tinyhoof in triumph. Horseshoe’s shoulders

tense like he expects the moose to leap out screaming.
Branches shift. Snow trembles.

The party steps into a clearing.

And there it is.

A moose.

A perfectly normal, perfectly ordinary, deeply average brown moose.
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The creature looks at the party with the blank, judgmental stare all moose
possess. It chews something slowly, as if unimpressed that five adventurers

and one celestial falcon have spent four hours chasing the wrong animal.
This is not the white moose.

After all that bitter cold, all that tracking, all that hope, the party stands

face to face with the world’s most ordinary disappointment.

14



Chapter 4: Tall One

The ordinary moose stares at the group with the emotional depth of a
potato. Four hours of hope and exhaustion funnel into this one
anticlimactic moment. Shaw turns back to the others, snow crusting his
broad shoulders. He knows cold. He knows fatigue. He knows
disappointment. What he does not know is whether his companions can

stomach another hour of this.
“How is everyone doing?” Shaw asks.

Kalaster insists he is fine while visibly shivering like a decorative lantern in
a storm. His infernal blood might burn hot, but the Dale laughs at such

confidence.

Horseshoe folds his arms with a scowl only three feet tall people can
produce. He is not cold. He is not weak. He is simply irritated and

growing suspicious that this moose may be mocking him personally.
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Fort stands steady at the rear, snow dusting his armor like powdered
sugar. The fighter says little, but his stoic endurance could shame a glacier.
Instead of frustration, he scans the clearing with quiet intensity.

Something about this moose feels familiar, not in identity but in pattern.

He steps forward. “Sometimes animals move in groups. If we found one,

there may be more. Maybe even the white one.”

The insight earns him inspiration from the gods or, failing that, the
Dungeon Master. His attempt to read the land comes back unclear, but his
instincts sharpen. The next time he sees signs of moose, he will know

exactly how to read them.

Noel, meanwhile, is still holding the cracked knife in her mittened hands.
Her green eyes soften with optimism. “See? This is okay. If we found one

moose, we might find more. Maybe the one we’re looking for.”

Her curls bob as she turns toward Shaw with determined kindness. She

speaks hope into the cold like someone placing a candle in a dark window.

Then she brightens with an idea that could only belong to a halfling druid

raised among reindeer.

“I"d like to talk to the moose,” she says. “I just wish I could turn into a

moose.”
The forest goes still.

Tinyhoof looks up at her, ears twitching.
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Shaw looks unsure.
Kalaster looks intrigued.

Horseshoe looks like he’s already imagining how chaotic two moose will
be.

Noel’s plan to become a moose dissolves quickly when the rules remind
her that she is currently too small and too level deprived to attempt such a
majestic transformation. Tinyhoof snorts as if to say it is for the best. The

party begins brainstorming again.

Kalaster reminds her that she may possess a spell to enable her to speak

with animals.

That sets Noel’s face aglow. He has reminded her of something far more
practical than shapeshifting. Speak with Animals is a known ritual. She
does it the same way other people stretch or make coffee. It is, after all,

the cornerstone skill of any serious reindeer farmer.

She turns to the group. “I can talk to it. Maybe it knows where the white

one went.”

Horseshoe nods. Kalaster agrees. Shaw looks relieved. Fort stands stoic,
though the corners of his mouth soften slightly like he approves of
diplomacy.

Noel breathes out, centering herself, then reaches into her pouch and

retrieves the remaining half of her sugar cookie. It is a small gift, but a
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heartfelt one. She approaches the moose slowly, hands visible, offering the
cookie forward. Her tiny reindeer trots beside her, antlers wobbling like

decorative twigs.

The moose shifts its weight. Its large hooves press deep into the snow. It

huffs a soft plume of breath that fogs the air between them.

Noel whispers the words of her ritual, letting the magic settle. The forest
quiets, as if the trees lean closer to hear. She rolls her animal handling

check. The dice gods respond with mediocrity.

The moose does not bolt, but it also does not appear thrilled by the
approach of a halfling, a cookie, and a two foot reindeer entourage. It

lowers its head and snorts a warning.
Tinyhoof freezes. Noel holds her ground with halfling courage.
Then she speaks in soft, mooselike tones.

She sets the cookie down on the snow and steps back. Tinyhoof trots
beside her, and she rests a calming hand on his small neck. The gesture is

peaceful and familiar. It sends a clear message.
We are friends to your kind.

The moose lowers its massive head and sniffs the cookie Noel has offered
with all the cautious dignity of a creature who is used to judging strangers.

It blinks once, slowly. Then, with the grace of a creature who has never
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eaten a cookie in its life, it nudges the treat and snaps it up in two clumsy

bites.
Only Noel hears the words that follow.

To everyone else, it sounds like a confused brass instrument warming up
for rehearsal. A deep throaty huuwaaaahh followed by a long rumbling
pause. Tinyhoof responds with a cheerful little chirp of agreement, which

probably translates to something about shared cuisine or family lineage.

The party watches in various stages of bafflement. Hobbs tilts his head.
Shaw squints, as if trying to read subtitles. Horseshoe stands tensely,
hands ready to grab something or bolt. Kalaster leans forward, studying
Noel’s magic as though he might steal the secret for himself. Fort remains
stoic, though even he blinks in disbelief at the extended halfling to moose
dialogue unfolding before them.

Noel answers in Moose. Or at least, as close as a halfling can get. She
stamps one boot gently in the snow, gestures toward Tinyhoof like a
proud parent, and repeats their peaceful intentions. The moose snorts,

shifts its weight, and backs up a step.

The wilderness has seen strange things, but even it seems unsure what to

do with this.

Behind the scene, Shaw tries to break the silence. He leans toward

Kalaster. “Well, that’s... new. Impressive, though.”
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Kalaster gives a thoughtful nod, breath puffing white in the air. “New to
me as well. Maybe one day I'll learn to speak Moose. Who knows.”

Shaw hums. “Goals, indeed. Hashtag goals.”
Kalaster frowns, puzzled. “What is a hashtag?”

The Dungeon Master, ever helpful, offers a translation. “When you take

twigs and lay them like a little grid on the ground. Like a forest tic tac toe
board.”

Kalaster nods solemnly as if this makes perfect sense.

The conversation continues. Noel’s Moose Chat becomes increasingly
complex, the moose offering long rumbling responses that echo through
the trees. The rest of the party stands there like awkward guests at a

dinner party where two people are speaking a language no one else knows.

Kalaster, curious, lets his gaze sharpen. He scans the moose from antlers to
hooves, checking for injuries that might match the bloody knife Horseshoe
found. With a sharp eye and a roll of seventeen, he confirms what the

forest seems to know already.

This moose is perfectly healthy. No wounds. No dried blood. No missing
chunks of fur. Taller than Shaw. Strong. Calm. Whole.

Whatever happened with that knife did not happen to this creature.
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The conversation continues. Noel honks. The moose honks back. Tinyhoof
contributes a tiny supportive squeak. The rest of the party stands silently,

united by confusion and cold.

Four hours of tracking. Bitter wind. Fingers going numb. And now, a

halfling is negotiating with a moose like a woodland diplomat.
The scene is ridiculous.

And yet, somehow, still noble.

Horseshoe watches the group with sharp, suspicious eyes. The others are
consumed by the moose conference, and Fort’s attention is fixed on tracks

and terrain. It is the perfect time for a little insurance check.

The gnome slips into the snow like a shadow made of periwinkle skin and
questionable life choices. He pads quietly toward Fort, who stands
unaware, scanning the treeline. Horseshoe glances once to make sure no
one is watching, then kneels to “adjust his boot,” which is rogue language

for “rifle through someone’s pockets.”

He moves with surprising grace. A soft crunch of snow. A flick of tiny
hands. A stealth roll that barely clears Fort’s passive perception. Then a
smooth sleight of hand that would make any thief mentor weep with

pride.

Horseshoe finds papers. But not the kind he feared.
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No wanted posters. No assassination orders. No bounty writs with his
name misspelled in dramatic handwriting. Just a simple document. A
peaceful one. A goodwill order from the town speakers, marking Fort as a

cooperative envoy rather than a hunter of fugitives.
Horseshoe exhales quietly.

To avoid suspicion, he pops up beside Fort as if he had always been there.

“Find anything?” he asks, nibbling the cookie still skewered on his dagger
tip.

Fort startles. “When did you get next to me?”
Horseshoe blinks. “Here the whole time.”

Fort nods slowly the way someone nods when they are completely
unconvinced. The fighter masks his anxiety behind a measured tone,
though his hand drifts closer to the hilt of his greataxe. If a gnome can
sneak up unnoticed, what else can slip through this forest without a

sound?

The two stand side by side, awkwardly sharing the silence and the faint

crunch of Horseshoe eating a weapon-mounted cookie.
Meanwhile, the moose council reaches its end.

The great animal gives Noel one final rumbling honk, stamps the snow,
and turns away. It lumbers through the trees until the forest swallows it

whole.
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Noel brushes frost from her curls and pivots toward the party. Tinyhoof

trots at her side, tossing his sugar cookie approval rating sky high.

“His name is Tall One. He said danger comes when talking,” she

announces. “We should move.”

The clearing tightens. The words hang in the cold air like a warning bell
muffled by snow.

Danger comes when talking.

Somewhere ahead, something listens.

Shaw picks up the trail again with practiced ease. Hobbs circles high
above, a silent sentinel, and the ranger crouches low, brushing snow aside
with calm confidence. Tracks appear beneath his gloved fingers, and this

time they are fresh enough that even the untrained eye can trace the path

ahead.
The party moves.

As they walk, Noel shares the words Tall One left her with. She speaks
softly, careful not to let her voice rise above the crunch of snow underfoot.
Tinyhoof mimics her hush, little puffs of breath fogging the air like tiny

warning signals.

“He said danger comes when there is talking,” Noel whispers. “So I'm

keeping quiet. He said the white one and the forest are angry. There was
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a chase. He wasn’t hurt, but... he looked back toward the deeper woods

like something is waiting.”

The group follows her gaze. Ahead, the forest thickens. The trees grow
closer together, their branches tangled like dark fingers. The sunlight that
never arrives feels even farther away here. Shaw, ever the tracker, reads
the terrain. He knows cold. He knows danger. But this forest, this
particular stretch of Lonelywood, is new to him. He does not know its

secrets, and the feeling gnaws.

Kalaster listens intently, purple eyes reflecting the swirling aurora above.
“The white one could be the moose. Or something else entirely. Either

way, I'd rather know than guess.”

Fort marches quietly several paces behind, the haunting warning from Tall
One echoing in his mind. He tightens his grip on his greataxe. The forest is

angry. What does an angry forest do? What does it become?

Horseshoe walks with a shiver of discomfort, though not from the cold.
The deeper the group travels, the more the woods close in. He glances
upward, making sure Hobbs is still circling, making sure Shaw hasn’t
slowed down, making sure Fort is not suspicious after their awkward

interaction.
The path narrows.
Then the world shifts.

The wind stops. Just stops. Like someone pressed pause on the sky.
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Snow drifts lazily downward, suddenly weightless without the wind to

carry it. The silence thickens until even breath feels too loud.
Shaw’s instincts flare. He raises a hand.

Up ahead, through a floating curtain of snowflakes, something moves.

Small. Quick. Precise.
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Chapter 5: The Fox and the Hare

The group halts mid-step as the forest scene ahead reveals itself like a

painting coming into focus.
First, the fox.

White as the snow around it, crouched low behind a fallen log. Ears
forward. Muscles coiled. A tiny predator poised between breath and

violence.

Then, ten feet beyond it, a snowshoe hare sits nibbling on a withered

sprig. The hare has no idea its entire life is hanging in the balance.

The party stares at nature’s drama, suspended in cold silence. This is the

moment where time slows. This is bullet time.
The DM calls for initiative.

Everyone rolls.
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And strangely enough, the first to react is Noel Tinyhoof, winter’s

smallest druid, armed with empathy and a cookie pouch.
She squints at the tableau... then calmly looks away.
“The balance of nature,” she mutters. She refuses to interfere.

Shaw just nods softly, as if the halfling has spoken deep druidic wisdom.
Tinyhoof flicks his tail with agreement.

Next is Horseshoe.

The gnome’s emerald eyes widen, and his heart says no, absolutely not,
not on his watch. He flicks his fingers, mutters a quick arcane phrase, and
casts Minor Illusion directly between the fox and the hare. A second hare

blinks into existence.
Two hares. Identical. Equally nibbling. Equally innocent.
The fox’s brain short-circuits.

The DM loves it so much that inspiration drops from the sky like a gift

from the Frostmaiden herself.
Fort acts next.

Still unsettled by the charged silence of the woods, he shifts his weight in
heavy armor. The step hits the ground with a loud metallic whump. The
fox startles, ears flicking back, gaze snapping between the two hares and

the sudden noise.
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Whatever primal instinct was about to explode into action is now tangled
in confusion, illusion, and the echoing stomp of a very large man in very

heavy gear.
Kalaster and Shaw hold back, watching the scene unfold with fascination.
Two hares. One fox. One forest warning still echoing in their minds.

The moment with the fox ends in a spectacular puff of snow and
confusion. Horseshoe’s illusion throws the poor predator into a full
existential crisis. The fox lets out a scream that sounds uncannily like a
banshee going through a breakup, then bolts into the brush. The real hare
flees. The illusion hare continues nibbling peacefully because it is a figment

of a gnome with too much time and too much power.

Horseshoe dusts his hands off and smirks. “Good trick,” he says, proud of
himself.
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Chapter 6: Gnome-ish

Shaw, ever steady, regathers the group and leads them onward. It only
takes an hour before he spots another set of moose tracks. Familiar shape.

Familiar stride. Familiar... color.
Another brown moose.

Horseshoe asks if Noel can talk to this one too. The group pauses to check
the exact rules for Speak with Animals. Ten minutes for a ritual casting.
Ten minutes of effect. Not the day-long commune of Baldur’s Gate 3.

Good to know.

Before Noel can act, Horseshoe shoots both hands in the air like a student

desperate to answer a question first.

“My turn!™ he shouts, vibrating with excitement. Without waiting for
permission or even acknowledgment, he begins casting Speak with

Animals in the most dramatic way a three foot gnome possibly can.
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The group stops to watch. Even Tinyhoof blinks up at him in wonder.

Shaw lifts an eyebrow, but instead of scolding him, the orc leans in and

says something softly... in Gnomish.
Not Common. Not Orcish. Gnomish.

Horseshoe’s eyes widen.

Kalaster looks baffled. Noel looks thrilled. Fort looks confused and slightly
alarmed. The forest looks like it did not expect multilingual bonding to

break out mid hunt.

Those who speak the language hear Shaw’s deep voice say, in perfect
fluency:

“Oh. You can talk to animals too.”

It is friendly, warm even. A rare moment of connection between a
towering orc and a jittery gnome who has been convinced for hours that

Fort might arrest him at any moment.

Horseshoe puffs up with pride the moment Shaw speaks flawless
Gnomish. A grin spreads across his periwinkle face. “Yeah, of course I can

speak with animals. I'm a gnome. It’s part of who I am.”

Shaw freezes mid step. “I've been doing this all wrong,” he mutters.

“Years of tracking. I can’t talk to any of them.”

Fort shakes his head in disbelief. “Unbelievable.”
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Kalaster watches all of this with the baffled look of a tiefling who thought
he understood his party and now realizes he has not even begun to scratch

the surface.
Horseshoe marches toward the new brown moose with confidence.

The moose lifts its head from a frozen shrub. Snow sprinkles off its antlers
like powdered sugar. It stares with the blank patience of a very large

animal accustomed to being judged by very small adventurers.

Horseshoe clears his throat and begins the ritual. Magic settles into his
voice. He steps forward, tiny dagger still holding the remnants of a cookie

he has half forgotten he is eating.

“Muuurrrrr”, Horseshoe exclaimed proudly.

This inspires a low moan from the moose that sounds like a cello warming
up under protest. Horseshoe hears the real message, whatever curious,

slow, meandering thoughts live inside the creature’s winter thick skull.

The moose steps forward and sniffs him. Hard. Then it sniffs his hair.

Then it nudges a twig toward his face like a gift.

Horseshoe accepts the twig with perfect seriousness and places it between
his teeth, chewing it like a cowboy at high noon. It tastes exactly as one

would expect: woody, cold, and full of regret.
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The moose seems satisfied. It grunts, blinks, and begins to wander off,
leaving the party standing in the snow with one less cookie and one more

twig.

The group watches it lumber away.

Noel looks delighted.

Shaw looks impressed.

Kalaster looks like he is revising his mental notes on everyone.

Fort looks deeply confused that this is what adventuring apparently

involves.

Horseshoe stands in the quiet clearing, twirling the twig between his teeth

like a rustic sage, ready to report his findings.

The brown moose disappears into the forest.

The floor is Horseshoe’s.

He flings the twig away with a sharp flick of annoyance.
He turns to Shaw.

“Deep trees,” he mutters.

Shaw crouches beside him and speaks in the gentle rumble he reserves for
nervous wildlife and nervous gnomes. “Would it be easier if you told me in

Gnomish and I translated for the others?”
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Horseshoe exhales hard through his nose. A resigned little nod follows.
The two switch languages, and what everyone else hears is a burst of high
speed consonants, whistles, clicks, and sounds that might be swears or

might be compliments.
Then Shaw straightens and translates.

The brown moose was not nearly as clever as the one Noel had spoken to.
It grew confused at Horseshoe’s questions. Frustrated. But it did say

something important.

A big white shape.
Smells cold.

Does not speak.
Not a moose at all.

Something that waits in the deep trees.
A ripple of unease moves through the party.

Noel nods, curls bobbing. “Tall One told me about the deep trees too. He

was afraid of them.”

Shaw turns to the group, his hunter’s intuition sliding into place. “Is
anyone familiar with a creature like that? Cold. White. Moose shaped but

not a moose?”

Kalaster rubs his chin, breath forming frost around his lips. “Hunters in
Lonelywood speak of the white moose as a spirit. A superstition, perhaps.

Or a creature mistaken for something it is not.”
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The idea lands heavy.

Fort listens with quiet intensity. His gaze drifts toward the dense treeline
ahead, where the branches grow tighter together and the light dims
beneath them.

Horseshoe considers his tavern memories. The late night gossip. The
frustrated hunters complaining into their mugs. “They said it’s too smart.

Too fast. They can’t catch it.”

A spirit.
A curse.

A beast awakened.
Or something else entirely.
Shaw asks how far the deep trees are.

The Dungeon Master explains the simple math. The forest takes roughly a
day to cross. They have been traveling six hours. In two more, they reach

the center. The deepest and oldest part of Lonelywood.

Where the moose warned them not to speak too loudly.

Where something cold waits.

The path ahead is darker. The snow thicker. The silence heavier.
Somewhere in the deep trees, the truth stirs.

And the party is headed straight toward it.
34



The group stands on the edge of the thickening trees, weighing
Horseshoe’s discovery. Twice now they have followed tracks that
belonged to nothing more than regular moose. Twice now they have been

misled by the forest. The air grows colder. The silence heavier.

Shaw looks back at the group. “Is everyone all right to continue? Feels like

we should push deeper.”

Rations come out. Shaw chews quietly. Tinyhoof munches contentedly.

Horseshoe eats cookies off his dagger again because he has established a
brand.

Noel lifts a hand. “I can cast Locate Animals or Plants. If we are within

five miles of this creature, I'll know.”

The party considers the risk. The DM gently nudges the logic. First find
tracks, then cast. Shaw rolls again with Hobbs circling high overhead. A
clean nineteen. Another fresh set of tracks. This time Noel feels the spell

urge stir inside her like a druidic compass finally waking up.
She casts.

She reaches into her pouch and withdraws fur from a bloodhound, soft
and warm even in the cold. She cups it in her small hand and breathes

across it. Frost curls away from her breath like tiny ghosts.

She whispers the old words of the druids of Ten Towns, shaped by
halfling vowels and the rhythm of people who sing to their reindeer herds.

She moves her fingers in a gentle spiral, tracing the shape of a creature
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whose truth she does not know. Moose shaped but not moose. Cold but

alive. Moving through the deep forest with anger in its wake.
The magic takes.

Her eyes glow faintly like distant lanterns through fog. Tinyhoof presses

close to her boot, sensing the shift.

Kalaster watches with bright curiosity. Shaw watches with respect.
Horseshoe watches while chewing the end of a twig, trying to look wise.

Fort watches with steady focus, hand resting lightly on his weapon.

The spell opens her senses. The world hums. The trees ring. The land

whispers.

And she reaches outward.

The spell lands.

The creature is within range.

“It’s close,” she whispers. “Northwest. Within five miles.”
Horseshoe mutters, “Nice trick.”

Noel turns to him and, in flawless Gnomish, says, “ Thank you.”
Horseshoe freezes. Blinks.

Shaw glances between them like a teacher realizing two students have

been quietly passing notes in an advanced language class.
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Chapter 7: The White Moose Revealed

Shaw leads them onward, and soon the forest thins into a strange clearing
carved with purpose. A circular depression in the snow rests before them
like a hollowed moon crater. At its heart stands a triangular crystal
monolith, twenty feet tall, cut with artistry and precision no hunter of

Ten Towns could ever explain.
An eerie blue light catches on its facets.

Around the circle rise crystal pillars, a half-buried sarcophagus tucked
beneath evergreens, a marble gazebo north of the slope, and statues facing

outward as if guarding the forest—or warning it.

And from beneath the hillside, stepping into the moon dial with the slow

certainty of something that owns this place, emerges the White Moose.
It sniffs the air. The cold wind curls around it like a loyal pet.

Shaw squints, searching for its intent. “Doesn’t look too friendly.”

37



The answer comes in the red staining its antlers. And its muzzle. And its
hide. And its legs.

Blood. A lot of it.
Kalaster murmurs, “Well. That seems promising.”

Fort shifts his stance, silent but ready. Horseshoe’s eyes widen, darting
from the creature to the statues to the door embedded in the hillside.
Noel’s breath slows, almost reverent, though a tremor runs through her

voice.

“It looks like a moose,” she says quietly. “But it doesn’t feel like one.”
Even Tinyhoof lets out a soft, uneasy bleat.

The forest itself feels colder here. Thicker. Watching.

They've finally found the thing that’s been leaving tracks through the

snow.
And something about it feels very, very wrong.

Noel considers another spell, hand already halfway toward her pouch,

before the realization hits her.

“Oh. I have to touch the moose for that one.”
Everyone collectively winces at the mental image.

“Yeah... no,” she says, backing off.
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Shaw shifts attention to the six pale statues looming beside them. Elven
robed figures, tall and slender, their faces erased by centuries of wind. Yet

the marble itself looks impossibly smooth, untouched by time.
“They're elves,” Noel says softly. “All of them.”
Shaw asks, “Anyone know anything about elf culture? Elven magic?”

Before anyone answers, Horseshoe pads over to the nearest statue, eyes
sharp, fingers twitching with the instinctive curiosity of someone who has

survived mostly by noticing the things others miss.
“Let me check,” he mutters.

He runs his palms along the base, taps the stone, checks seams, angles,

snow accumulation. His investigation is clinical, quietly impressive.

Perfect marble. Too perfect.

No cracks. No chips.

Not weathered like stone ought to be in this place.
And worse—

they don’t match the bases.

The granite pedestals are ancient.

The statues atop them are... not.

Horseshoe steps back, dusting snow off his little hands. “Something not

right. Statues new. Bases old. Look safe.”
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Kalaster steps in next, trying to read the arcane pulse of the place. He
presses his palms against the cold marble, tries to sync the rhythm of his

wild magic to the stone.
Nothing.

Then more nothing.

Followed by additional nothing.

Shaw gives him a sympathetic pat.
First real test of magical insight and the forest gives him the cosmic

equivalent of a shrug.

“Maybe magical,” Kalaster mutters. “Or maybe just cold. Or maybe this

whole forest hates us personally.”

Through all this, the White Moose prowls the moon dial, bloody and

restless.

It stands directly in the moon dial’s center, massive and silent, antlers

dripping red.

Horseshoe, somehow still unfazed, nudges Fort in the ribs like a kid daring

his older cousin to touch a haunted house window:.

“Go ahead,” the gnome says, gesturing toward... something.
Maybe the statue.

Maybe the clearing.

Maybe the beast itself.
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Fort glances down at the tiny gnome, armor creaking, eyes narrowing with

a look that lands somewhere between Are you kidding me? and Fine, I'll

humor you.

Fort’s armor gives a soft groan of protest, but he steps ahead anyway,
boots crunching through the snow. He’s cautious, sure, but unafraid. The
white moose watches from the center of the moon dial, dripping crimson,

unreadable.

Fort studies it the way a seasoned trainee studies a sparring partner.
A long look.

A breath.

A read.

Then he speaks quietly to the others.
“It’s not protecting territory. It’s reacting. Something else is stirring it up.”

The group absorbs this with the same tension you’d expect from people

slowly realizing their target might be the least of their problems.

Shaw raises a hand. “All right. Slow steps. No sudden movements.

Weapons down.”
Everyone approaches.

But when they reach the center of the stone circle, the moose has

vanished.
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Chapter 8: The Moondial

The area is breathtaking in its eerie design.

A towering crystal gnomon rises from the ground, a gleaming triangular
spike of carved ice and moonlight. The snow around it has melted in a

perfect ring etched with moon phases. Not a sundial at all. A moondial.

There’s a hole punched crudely through the northwest wall of the
depression, jagged and dark. Something big forced its way inside.

“I vote dark mysterious hole,” Horseshoe says, raising his hand as if

volunteering in school.

Shaw shoots him a look that lands somewhere between exhausted
affection and “of course you do,” then summons a flame in his palm. The
orange glow licks across his grey-green knuckles as he heads toward the

opening, peering into the gloom.
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Before they go in, the DM calls attention to something carved into the
stone under the snow—two inscriptions. One at the half-moon alcove, one

at the full'moon alcove.
“Do we see the moon?” someone asks.
“No,” the DM answers. “It is overcast right now.”

The inscriptions are worn but intact, curling across the stone like whispers
left behind.

They're in Elvish.

Which means only those who speak it step forward to read. The others
wait, breath fogging, the dark tunnel yawning ahead.

The moose is nowhere to be seen.

Shaw steps toward the carved moon symbols, fingertips brushing the
stone. No one can read the Elvish inscriptions. Not a soul in the party
took Elvish — a collective failure that earns a round of groans and one
long sigh from the DM.

But the group notices something strange.

The snow melts on the moon symbols, leaving them warm to the touch.
Hoofprints circle everywhere except on those lunar carvings.

Something respects this place, or fears it.
And that something is hiding.
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Chapter 9: Malice and Vengeance

Fort tenses, watching Shaw prepare to descend into the dark opening
beneath the hillside. Horseshoe nudges him, trying to get him to go first,
but Fort stares him down with the dead-eyed patience of someone who

has survived basic training. Eventually they move together.

Shaw anchors a rope, drops into the tunnel with Hobbs fluttering after

him...and lands alone.

And waiting for him in the icy dark

is the white moose.

No warning.
No breath.

No time.

Shaw is face to face with the blood-soaked creature at the center of the
mystery — cornered underground, cut off from the others, firelight

flickering off its red-streaked antlers.
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The moment Shaw’s boots hit the chamber floor, his world exploded.

A blur of white.
A crack of antlers.

A sound that isn’t quite a scream, isn’t quite a crunch.

The white moose slams into Shaw with the force of a charging wagon. His
firelight arcs across the stone as he’s hurled backward, impaled and then

crushed under the weight of stomping hooves.

Above, the others hear everything — the impact, the choking grunt, the

unmistakable panic of a seasoned ranger realizing he’s in real trouble.
Then silence.

Shaw is down.

Bleeding out in the dark.

The DM’s voice is calm. Too calm.

“Make a death saving throw.”

Shaw’s player gulp, and rolls.
11. Success.

One shaky breath pulled back from the brink.

He considers his regret:

“I wish I could have learned to speak with animals.”

It hurts. It lands.
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Horseshoe stands at the edge of the drop, lantern trembling in his tiny
hands. Shaw’s magical flame has guttered out completely, leaving only the
faintest glow from the rogue’s hooded lantern. Below, something massive

shifts in the dark. The smell of blood rises like steam.

Horseshoe doesn’t climb down.
He can’t.

Not yet.

He lights the lantern, leans over the edge, and calls out for help, voice

cracking through the cold air. It’s not cowardice. It’s honesty.
Noel steps forward immediately.

She rushes to the edge, murmurs a quick incantation, and that gentle
golden thread of druidic magic winds from her lips into the darkness

below.

She calls out, in moose-speak:

“We're here to help you.”

A desperate gamble.

A plea for mercy in a place that has shown none.

Fort plants himself beside Horseshoe, greataxe in hand, posture iron. He
looks to Kalaster with the steadiness of someone ready to die for a stranger

he met this morning.
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“If I go down,” he says, voice low, “and keep it busy for fifteen seconds...

can anyone get Shaw out?”

Six seconds tick by like frost forming on steel.

His whole turn is a held breath.

Down in the darkness, unseen but impossibly present, the white creature
lowers its bloody head. Noel’s magic reaches it, brushes its mind, hangs

there for a moment like a faint glimmer of warmth in an endless winter.

She has no idea yet what it understood.

Or what it plans to do.

But the white moose turns its head. The eyes glow like frozen coals.
Whatever intelligence lives behind them is cold, cruel, and utterly

unreachable by kindness.

It snarls.

A low, wet sound full of hate.
Then it turns back to Shaw.

The ranger is unconscious, sprawled across the stone, breath thin as frost.
His blood pools beneath him in a spreading halo. He doesn’t see the moose

raise a hoof.

The party hears it, though.
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The crack of bone.
A sickening, resonant impact.

A grunt forced from Shaw’s body posthumously.

Noel flinches.
Horseshoe freezes.

Fort’s knuckles whiten around his axe.

And then — the nat 20.

The DM’s voice stays steady, but everything under it trembles.
“One more hit will kill him.”

The moose stomps again.

A second crunch.

Then a terrible quiet.
Shaw of the North, tracker of storms, steadfast and patient, is gone.

No revival possible.
No death saves left to roll.

No last words.

The others stand on the ledge ten feet above, lanternlight flickering across

the horror below, seeing the truth all at once:

This creature is not hunting for survival.

It is hunting out of rage.
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And now it turns its head upward.

Blood dripping from its antlers.
Breath billowing like smoke.
Staring straight at the rest of the party.

Kalaster steps to the edge just in time to witness the scene. He sees Shaw’s
broken body; sees the white beast framed in the lantern glow like an idol

of violence.

He can see the monster.

And it can see him.

The fight changes here.

This is no longer a hunt.
It’s vengeance.
And he lets the magic loose.

Crackling blue-white arcs coil up both of his arms, spiraling around his
horns, braiding themselves into a single roiling beam. The energy drags

light from the air, from the snow, from the world itself, and then—
WITCH BOLT.

A spear of lightning punches down into the pit, slamming into the white
moose with a sound like a frozen tree splitting in half. The creature
convulses, its muscles locking under the surge. Frost flashes to steam.

Blood spatters in a stuttering spray of electric glow.
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It’s the first time all day the party sees the moose flinch.

Kalaster doesn’t stop. The beam doesn’t stop. Witch Bolt hangs between
them like a tether of violent intent, humming with the sorcerer’s fury, and

he grips it tighter, digging his hooves into the snowy stone.
Then the wild magic moves.

His fingers twitch.
The current stutters.

The weave quivers like a plucked wire about to snap.
He knows what this means.

“Not now,” he mutters. “Not—"

But the surge is already blooming.

A pulse ripples outward from Kalaster’s chest, warping the air, distorting
the lanternlight, bending sound for a heartbeat. No one can tell what’s

happening until the ripple reaches them.
Then the cold truth lands.

Everyone within thirty feet
—including Kalaster himself—

now carries a shimmering, iridescent mark.

A curse.

A flaw in reality’s armor.
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Piercing attacks will hit twice as hard.

Fort’s chest goes tight.
Horseshoe’s eyes widen.

Noel feels the forest recoil from the surge.

And below, the moose—its hide still smoking from the lightning—Ilifts its
bloodstained head and stares up at the glowing sorcerer who has just made

his whole party more vulnerable.

Kalaster’s lightning is still arcing down into the pit when Fort’s ready

action finally snaps like an overstretched bowstring.

He doesn’t wait for permission.

He doesn’t wait for a plan.

He drops over the ledge, boots thudding against the rope, sliding down in
a rush of chain and leather. By the time he hits the floor of the cavern, his

knuckles are white on the haft of his great axe.

Shaw’s body is right there.
Still.
Wrongly still.

Fort steps over him, jaw clenched, breath sharp and cold in his chest.

The white moose lifts its head to meet him. Its hide is scorched from
Kalaster’s Witch Bolt. Its eyes burn an eerie, frostbitten blue. It snorts

steam laced with the copper tang of blood.

51



Fort doesn’t hesitate.
He swings.

The axe comes down in a brutal overhead chop, but the ground is slick,
the footing uncertain, and grief is a heavy thing. The blade catches the
beast’s shoulder but not cleanly. A shallow wound opens, spraying a thin

arc of red before the creature recoils.

Four damage.
Not enough.
Not nearly enough.

Fort’s breath fogs.
His fingers twitch on the axe haft.

“Not done.”

He digs deeper, calling on the well of grit every fighter carries beneath the
sternum and behind the ribs — the one reserved for last chances and

desperate moments.

Action Surge.

Energy floods his muscles. His stance locks. His shoulders square.
But then the rules question hits him mid adrenaline:

“I've got Cleave. It lets me hit a second creature once per

turn.
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There’s only one creature.

Can I hit the same creature twice?”

The answer lands as steady as a war drum.

Yes.

Cleave doesn’t apply here — but Action Surge absolutely does.

Cleave:
Once per turn, if you hit a creature with a melee attack using a Greataxe,
you can make another melee attack with it against a second creature

within 5 ft. of the first that’s within your reach.

Action Surge:

A whole extra action.

Only one of those matters right now.

So the Dungeon Master looks at him and says:
“Make another attack roll.”

The moose, smoking with lightning and marked with wild magic
vulnerability, turns its dripping antlers toward Fort as he raises the axe for
a second swing — this one driven by loss, fury, and the full weight of a

fighter who refuses to let Shaw die for nothing.

He twists the haft, snarls through his teeth, and brings the blade whipping

back up in a savage upswing. The strike lands cleaner this time, drawing a
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deeper line of crimson, though the moose stands its ground, towering over

him like a glacier with antlers.

Behind him, the cavern pulses with Kalaster’s unstable magic. Every
creature nearby — moose included — shimmers with that wild

vulnerability the sorcerer accidentally unleashed.

The gnome peers over the ledge, shortbow already in his trembling hands.
He sees Fort in melee, sees the moose rearing back for another crushing
stomp, sees the blood on the stone — Shaw’s blood — and something

cold and sharp locks into place inside him.
He draws.

He breathes.

He releases.

The arrow whistles downward like a winter gale. From ten feet up, the
angle is perfect. The shot sinks into the creature’s shoulder, burying itself

deep.

Sneak Attack fires off like a second heartbeat.
And because of Kalaster’s wild magic... every bit of piercing damage hits

harder than it should.

The bolt slams home.
The moose jerks violently.

A ragged spray of blood coats the cavern floor.
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Horseshoe’s eyes widen.

He did that.
He actually did that.

Fort glances back up at him with something halfway between relief and
fight-fueled desperation.

The white moose staggers but doesn’t fall. Its breath clouds, its muscles
coil, and it turns its frost-lit eyes toward the gnome who just hurt it more

than anyone else.

Noel steadies herself on the snowy ledge. She sees Fort trading blows with
the monstrous white moose, sees the crackling beam of Kalaster’s witch
bolt still anchored to its hide, sees the bloody churn of snow where Shaw
fell. Every instinct in her tells her to protect, to soothe, to redirect the fury

of a creature gone wrong.
Killing an animal — even this one, even now — feels wrong in her bones.

But misleading one?
That she can do.

Noel closes her eyes for a heartbeat. Her breath clouds in the cold air. She
presses two fingers together, gathers a flicker of druidic magic, and releases

it with a sharp, whispered call.

A sound ripples through the treeline beyond the cave opening — the

hollow, distant bellow of another moose, far to the northwest. It echoes
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convincingly, shaped with druidic precision, the kind of low resonant call

that would carry through a winter forest.

It’s a sensory lure meant to do one thing:

draw attention away from her friends.

The false moose-call reverberates through the cavern mouth.
Fort glances up.
Horseshoe’s eyes snap to the direction of the sound.

Even Kalaster’s lightning-locked stance wavers for a half-second.
And the white moose — blood-slick, furious, teeth bared — stops.

It shifts its weight.
One ear swivels.
The cold-burning gaze turns toward the echoing cry, nostrils flaring as if

tracking a rival’s scent.

Noel keeps low, hands trembling around the residual warmth of the spell.
It might not buy them much time.

But it might buy them just enough.

Kalaster’s lightning beam hums like a live wire stretched through the
cavern, still locked to the beast’s hide. The moose’s muscles spasm under
the crackling current, smoke rising from singed patches of its winter-white

fur. The sorcerer’s magic lashes again — a thinner pulse this time, the
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sustained tether of Witch Bolt — and the blast hammers into the

creature’s flank with a loud, electrical snap.

Five points of raw arcane energy shake the beast.
It staggers.
The smell of burned hair fills the cave.

But it’s still alive — barely. Four heartbeats of life left in a frame that
should've toppled long ago.

Kalaster, glowing with wild magic and barely holding the reins of what’s
inside him, steadies his stance at the cave mouth. Lightning still dances
between his fingers like restless serpents. The concentrated beam remains
tethered to the moose, but his free hand twitches with the promise of

more spells if he needs them.

“Don’t let up,” he growls through clenched teeth, voice splintered with

static. “It’s almost down.”

The air vibrates around him, unstable and hungry; the cavern lights in
erratic pulses off his infernal eyes. Even from ten feet up, Horseshoe can

feel the hair on his arms stand on end.

The moose staggers backward, breath steaming from its nostrils.

Fort tightens his grip on the greataxe.

Noel’s eyes dart between the beast and the shadows of the cavern, praying
the lure call worked well enough to confuse it.

Horseshoe nocks another arrow behind cover, jaw set.
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Kalaster did not hesitate.

Still crackling with unstable arcane energy, the red-skinned tiefling drew
his hands together once more and forced the lightning to obey. The Witch
Bolt, brighter and angrier than before, continues lancing straight into the
white moose’s already-smoldering hide. The first surge alone was enough.
The beast collapsed mid-snarl, its massive body shuddering as scorched fur

and the smell of ozone filled the chamber.
The forest went quiet.

For a long heartbeat, no one spoke.

Then the urgency shifted.

Fort, heavy boots scraping stone, crossed to Shaw first, closing the moose’s
lifeless eyes with a solemn hand before turning to his fallen friend.
Horseshoe hopped down from the ledge, fingers already searching for a

pulse. He muttered softly, half to himself, “Luck run out.”

It hadn’t.
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Chapter 10: Relentless Endurance

Fort kneels first, hands still trembling from adrenaline and grief, and
gently closes the fallen ranger’s eyes... only for Shaw to gasp back to life

with a ragged, wet breath.

His chest rises.
His fingers twitch.

The orcish Relentless Endurance keeps its ancient promise.

Horseshoe flinches at the sudden inhale, mutters under his breath, “Luck
bend, not break,” and produces his namesake talisman — a tiny metal
horseshoe — giving it a brief ceremonial wave before slipping it away

again.

While Noel knelt to tend Shaw’s wounds and Kalaster scanned the
shadows for any further movement, Horseshoe moved with practiced
subtlety. Keeping his back turned from the druid, he approached the fallen
moose and, with quiet respect, took a small token of the creature. As a
trophy and a reminder.
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Only then did the full chamber reveal itself.

Bones littered the ground. Old kills. Old meals. But not everything here
was dead. Foxes crouched in corners. Hares pressed low to the stone.
Owls clung to rafters, eyes wide and unblinking. Wolf pups and young
bears huddled together, shaken but alive. Victims, not servants, of the

thing that had ruled this place.
The threat was ended.
The forest, at last, could breathe again.

With Shaw stabilized and breathing thanks to Noel’s gentle, practiced
hands — and absolutely not noticing the small chunk of moose Horseshoe
quietly liberated — the party begins to breathe again. The cavern is still.
The only sounds are timid animal whimpers, the settling of dust, and

Fort’s armor creaking as he stands guard over the den.

Horseshoe, ever the opportunistic scout, slips away along the cavern’s
edge. He tiptoes between fox kits and owl feathers, giving each creature a
polite little nod as if to say don’t mind me. His emerald eyes flick around

the chamber, catching strange architectural details in the half-dark.

He approaches the southern door first. The stone is cold beneath his
fingertips, carved with a symbol of the half moon — round edge facing

right, smooth and immaculate compared to the rough stone around it.

Locked.

And not trapped, as far as his practiced instincts can tell.
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He shrugs and pads to the left passage. It narrows like the throat of a
beast, ending not in another door but in a looming oval mirror set into the
stone, nearly taller than Fort. A mirror down here feels wrong — too
clean, too deliberate. Horseshoe leans in, studying his own periwinkle
reflection, checking whether this thing will distort his shape or swallow

him whole. It doesn’t. It’s ordinary.
Which somehow makes it worse.
He moves on.

The final passage climbs gently upward. Horseshoe keeps low, eyes
half-lidded in the way only a rogue pretending to be casual can manage.
The tunnel ends at another door — another semicircle sigil — this one

the mirrored opposite of the first.
He squints.

Two half moons.
Two locked doors.

A mirror with no dust.

And a cavern full of survivors watching him with wide animal eyes.
Noel’s lantern glow flickers across the walls, revealing movement.
Not hostile movement — trembling, hesitant movement.

Small shapes cling to corners, shadows, overturned stone.
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The animals that remain are:

- A pair of snowshoe hares, pressed together so tightly they look like one
creature with two sets of ears.

- Three fox kits, their tails puffed in fear, but one of them still chewing on
a piece of bone like nothing happened.

- Two owls, round-eyed and silent, perched on the ribs of a half-buried
skeleton.

- A single wolf pup, white-grey and shaking, peeking out from behind an
old cloak someone must have left down here ages ago.

- A young brown bear, barely bigger than Fort’s shield, hunched behind a
stalagmite. It watches the group with big worried eyes, torn between fear

and curiosity.
They're not attacking. They’re not even trying to run anymore.
They’re... waiting.

Like whatever held them here — fear of the moose, or something deeper

— has suddenly been lifted.
The air feels lighter.
The den feels... relieved.

And you all stand in the middle of it, battered, bloodstained, breathing
hard, staring at creatures who look just as unsure about you as you are

about this place.
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Horseshoe, ever practical, ever curious, studied the animals with a quiet
intensity. After a moment’s thought, he crouched near one of the owls
and murmured the familiar cadence of Speak with Animals. The owl
regarded him without fear, eyes like polished moons, and answered in soft,
deliberate phrases. North. Follow the slope. Keep the wind on your left.

Five hours, no more.

Horseshoe stood, brushed snow and dust from his black leathers, and

turned to the others with a simple nod.

“Horseshoe find home. Okay. We go.”
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Chapter 11: Return to Lonelywood

Before leaving, the group took a moment to breathe. A short rest in the
broken lair. Noel’s careful hands tended Shaw’s wounds, binding bruises
and whispering reassurance. Shaw, battered and pale, drifted in and out of
sleep, stubbornly alive and muttering half-formed thoughts. Kalaster kept
watch, eyes flicking to shadows that no longer moved. Fort stood guard,

greataxe resting against his shoulder, finally allowing himself to unclench.
Then they climbed back into the forest.

The journey home was long, but mercifully quiet. Snow muffled their
footsteps. The trees no longer felt hostile. Branches swayed gently instead
of clawing at cloaks and armor. No howls followed them. No shapes

stalked their path. The forest, freed of its terror, simply let them pass.

When the humble town of Lonelywood finally emerged from the trees, it

felt unreal.
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Lantern light glowed warm against snowbanks. Smoke curled lazily from
chimneys. Children’s laughter carried through the cold air, sharp and
bright and unmistakably alive. As the party stepped into view, Nimsy’s
home erupted into motion. Doors flew open. Kids ran toward them,
skidding on packed snow, eyes wide at the sight of bloodstained armor and

weary smiles.

Nimsy herself rushed forward, stopping short only long enough to take in
the full picture. Shaw slumped but breathing. Noel dusted with snow and
soot. Kalaster’s horns still faintly glowing with residual wild magic. Fort

standing like a wall. Horseshoe calm, composed, carrying something heavy

in his bag.

Before a word was spoken, Horseshoe reached inside and withdrew a
small bundle wrapped in cloth. He placed it gently on the desk in front of
Nimsy. He did not unwrap it. He did not explain.

He didn’t need to.

Nimsy stared at the bundle, then at the party, then back at the bundle

again. Her hands flew to her mouth.
“Mercies,” she breathed. “You truly did it.”

She stepped forward and clasped Horseshoe’s arm, her grip fierce and
grateful. Then she crossed to Shaw, her expression softening with worry
and relief as she saw his chest rise and fall. She looked back at the group,

eyes shining.
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“You've saved this town,” she said, voice thick with emotion. “You have
no idea. The loggers were ready to leave. Without them, without the

forest, we wouldn’t have made it through this long winter.”

One of her children tugged insistently at her sleeve. Nimsy laughed,

suddenly overwhelmed, and waved everyone inside.
“Warm yourselves. Stay. Lonelywood owes you more than cookies.”

Noel grinned, already shedding her pack. “We’ll still take the cookies,” she
said brightly. “I missed second breakfast.”

Shaw, half-asleep and smiling despite himself, murmured, “They deserve

extra cookies.”

And for the first time since the journey began, the danger felt truly behind
them.

The fire crackled. The doors closed against the cold. Lonelywood slept
easier that night, and so did the forest.
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