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Chapter 1 — The Forest Watches
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Ending

The wolves moved silently through the trees around him.

Not attacking. The pain nearly dropped him where he stood.

Kael clenched his jaw hard enough to stop the sound from escaping while heat surged

beneath his skin like fire spreading through his veins. The howl echoed again faintly across

the eastern woods.

Closer than before.

Several villagers backed away from the gates instinctively.

One woman whispered a prayer beneath her breath.

Tomas gripped his spear tighter. “They’re hunting in daylight now.”

Fear spread fast through the crowd after that.

Kael forced himself to breathe slowly while the burning beneath the mark gradually faded

again. He kept his head lowered hoping no one noticed.

Rowan noticed anyway.

The older hunter’s eyes narrowed slightly.

Not understanding.

Connecting.

Elara stepped closer beside Kael.

“You’re pale.”

“I said I’m fine.”

This time the irritation in his voice slipped out harder than intended.

Elara pulled back slightly.

Kael instantly regretted it.

Before he could apologize, Bran hurried down the main path toward the gathering carrying

another lantern despite the growing daylight.

“Tracks,” the old hunter said breathlessly. “Near the north wall.”

The crowd erupted immediately.

More hunters moved toward the gates while frightened villagers pulled children closer. Kael

stayed still watching the panic spread through Havenreach like sickness.

Fear always moved faster than truth.

Rowan motioned toward Tomas and several others.

“With me.”

The hunters followed instantly.

Only Kael remained where he stood.

Elara studied him carefully.

“What happened out there?”

The question hit too close.

Kael looked toward the eastern woods beyond the walls where snow drifted silently between

the trees.

Eryk’s words returned to him:

“There are creatures in this world who would kill entire kingdoms for what’s under your skin.”

The mark pulsed faintly again.

Kael lowered his voice.

“If I told you something was watching the village...”

Elara’s expression tightened immediately.

“I’d tell you everyone already feels that way.”

Not wrong.

Kael looked back toward the corpse still laying in the snow beside the butcher’s shed.

Villagers avoided looking directly at it now while others whispered nervously about the

wolves beyond the ridge.

But Kael remembered the body too clearly.

The wounds.

The lack of struggle.

The precision.

Something about it still felt wrong.

Not animal.

Calculated.

The howl echoed once more from the eastern forest.

Longer this time.

Almost like a warning.

Kael felt the mark react immediately again —

but underneath the pain came something else now.

Recognition.

Not fear.

The realization unsettled him deeply.

Elara touched his arm gently.

“You’re scaring me.”

Kael looked at her.

Really looked at her.

And for the first time since the mark appeared, a terrifying thought entered his mind:

What if the danger wasn’t outside the village anymore?

Escorting.

Kael hated how little comfort that gave him.

Snow drifted steadily through the dark forest while Eryk walked several steps ahead, his

attention constantly shifting between the woods and the eastern ridges beyond them. The

other wolves remained spread through the trees in disciplined silence.

No wasted movement.

No unnecessary sound.

Hunters.

Kael kept his hand near the knife at his belt anyway.

The mark beneath his skin still burned faintly where Eryk had looked at it. Every few

moments the symbol pulsed strangely, almost reacting to the wolves surrounding him.

Or warning him.

Dren glanced back toward Kael once.

“If he changes, I kill him first.”

Kael’s jaw tightened instantly.

“I’m still standing right here.”

“You think that matters to the mark?”

Eryk stopped walking.

The entire group immediately halted with him.

Silence settled through the forest again.

Then came another sound.

Not close.

Far east.

A howl.

Deep.

Ancient.

Wrong somehow.

Every wolf in the forest became still.

Kael felt the mark flare violently beneath his skin the moment the howl echoed through the

trees.

Pain shot through his chest hard enough to force him to one knee in the snow.

The wolves reacted instantly.

Several stepped backward.

Others raised weapons immediately.

Dren snarled. “I knew it—”

“Enough.”

Eryk’s voice cut through the tension sharply.

Kael gritted his teeth as the burning spread through his body like fire moving beneath his

skin. For half a second, strange images flashed through his mind:

red eyes in darkness,

snow-covered ruins,

something massive moving beneath the forest itself.

Then it stopped.

The pain vanished as suddenly as it came.

Kael breathed heavily into the cold air while silence returned around him.

The wolves stared openly now.

Fear had changed into something worse.

Recognition.

Eryk slowly stepped toward him.

Not afraid.

Careful.

“What did you see?” he asked quietly.

Kael looked up slowly.

The truth sounded insane even to him.

“I don’t know.”

But somewhere deep in the eastern woods,

something had answered the mark back.

And for the first time in his life,

Kael realized the stories hidden in the forests around Havenreach were not stories at all.
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Chapter 2 — Blood in the Snow
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Havenreach looked smaller after the forest.

Kael noticed it the moment the village walls appeared through the falling snow near dawn.

The homes clustered tightly together beneath smoke-covered rooftops suddenly felt fragile

compared to the endless eastern woods behind him.

Like the village existed beside darkness it refused to acknowledge.

The gates opened slowly as Kael approached.

Old Bran stood watch near the entrance holding a lantern beneath heavy furs. His tired eyes

narrowed immediately when he saw Kael returning alone from the eastern ridge.

“You’re late.”

Kael adjusted the traps over his shoulder.

“Lost track of time.”

Bran’s gaze dropped toward the blood still staining part of Kael’s sleeve from the forest fight.

“You’re bleeding.”

Kael looked down quickly.

Not his blood.

The wolf’s.

He pulled the torn fabric lower before Bran could study it too closely.

“Cut myself on a branch.”

Bran grunted softly but said nothing else.

Still —

Kael noticed the old hunter watching him differently as the gates closed behind him.

Suspicion had already begun.

The village streets remained mostly empty beneath the early morning snow. Smoke drifted

from chimneys while distant lanterns flickered weakly through frosted windows.

Normal.

Safe.

Kael wanted to believe that feeling lasted.

It didn’t.

The moment he reached the center path near the well, voices rose from the western side of

the village.

Shouting.

Panicked.

Kael moved immediately toward the sound.

A small crowd had gathered near the butcher’s shed beside the lower storage barns.

Villagers stood tightly together whispering nervously while two hunters held torches near

something laying in the snow.

Kael slowed.

Blood covered the ground.

Too much.

The body belonged to one of the outer trappers.

Or what remained of him.

Deep claw marks tore across the man’s chest while most of his throat had been ripped open

completely. Snow beneath the corpse had turned dark red.

Several villagers crossed protective symbols across their chests immediately when Kael

approached.

One whispered:

“Another one.”

Kael’s stomach tightened.

Another.

Meaning this wasn’t the first.

Tomas stood near the body gripping a spear tightly enough his knuckles looked white.

“Tracks lead east again.”

Murmurs spread through the crowd instantly.

Wolves.

Everyone was thinking it.

No one wanted to say it aloud.

Kael crouched carefully near the corpse despite the stares around him. The wounds looked

familiar now after the forest.

Too familiar.

But something felt wrong.

The claw marks were real.

The violence was real.

Yet the snow around the body showed almost no struggle.

The trapper hadn’t run.

Kael frowned slightly.

“Something chased him?”

Tomas looked toward him sharply.

“Something tore him apart.”

Not the same thing.

Kael noticed.

Before he could answer, another voice cut through the crowd behind him.

“That’s enough.”

Rowan.

The older hunter stepped forward through the villagers wrapped in his long dark coat dusted

with snow. Age lined his face heavily now, but nothing about him felt weak. The crowd

naturally made room when he approached.

Authority built through survival.

Rowan’s eyes settled briefly on the corpse.

Then on Kael.

A pause.

Too long.

“You were near the eastern ridge tonight,” Rowan said quietly.

Not accusation.

Question.

Kael felt the mark pulse faintly beneath his skin Kael forced himself to stay still beneath

Rowan’s stare.

“A little past the river,” he answered carefully.

Rowan’s eyes narrowed almost invisibly.

“Alone?”

The question hit harder than it should have.

Kael thought briefly of:

yellow eyes in the forest,

wolves moving through the snow,

Eryk standing silently beneath the trees.

“No,” Kael lied.

The mark pulsed sharply beneath his skin.

Pain flickered through his chest for half a second before fading again.

Rowan noticed the movement immediately.

Not the mark itself.

The reaction.

“What’s wrong with you?”

Too fast.

Kael straightened instantly.

“Nothing.”

Several villagers exchanged uneasy looks nearby.

Fear spread quickly in Havenreach. Winter made people suspicious enough already. Bodies

in the snow made it worse.

And Kael could feel suspicion slowly turning toward him now.

Tomas pointed toward the corpse angrily.

“This is the third attack in two weeks.”

Murmurs spread again.

“The wolves are getting closer.”

“We should burn the eastern traps.”

“They’re hunting near the walls now.”

Kael listened quietly.

But part of him kept replaying the scene from the forest.

The wolves hadn’t acted like mindless killers.

Eryk especially.

That thought bothered him more than the corpse itself.

Rowan crouched beside the body slowly studying
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