Chapter 1. Hungry.



A starry night, illuminated by the moonlight that preceded their steps. Their paws moved slowly, yet without pause, over the damp, soft grass of the forest floor. In the distance, the murmur of the calm, crystal-clear stream filtered through the tree trunks, up to his ears.

He still had both, more by luck than by his own skill or strength. What could you expect from a pup? He hadn't been cast out, he'd been abandoned after being attacked by the boss. Just a few snipped words. Power, grimoire... nothing that meant anything to him.

But those days were gone. He should be grateful for his good fortune. An elderly traveler who saw him and took him with him. Who tended to his wounds, and who, unwittingly, made him unique thanks to a small detail.


He was approaching the cave he had shared with the others. One pup among so many in those days. A wolf expelled now. Could he even reason with them? Only one way to find out, and it wasn't pleasant or hopeful.

A figure was visible in the moonlight. A wolf with a body weathered by battle and time. With an angular snout and the scar obscuring his right eye, everything about him screamed "Authority." And to avoid conflict, the name he was known by was "Chief."


“You’re back. Why?” A row of fierce fangs asked unceremoniously, with a tone colder than the night air. “I never liked your ideals, or your methods,” an emotionless voice replied. The thin young wolf’s eyes closed, absorbed both in his face and in the sudden memory of the man to whom he owed so much.
“Sultinn,” his name. “Besides my wounds, HUNGER was what my master noticed. ‘Hungry,’ and that’s what I am.” The image of the old man bandaging his wounds came to mind, filling him with nostalgia. Meanwhile, Chief began his attack. A flawless leap, seeking the base of the skull. From the surrounding shadows, four amorphous ink stains seized each of Sultinn’s paws. Sets of fangs challenged his skin and flesh, which responded with the warm flow of blood.

Pain, memories, hunger. All of it combined only slowed their reactions. A clean hunt, after having expelled the pup of yesteryear; it was what it should be. However, from the cloudless sky, a light pierced the eyes of Chief and his wolves. A blast focused on a figure who, in an instant stretched by shock, ceased to be an equal and stood on its hind legs.
The bodies of the pack and Chief fell slowly, or so it seemed to Sultinn. A fluid movement, bending his knee and touching the ground in front of him, without looking up; it wasn't necessary. Letting the energy flow. Pillars of fire, tall and swift, engulfing the wolves' bodies. One last word: "Grimoire," which dissolves into the night air, along with Chief's mind, which had been thinking it. The beginnings of a plaintive howl are heard, silenced by the murmur of a stream of calm, crystal-clear waters filtering between the trunks.

And a figure, without turning his gaze, disappears into the forest. There's nothing holding him back. The pack that drove him out, and nearly destroyed him, will no longer condemn others.

Chapter 2. Freedom


For days and nights, he continued on his path, guided by the stars and his instincts. Years of searching for his master had given him the certainty that, at the end of the road, he would attain the ability to fulfill his ideals.


Hunting out of necessity, resting out of obligation; his body told his story in more detail than words. Both ears pricked, a thin face with a long snout. A neck that, regardless of whether he was a man or a wolf, bore a scar from what must have been a death sentence, blundered by a sudden spasm of his body, or so he imagined. Chief never missed a hunt. His muscles like taut ropes on the struts of his bones. And his eyes, more sad than lively, and more contemplative than warlike, somewhat sunken as well. He looked on the verge of falling ill.


One night, just beyond the nearby bushes, he heard the crackling of the fire burning on the logs. Travelers perhaps, with better food perhaps. His black-clawed hand parting the bushes to cautiously observe the scene.



A group of five carts with cages, seemingly empty, formed a circle around the fire. The animals pulling them were tied in groups of two or three, grazing directly off the ground. Some rough-looking men and women, armed and armored with various weapons, were resting, eating, or drinking. They talked or joked about the profits from the sale of their wares.


Nothing seemed to make Sultinn risk his hiding place. He had only sated his hunger, for the moment, with the night's hunt. He simply watched with curiosity, as, from behind one of the wagons, wet sounds could be heard—knocking, perhaps?—with a rhythm. He couldn't remain uncertain, and moving carefully, he skirted the clearing to the wagon from which the noises were coming.


Inside the cage, a woman lay on her stomach, her head and half of her body propped up by an arm. Above her, one of the men thrust and lifted her pelvis with a rhythm that accelerated at irregular intervals. It didn't seem voluntary; Sultinn could sense the man's animal instinct, the urgency to satisfy a different hunger. And from her, the acceptance of fate... and... something... wasn't clear; but it was there.


The man arched his back and buried his pelvis, pushing the woman beneath him into the floor of the wagon. It was all over. His appetite sated, the man hurried to dress, barely sparing a glance at the woman. “You could have sold yourself for a lot; but your damn face is shit,” he said to the figure lying behind him. “I bet not even your mother loved you.”


And then, what had been vague took shape. Rage. Both hands, chained together, moved with the speed of a snake. Her fang-like fingers grasped a piece of the floorboard. Move, release, all in one motion that sent the wood flying straight into her assailant's eye.


It was a direct blow of wood against flesh; though, like a child's blow, not as effective. It lacked weight, balance, and edge. Just a black eye and a bruised ego. But that bruised ego, for someone accustomed to taking, was something he shouldn't allow himself to be. If he wasn't going to sell her anyway, what did a few wounds matter? They could even save the crumbs they gave her.


The man loaded his crossbow and took aim. A safe distance away, he aimed at a tethered target. He aimed at the body, because what one dart won't finish, the next will. A few slashes with his knife, and he'd be able to retrieve them. As he readied the third dart, he heard a strange noise. It wasn't the expected snapping of a string being released; it sounded more like bones breaking. His hands were no longer holding the crossbow; they were just shaking senselessly. And worst of all, a scream made him look up, his eyes now blurred for some reason. The woman was covering her face, which was becoming even more disfigured with horror. And then, nothing.


Sultinn climbed down from the chariot and crouched on the ground. They weren't the steady targets the pack wolves had been; but that flame, however weak, deserved his best efforts to preserve it.


Attacks that collided with claws, that cleaved the air, that occasionally drew blood from someone with the sound of metal slicing through flesh, or claws tearing through muscle. Cuts multiplied on the werewolf; and lines of human attackers fell here and there. It was difficult to defeat that blend of ingenuity and instinct, but not impossible.

In the end, only the figure of the werewolf remained standing, holding the corpse that had once been a woman with calloused hands and a temper that could withstand anything. One last movement of the wolf's head ended up severing the neck, and the body fell to its knees before Sultinn, almost as if in penance.

The woman in the chariot, her face still covered, saw the skirmish through the gap between her fingers. And with it over, the beast approaching. She wasn't even able to scream when a claw whistled through the night, breaking the chains that bound her. "Free!" was her thought, drowned out by the knowledge of who had freed her. "Free!" And with a hysterical laugh that never left her lips, she sank into unconsciousness.

Chapter 3. Need.


A couple of nights of feverish dreams. Of seeing an inconceivable beast before her. Of screaming, or trying to, before the blackness of her own sleep buries her again. And finally, after three days of nightmares, her eyes open, though only one is fully visible, the other covered by the filthy tangle of her hair.


Lying on the floor of a dark cave—but not on the ground—with a fire to one side, and with tarps and skins forming a makeshift mattress. Something she hasn't had in a long time. Her eyes begin to search among the hollows and stones, fearing to find the beast ready to finish the hunt it began. But she only finds what appears to be another rough mattress at the back of the cave, half-propped against the wall.


Beside her, a plate of lukewarm food and, following the straight line drawn by the mattress at the bottom toward the cave entrance, the figure of a seated wolf, its back turned to her and on guard. She can't say for sure, but she feels she's seen it, or dreamed it before. She would have liked to run away; but her body needs food, and it craves it. She began to eat.


“Finally wake up. That’s good. You had deep wounds, but I trusted you wouldn’t give up,” the figure sitting at the entrance of the cave finally said, without turning his face. This made the woman almost choke on the last bits of meat. A couple of coughs later, and once the initial shock had passed, she finally answered, “Do you speak? What? Man, wolf? What are you?” So many questions in a torrent, without giving him much time to answer. The wolf entered the cave and looked her in the eyes, before a “Shhhhh,” which shouldn’t have been possible with that snout, asked her to be quiet. “Slow down. We’re not going anywhere.”


“Man or wolf? Wolf. And I think it’s obvious I can speak. How is a little more complicated. I’ll just say I was raised by a wise master when my pack tried to… let me sleep for too long. I learned many things from him.” This last bit, said with a nod of his snout toward her. Her hands touch the makeshift bandages covering some parts of her body, and she sees them too, on some parts of the wolf’s body. “And he also gave me a name: Sultinn.”


“Ma…magic.” She says in amazement. “Something,” Sultinn says. “Though I’m afraid healing magic wasn’t among them. Bandages and care should suffice.” The wolf bares its fangs; but it’s not aggression they reflect, but rather a tired smile, accepting that it has its limits.


“And change your shape…” the woman says, to which the wolf nods. “And self-adjusting bandages. It’s not practical to change shape with all this tangled up,” the wolf says, pointing his snout at the generality of his body. It’s the woman who smiles now, more relaxed. “It’s obvious I’m not your prey, am I then… your amusement?” Along with these words, the woman’s hands begin to slide the cloth covering her, revealing more and more of her skin. “That’s not why I value you. I do it for what you are. For that flame I saw before I began my hunt,” Sultinn replies. The woman could only nod.

“What should I call you?” Sultinn asks. “Skuggi… that’s not my name. Just what the men and women through whose hands I passed repeated.” The wolf closes his eyes for a moment before nodding. “If it doesn’t bother you, that will be your name. Thank you. Two points now. May I ask about your past? And can I shapeshift without frightening you? I don’t think my snout skills will allow me to change your bandages.”


Skuggi nods and watches. A change accompanied by a blinding light, allowing only a glimpse of what's happening in its center, and then, the wolf, upright, human, but still beastly. The fur that covers almost its entire body is visible, except for a scar on its neck, and the areas covered by the bandages, which have adjusted to its new form. "I'm going to come over now and change your bandages."

The woman nods timidly, no longer afraid, and allows Sultinn to examine her wounds. She sees him take something that smells and looks like crushed herbs and berries, which he applies to the wounds before applying new bandages. It is he who asks her now. How did it happen? How long ago was that? The life of a beautiful young woman in a poor village. A loving mother who cared for her with all she could. The illness that attacked them both, and the medicine that was only enough for one. They tried to share; but now she knows her mother deceived her. After the first doses, every time her mother was supposed to take it, she obviously closed her lips. She survived thanks to taking more of the medicine, although with aftereffects. Part of her face was disfigured. Her mother didn't make it.


Without money or belongings, she was taken and sold like an object. A battered object that could still satisfy the needs of others. As long as they didn't see her face. No matter who sthey were, uncovering her face was the sign of a change of hands. New owners, duped by the previous ones in a chain that stretched as far back as memory could reach.


“The flame, then, is for her.” Sultinn wasn't saying a question. It was the understanding that the memory of his mother's care, attention, and sacrifice was what gave Skuggi strength. That was the flame that needed to be protected. And he flashed Skuggi a wide smile as he finished adjusting the woman's bandages.

Chapter 4. Comrades.


The days passed as serenely as the water in the nearby stream. With Sultinn's care and food, Skuggi's wounds healed quickly and looked fine. Only a truly dedicated observer would notice the discoloration left by the darts.

Skuggi didn't know how to acknowledge the attention lavished on him. The only way she remembered was by gently rejecting Sultinn. So she tried to help him heal his wounds. He had more bandages than she did, after all.

“Please. It’s the least I can do for you.” She begged the wolf the next time. “I understand. And although we have enough medicinal herbs, the correct proportion is still necessary.” And the wolf looked at the woman. If she could have, her ears would have been almost dragging on the ground. Only her free eye showed the regret she felt at not being able to help him. “I’ll tell you what we can do. Let’s finish this act before us, and I’ll teach you.” Sultinn said this with a frank smile on his muzzle and continued, “You may call me master.” The way Skuggi’s eye lit up and the way his shoulders rose dispelled all doubt in Sultinn’s mind.

“I know I’m going to ask too much of you, and I hope you understand. May I see your face?” the wolf asked Skuggi. “I’ll understand if you don’t wish to show it.” The woman lowered her head and tossed her hair to one side. Next to it was a face of angelic beauty, with one light brown eye, deep and shining; the half-melted and blackened mask of a demon, with one cold, white, almost pale blue eye that seemed to judge your darkest secrets.


The reaction of her former owners was hardly surprising. In Skuggi's words, "They would fall into a pale stupor, unable to move or look away from such a grotesque spectacle." And then, a paw gently lifts its face for a closer look. It gently presses its thumb to its cheek, or what must have been its cheek. And when their eyes meet, there is no fear or repulsion, only understanding on the wolf's face.


“Let’s begin then,” Sultinn said, in wolf form, a few feet away from where Skuggi was. “You’ll throw the knife, and I’ll catch it with my snout.” Dangerous was an understatement to describe what the woman thought of this; she couldn’t, she shouldn’t. The wolf closed his eyes and snorted in resignation. “I can’t enter that city alone. Man or beast, my form will not be welcome; but the Nymph of the South, with her trained wolf, will be able to. I need you, Skuggi.”


An act, that's all, the woman thought to herself when she finally mustered up the courage to throw the first of her knives. A line through the air accompanied by a hiss. A flawless leap by the wolf, and the knife, held by the handle, was now visible in its snout. Looks like she could do it after all.

“Seeing you throw that piece of wood gave me the idea. It will be something they have never seen before; though I fear it will cause you trouble. You will have to be a little… careless with me. You will reach out your hand to stroke me, without turning your face. I must go to your hand, not your hand to me. You will throw hard, and if you see blood, you will not react. We are not equals; you will be my mistress.” With each of Sultinn’s words, Skuggi seemed to flinch, almost as if struck by physical pain. She didn’t want to, but she couldn’t disappoint Sultinn. It was the safe way into the city, and the castle.


Convincingly blocking Skuggi's reflexes took a few days. Hiding the feelings in her visible eye was a little more complicated. Even more so when Sultinn deliberately allowed one of the knives to bite into a bit of his snout. A trickle of blood trickled from the point of contact. But even that could be hidden, though they had to settle for a nod and a guttural sound that, while signifying distress, could pass for disappointment.

Sultinn searched through the slavers' salvaged possessions for the finest veils to hint at Skuggi's form, and coarser ones to cover some parts of her body. Showing just enough to captivate, but leaving the details out of direct view. Another would go over her face, complementing the work done by her hair. Coins of various metals were struck to form sheets that would add shine to the woman's undulating body, and which, as she walked, would cover with their clinking the sound of the knives visible in the leather straps at Skuggi's hips, and of those, shorter ones, hidden by the thicker veils.


The town of Hoffnungstod, the castle at least, visible from a distance, was so magnificent it was breathtaking to behold. Although in the streets, life was different. The inhabitants lacked everything except the bare minimum, and lived in a kind of amused stupor. The king, whoever was in office, made them share in the humiliations he inflicted. Furthermore, no king lasted long enough for the people to truly hate him, and the next one was elected from among the people themselves.

“And his scribe,” Sultinn remembered his master saying, “No matter how many kings come and go, he has remained the same. His lifespan has extended far beyond the natural lifespan of men. Exceptional for a man without magic.” This was the scribe, the power behind the power.

So, having the bare minimum and being entertained, they spent their days hoping that, at the next opportunity, they would be the ones to enjoy the glory and full satisfaction of their instincts.

It wasn't the best way to live; but it could have been worse. So, no man, unless his job was to entertain the populace or the king, could enter. And no beast that wasn't chained, or serving as a feast, could pass through its massive doors.

Chapter 5. The Nymph of the South, and the city kingdom of Hoffnungstod.


Seeing the castle walls from a distance was one thing. Looking at them from the base, having to almost arch one's back to take them in, was something else entirely. Its heavy double doors, reinforced with metal bands and rivets, looked anything but hospitable.


The guards flanking them wore smiles that briefly disappeared, giving the appearance of being drunk; but their movements contradicted this assumption by far. Their coordination was superb. And their weapons and armor gleamed with the metallic sheen of constant care and diligent use of the whetstone.


In the distance, a figure on horseback approaches. Beside it, what appears to be a stray dog, somewhat larger, though equally malnourished and wearing a thick collar with a ring for a rope or chain, trots along, matching the speed of the woman's mount.

When she reaches the gates, the guards change their stance. They transform, metaphorically, into two more double doors that must be opened before the gates in the wall open. “What can you do to entertain the king?” one of them asks without much ceremony. Having enough to survive, only entertainment is allowed. “Or what delicacies do you plan to present as tribute?” This said, searching with his eyes. The woman’s clothing barely concealed the shape of her body, and the beasts accompanying her would not be a delicacy worthy of tribute.


“I am the Nymph of the South,” the woman said with a hint of self-sufficiency, almost as if the delay in allowing her passage and interrogation were an insult. “And this, my trained wolf.” Only an eye searching for symbolism would have noticed the exchange of glances between woman and wolf, and the discreet nod of the latter’s head. “And the unique spectacle you will see…” she said as her left hand made a deliberate movement, taking one of the knives from her hip and throwing it to the side. The wolf, on swift legs, runs and jumps, catching the knife before it hits the ground.


Upon returning, she stands on her hind legs and, without touching the horse or her mistress's perfect skin, hands the knife to the hand that had been waiting open since she threw it. With a graceful movement, the knife returns to its place in the strap at her hips.


The guards look at each other and nod in consensus before moving to the side and giving the agreed-upon signal. The heavy gates swing open, leaving the path open for the beautiful woman, her mount, and her wolf. Skuggi can feel, like heavy honey sticking to her body, the lustful glances of the men who judge her shamelessly. She can almost read in them all the things they would do if they weren't tied to their positions and duties.


Finally, the streets of the city/kingdom of Hoffnungstod stretch out beneath their feet. Although the main street gives an impression of abundance and decor, as does the castle, visible in the center of town, the surrounding streets don't seem to tell the same story.


Filth, neglect, people with faces that seem more intoxicated the closer they get to the castle. “This is the work of the Obsidian Grimoire,” Sultinn said in a low voice. “These people have lost their willpower, in favor of satisfying their needs. They eat, drink, and little else. We can’t let this continue. My master, who wanted to save them all, said not to seek the grimoire while darkness lurks.”


“Remember. You will seduce the king. Discreet caresses on his back. Allow some excess veil to slip. He and his personal guards will be your job.” The instructions were spoken in pauses, avoiding overhearing by prying ears. “I will be chained, and guarded by guards. Chains can stop the wolf; but not the man and his self-adjusting collar. I am sure the scribe will stay as well. If he can avoid the danger of the knife thrower, he will. If none of them scream at the sight of your face, you must scream when you kill them. That will be my signal, and my advantage in distracting my handlers.”
Skuggi nodded, as if greeting the nearest passerby. Acts that would once have caused her misgivings, such as deliberately showing her face, or that had ceased to mean anything to her, such as using her body for the gratification of others, were now a shield and a sword she could wield. She could use that reverie to captivate and convince, and that stupor in others to take advantage.

Chapter 6. The act begins.


The throne room was opulent. The gleam of gold stood out in every corner and detail; but it bore no sign of good taste. It gave the impression that someone unaccustomed to wealth had acquired it suddenly and wanted to show it off to others. Its thick stone walls, with tall, elongated windows, allowed for all the necessary light. There stood the Nymph of the South and her faithful wolf, waiting for their chance to present themselves before the king.


When he finally appeared, a group of eight guards walked at his sides. Armed with crossbows and swords, they seemed to move in precise synchronicity. Behind the monarch, a man who must have been similar in height to the king; but his hunched gait and fearful manner made him appear much shorter.


The men, as a whole, appeared to be around 45 years old. This caused mild surprise in Skuggi, who, having heard Sultinn's comment about the scribe's longevity, expected to see him elderly, with a beard that brushed the ground.


At the same time, the Nymph and the wolf prostrated themselves: one with her knee on the ground, allowing her veils to move freely, revealing her perfect skin. The other, with his chest touching the ground, head lowered, waiting for any sign.

“Your Majesty. This humble servant, the Nymph of the South, wishes to show you her act.” Noticing the monarch's hand motion indicating she should begin, the woman stands and snaps her fingers. The wolf moves a few feet away from her.
“Now, you will notice, my lord, the knives at my hips.” She says this as she moves her body. The blades on her veils jingle with a sensual cadence. “I will take one… So, please, let your guards not be nervous.” A mixture of amusement and mischief accompanies these words. And then, a nimble hand grasps one of the knives by the handle, and throws it.

The line is straight and precise. It has speed, the attentive guards note; though it's not impressive. What happens next is 'The Act.' The wolf, who had been crouching on the ground, is now in the air, the knife held in the animal's snout.
Two more knives are thrown in quick succession, and the wolf manages to catch both. A bit of blood trickles from where the knife grazed his snout, earning him a look and a disapproving sound from the Nymph.

More knives are thrown. Not always in the wolf's direction; but the wolf, ever vigilant, manages to block them all with just a couple more cuts. "I beg your pardon, my lord. I believe I haven't fed my... companion enough." This last bit is said while his hand draws circles, as if trying to find a better word to say.

“I hope you will consider helping me with that, and perhaps I can serve you in another way.” The woman approaches the monarch, the ribbons on her hips empty of all weapons, lying at his feet, barely touching the hem of his royal robes.
"Only if your animal is chained on the bank," the scribe whispers to the king, who repeats the words to the woman. With a slight shrug of indifference, the woman agrees.

Chapter 7. Banquet

The dining room is smaller, with tall windows and wooden details on the columns. The royal chambers are located behind the king's chair, at the end and to the left of the hallway that can be seen.

A large table, with room for more than 20 people, has been set with a variety of dishes. Delicacies of all kinds: meats, fruits, both fresh and covered in caramel or honey, and various liqueurs. And a platter of candies as elaborate as jewels.

And although there's plenty of space, the king and Nymph sit in adjacent chairs. The touch of hands and arms, discreet at first, increasingly takes on a tone of complicity. And all these movements are closely followed by the guards, who, suspicious of everything, are ready to act at the slightest suspicion.

In the background, attached by a chain to a metal ring embedded in the ground, the wolf with a few pieces of bone and fat, and some leftovers. Even with his gaunt figure, he sits waiting for his mistress's signal to begin eating, which he does as soon as he is allowed.

“You don’t know how long it took me, my lord,” the Nymph tells the king. “You can’t always get the other side to cooperate. But of course, that’s a problem for us commoners. A monarch must only suggest, and his will is done.” Skuggi’s lips brush the king’s ear as he says this. A wicked smile of enlightenment fills the monarch’s face.

“I suggest then, we rest. My chamber is ready.” The Nymph, with a knowing smile, rises as the king does. With a slow, sensual movement, she removes the knife bands from her hips, then rattles the metal blades, turning her body to the beat of a melody only she can hear.

Even so, a guard approaches and feels her body. Meanwhile, with her arms at her sides, she waits amused, seducing the king with her deep gaze. It's merely a formality, since the veils aren't sufficiently covered to conceal a weapon. The king and two of his guards head toward the bedroom.

One of the perks of being part of the royal guard. If you can't be the first to taste the dish, you can still use the leftovers. Being second, or third, after the king wasn't bad.

The scribe, who was taking advantage of the opportunity to eat, looked everywhere and nowhere. His nervous eyes searched the room, and especially the space to the right, which should have been the wall dividing the dining room and the bedroom.

The wolf, finally satiated, rested without paying much attention to anything, apparently asleep and restrained in his corner.

Suddenly, a piercing, barely human scream, in which the monarch's voice is barely distinguishable, breaks the silence. For a moment, those present remain motionless, trying to process what they have heard. Then, six guards rush toward the corridor leading to the bedroom.

A second shock comes as a blinding light, emerging from the corner where the wolf was resting, blurs everyone's vision. A silhouette of what appears to be a man, though more inhuman, more beastly, after blocking the exit to the throne room with the table, between the guards, runs, killing two before there is any reaction.
The four remaining guards give it their all. Their swords flash in the air and spark against the ground. This mixture of wolf and man is slippery, and all too accurate in his counterattacks. Soon a leg is torn off, as is the arm of another guard, and only two remain standing. The scribe sweats profusely, vomit rising in his throat from such a display of strength, and the sight of blood.

Soon, only the werewolf remains standing, and he approaches the retreating scribe. If he could, he'd be walking through the wall right now. "Where's the grimoire? And we both know you have it, there's no point in denying it, and what do you know of its power?"
If he had sensed he would be standing face to face with this beast before him, he might have thought twice before handing food to that pack of wolves in exchange for the grimoire. But they didn't know the power it holds. It was easy to obtain, and it had given him so much.

People to control. Puppets who would take the blame. And most importantly, life, which, when absorbed into the grimoire upon writing the name of the fool who would serve as king, was granted to himself.

He said all this in a trembling voice, pointing to a well-hidden door at the back of the room. Sultann opened it and saw, at the far end of the small room, on a pedestal, a black book with reddish highlights. There was no mistaking it. Even if you'd never seen it, you'd know it was the Obsidian Grimoire.

“Thank you for everything,” Sultinn said to the scribe, and hugged him, holding his arms and body. His snout approached the scribe’s neck, and with one final movement of the wolf’s head, he ended up severing the neck, and the body fell to its knees before Sultinn, almost as if in penance.

The werewolf walked toward the book, his eyes straight ahead, determined to end it all. His hand seemed to hesitate before touching the book. And then, the entire grimoire turned to dust. Guided by an inexplicable breeze, the dust danced in the air before finally disappearing before Sultinn's eyes. "Never leave the source of your power lying around," he said, as he turned away.

Sultinn left the room. His body seemed more upright. His dull eyes began to acquire a luminosity that could only be described with one word: iridescent. As he reached the door, his eyes met Skuggi holding the wall near the corridor that led to the king's chamber. A dart and a bloodstain were visible on his hand, placed over his stomach.

Earlier, in the king's chamber, she had undressed with deliberate pause, flashing her most charming smile. A second later, the veil covering her face had fallen, and then, suddenly, her hand swept aside her hair.
The king had screamed in horror at the sight of this grotesque spectacle. Skuggi's hands retrieved three of the four knives he had been carrying, and with greater force and speed than his own actions had ever employed, they flew toward the necks of the guards and the king.

Two of them had been direct hits; but one missed by a hair, only severing the jugular vein. The guard managed to fire his crossbow with more instinct than aim, piercing Skuggi's stomach.
But now it's different, Sultinn thought. His left hand drew a wide arc toward the thick stone wall of the castle, and like a curtain being drawn, the wall shifted and folded, revealing the Cosmos behind it. "The power behind ALL power. My master was right about EVERYTHING." Those were the wolf's words. "Now my healing magic should even heal Skuggi's face," he thought. A discreet, simple movement with his right hand, and Skuggi's entire body, who was amazed at the sight of so many stars, was covered in a warm, tranquil light.

Chapter 8. Shadow


The light slowly faded. Where a wounded Skuggi had once stood, there was now nothing. She had been erased from existence by the grimoire's new owner, Sultinn.

Chapter 9. Trials.


Sultinn floated against a starry backdrop. “And with power, knowledge,” Sultinn said, watching the stars fade, die, and new ones begin to form. “Hungry. My master was certainly good with irony.” He indulged himself in that thought before continuing.


With the Cosmos as his witness, what looked like a playing card materialized between the index and middle fingers of his right hand. The visible side showed an old man healing a wounded puppy. “My master, who learned about the grimoire and its true power. Who healed me.” As he finished saying this, with aristocratic laziness, he moved his fingers, causing the card to turn over, revealing the other side. The image of an old man, his neck severed, on his knees, almost as if in penitence, was visible. “Who refused to teach me until the darkness lurking within me was redeemed. Who felt the need to save everyone.” With a flat voice, he pronounced a name, as if declaring an arcana from a fictional tarot. “The Martyr.” His fingers moved to release the card, which dissolved into a crimson substance before disappearing forever.


After a brief pause, a new card appears in his hand. It shows a pack of wolves. Their leader has a scar over his eye. At the feet of the pack, a black book with red highlights, and, about to take it, the scribe offers food to the pack. “My pack. Those who held power at their fingertips; but don’t knew how to use it. A power that granted the Chief a vision of a pup devouring all.” A movement of his fingers again, and the image shows a pack of wolves consumed by fire. “Who, being able to end it all, out of the need to preserve his honor, not because of my luck, I now know, failed what should have been a fair hunt.” In the same emotionless voice, he pronounced: “The Blind One.” The card slipped out of his reach before burning and consuming itself. The ashes scattered to nowhere.


Another card. This one depicted the king, covered in gold, at a banquet attended by maidens and young men. “The king, and his people, who lived to satisfy their visceral desires. Food, pleasures, and entertainment as their ends.” A wave of the hand revealed the card’s other image. A group of mummified bodies, all wearing jewels and exquisite robes. “Who did not question the system that consumed them, as long as they could be satiated, maintaining the hope of one day being king.” The name of the card was spoken without emotion: “The Fool.” The card began to fall; soon, it broke in two, before turning into crystal shards that vanished.


The card that materialized showed a man with a fearful manner, bent over a black book with reddish sheens. “The Scribe. Who gained power through chance, not merit. Who tried to study it and managed to derive some of its power. Manipulation and longevity.” The card turned over to show a man who, before his neck was severed, saw the hidden door that led to the grimoire. “Who, observing the power of the grimoire, was afraid to pursue it. Who, because of his need to burden others with the weight of his guilt, preferred comfort.” Sultinn’s voice declared: “Fear.” As this card left the wolf’s hand, a dark shadow, much darker than the background of the visible blanket of stars, devoured the card.


The last card, Sultinn thought, as it materialized in his hand. It showed a woman with a shy smile. The visible part of her face was incredibly beautiful. Her body had perfect proportions and skin. “Skuggi. Who suffered greatly in her life, and yet survived those trials. Damaged.” Turning the card over, the image was empty. “Who was in need of affection and validation, vulnerable to manipulation. A tool that, when it was no longer useful, was discarded.” The sentence was immediate: “The Shadow.” The card began to fall, however, without being able to pinpoint the moment, the card was no longer there.


Sultinn had all the power and knowledge, and he was content. Suddenly, he felt the urge to turn around; something inside him screamed at him to do it. And he did, saying, “He turned around in time to see a thick eraser erase his legs.” That he should say it, that an ominous voice echoing somehow throughout the Cosmos should say it, that it should happen, was all one and the same. More blows of the eraser erased more and more of his body and the Cosmos itself, while the ominous voice said, “It’s no good. It’s too corny a story.” A few more blows, and while part of the head was still visible, Sultinn heard the voice say, “Next time, I’ll do better.” And then… nothing.

END.

