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    To the dreamers who find beauty in moonlit forests, forgotten legends, and love stories written in the stars.
This book is dedicated to everyone who believes that even the most cursed souls are worthy of love, redemption, and a second chance.
May these pages remind you that true love is not found in perfection but in the courage to embrace both the light and the darkness within us.
And to those who have ever carried invisible scars, this story is for you. Sometimes, the marks we fear the most become the very things that lead us home.
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Chapter 1: The Mark Beneath the Moon
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The mountain road twisted like a dark ribbon through endless walls of pine.

Elara Bennett tightened her grip on the steering wheel as her aging SUV climbed another steep curve. The headlights cut through a blanket of mist that seemed to swallow everything beyond a few feet of pavement.

She glanced at the GPS mounted beside the dashboard.

Signal lost.

Again.

She laughed quietly.

"Of course."

Her editor had warned her about this assignment.

No cell service. No hotels. No coffee shops. No tourists.

The village of Black Hollow wasn't the kind of place people accidentally discovered. Hidden deep within the mountains, it remained untouched by modern development and largely ignored by the outside world.

That was exactly why Elara had accepted the job.

For the past seven years, she had built a reputation as one of the most respected wildlife photographers in the country. Her photographs had appeared in magazines, environmental journals, and conservation campaigns. She had spent months documenting elephants in Kenya, wolves in Alaska, and snow leopards in the Himalayas.

Yet recently, something had changed.

The passion that once fueled her work had begun to fade.

Every assignment felt the same.

Every photograph looked technically perfect but emotionally empty.

Then an email had landed in her inbox.

A remote mountain village reports unexplained animal sightings.

Locals claim an enormous creature roams the forest.

Interested?

Most photographers would have dismissed it as another small-town legend.

Elara had packed her cameras within an hour.

The road narrowed.

A wooden sign emerged through the fog.

BLACK HOLLOW

Population: 413

The village appeared like something preserved in another century.

Small wooden houses lined a single main street. A general store sat beside a church with a weathered steeple. Warm yellow lights glowed behind curtained windows.

People stopped what they were doing and stared as her vehicle rolled through town.

Their expressions weren't welcoming.

They were cautious.

Almost suspicious.

Elara parked outside a small inn and climbed out, stretching her stiff muscles.

The mountain air was colder than she had expected.

The scent of pine and wood smoke filled the night.

As she unloaded her camera equipment, an elderly woman stepped onto the inn's porch.

"You must be the photographer."

Elara smiled.

"I am. Elara Bennett."

The woman nodded.

"Margaret Holloway."

She extended a weathered hand.

"I own the inn."

"It's beautiful here."

Margaret glanced toward the forest beyond the village.

"Most days."

Something in her voice made Elara look in the same direction.

The trees formed an enormous wall around the village.

Dense.

Ancient.

Silent.

"Most days?" Elara asked.

Margaret quickly looked away.

"You should get settled. Breakfast is served at seven."

Before Elara could ask another question, the older woman disappeared inside.

The following morning, Elara carried her camera through the village square.

Conversations stopped whenever she approached.

People avoided eye contact.

Several older residents crossed themselves as they passed her.

It was strange.

She finally found someone willing to talk.

A middle-aged man sat outside the general store repairing a fishing net.

"Excuse me," she said.

He looked up.

"I'm looking for information about the animal sightings."

He returned his attention to the net.

"You should leave those things alone."

"Why?"

"Because they're not animals."

Elara laughed.

He didn't.

She lowered her camera.

"Then what are they?"

He studied her for several seconds.

Finally, he spoke.

"The guardian."

"The guardian of what?"

"The forest."

She recognized the familiar pattern immediately.

Every isolated community developed folklore to explain the unknown.

The guardian.

The protector.

The spirit of the mountain.

Different names.

Same story.

"Have you seen it?"

His hands stopped moving.

"Once."

"And?"

His eyes shifted toward the trees.

"It looked back at me."

A chill ran through her.

"What did it look like?"

He shook his head.

"You'll never understand until you see it yourself."

Over the next three days, Elara collected stories.

Some described a massive wolf.

Others claimed it was a mountain lion.

One woman insisted it could walk on two legs.

An elderly hunter described glowing eyes that appeared among the trees during a full moon.

The stories contradicted one another.

But one detail remained consistent.

The creature never harmed the villagers.

Lost children found their way home after hearing strange sounds in the forest.

Hunters trapped during snowstorms discovered mysterious tracks leading them back to safety.

Travelers attacked by predators somehow survived.

The beast protected the mountain.

At least, according to the stories.

It was exactly the kind of mystery that fascinated her.

By the fourth evening, she had made her decision.

She was going into the forest.

Alone.

The full moon hung above the mountains like a silver lantern.

Elara adjusted the strap of her camera bag and switched on her flashlight.

She followed an overgrown trail leading into the trees.

Branches stretched overhead like skeletal fingers.

The deeper she walked, the quieter the world became.

No birds.

No insects.

No movement.

Only the sound of her boots against fallen leaves.

Her flashlight illuminated strange markings carved into several trees.

Symbols.

Ancient-looking patterns.

She stopped to photograph them.

The camera shutter clicked.

Then came another sound.

A distant crack.

She froze.

Her heart accelerated.

Something moved.

The noise came again.

Closer.

"Hello?"

Silence.

She slowly turned.

Nothing.

Only shadows.

She exhaled.

Probably a deer.

Or a fox.

She continued walking.

The temperature suddenly dropped.

A cold breeze swept through the trees.

Then she heard it.

A low growl.

Not far away.

Every muscle in her body tightened.

Her flashlight trembled in her hand.

The growl came again.

Closer.

Much closer.

She slowly scanned the darkness.

Then she saw them.

Eyes.

Two glowing golden eyes.

Watching her.

Her breath caught in her throat.

The creature stood partially hidden behind a cluster of trees.

It was enormous.

Far larger than any wolf she had ever seen.

Moonlight illuminated dark fur.

Powerful shoulders.

Sharp ears.

But something was wrong.

Its proportions didn't look entirely animal.

For a brief moment, it almost appeared...

Human.

Her photographer's instincts took over.

Without thinking, she raised her camera.

The flash exploded.

The creature roared.

The sound shook the forest.

Fear slammed into her chest.

She turned and ran.

Branches whipped against her face.

Her boots slipped over wet leaves.

Behind her, she heard movement.

Fast.

Too fast.

The creature was chasing her.

She ran harder.

A root caught her foot.

She stumbled.

Her flashlight flew from her hand.

The forest plunged into darkness.

Pain shot through her knee.

She pushed herself upright.

The growl was directly behind her.

Slowly, she turned.

The creature stood only a few feet away.

Those impossible golden eyes locked onto hers.

Time stopped.

Fear vanished.

Something unexpected replaced it.

Recognition.

She didn't understand it.

She had never seen this creature before.

Yet somewhere deep inside, she felt as though she knew it.

The beast lowered its head.

Its eyes softened.

Then it stepped closer.

Moonlight revealed details she hadn't noticed before.

A scar above one eye.

Dark markings along its neck.

Ancient intelligence.

This wasn't an animal.

This was something else.

Something impossible.

Her pulse hammered.

She should have been terrified.

Instead, she couldn't look away.

The creature extended one massive paw.

Sharp claws reflected silver beneath the moon.

Then it happened.

A voice.

Not spoken aloud.

Not heard through her ears.

Heard inside her mind.

"Elara."

Her eyes widened.

The creature knew her name.

A sudden burst of light exploded behind her eyes.

Pain shot through her wrist.

She cried out.

The beast growled.

Another voice.

Stronger this time.

Filled with urgency.

"Run."

The forest erupted into chaos.

A second animal burst through the trees.

Smaller.

Aggressive.

Teeth bared.

The two creatures collided.

Elara stumbled backward.

Growls echoed through the forest.

She couldn't see.

Couldn't think.

Instinct took over.

She ran.

Branches tore at her jacket.

Her lungs burned.

Her legs felt weak.

She didn't stop.

She couldn't.

The village lights finally appeared through the trees.

She burst onto the main road, gasping for breath.

The door of the inn swung open.

Margaret rushed outside.

"Good Lord!"

Elara collapsed onto the porch.

"What happened?"

She tried to speak.

Nothing came out.

Her entire body trembled.

Margaret wrapped a blanket around her shoulders.

"You went into the forest."

It wasn't a question.

Elara nodded.

"You saw it."

Again, she nodded.

Margaret's face lost all color.

"Did it touch you?"

Elara frowned.

"What?"

"Did it touch you?"

She looked down at her hands.

At first, she didn't notice anything.

Then she saw it.

Her left wrist.

A mark.

A symbol unlike anything she had ever seen.

Dark lines curled across her skin.

Intricate.

Perfectly circular.

Almost burned into her flesh.

Her heart stopped.

"What is this?"

Margaret grabbed her wrist.

For the first time since meeting her, the older woman's calm expression disappeared.

Fear filled her eyes.

"No."

"What?"

"No, no, no."

Elara pulled her hand away.

"Tell me what's happening."

Margaret took a step backward.

"You need to leave."

"What?"

"Tomorrow."

"Absolutely not."

"You don't understand."

"Then
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