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Naya smelled the camera equipment before she saw the man carrying it, which told her exactly how much trouble she was about to have removing him from pack land without incident.

He'd set up at the ridge overlook, the one spot in the valley that gave a clean sightline down into the den's outer perimeter, and he'd done it carefully enough that she almost respected the work before she remembered whose privacy he was currently violating. Long lens, camouflage jacket a shade too clean to have seen real fieldwork, and the particular stillness of someone who'd been sitting in one position long enough to have gone slightly numb and didn't care.

"You're on posted land."

He didn't startle, which was its own kind of aggravating. He simply lowered the camera, unhurried, and looked at her with an expression too calm for a man who'd just been caught trespassing by someone who could, if she wanted to, end the conversation permanently before he finished his next sentence.

"I know. I checked the postings twice before I set up, actually, which is more than I can say for most of the reporters who've been through this valley in the last two weeks." He said it like a confession rather than a defense, which threw her more than an actual excuse would have. "I'm not here for the story everyone else is chasing. I'm not interested in Holt Timber, or the fraud case, or the vet who apparently stared down an armed man with a clipboard. I'm here because of something else entirely, and I'd guess, from the way you just appeared without a single sound on dry gravel, that you might actually be able to help me with it."

"I don't help trespassers. I remove them." Naya kept her voice flat, the particular calm she'd perfected over years of handling exactly this kind of encounter before it became something worse. "You have thirty seconds to pack that equipment and be walking toward your car before I stop being polite about it."

"My name is Theo Marsh. I'm a wildlife photographer, not a journalist, whatever badge the local paper's been trying to pin on anyone holding a camera in this valley lately." He was already reaching for his bag, slow, deliberate, no sudden movements that might read as a threat. "Three months ago I photographed a wolf near the Oregon border that shouldn't have existed by any measurement science currently accepts. Wrong size. Wrong bone structure in the shoulder, visible even at a distance. I've spent three months trying to find a second sighting to confirm I wasn't imagining it, and every lead I've chased led me here, to this exact ridge, to a valley that just happened to have a very convenient corporate scandal break the same month I started asking uncomfortable questions."

Something cold moved through Naya's chest, old caution sharpening into something closer to alarm. "You're saying you already suspect what's actually living in these woods."

"I'm saying I've spent three months collecting evidence that something impossible is living in these woods, and I have exactly enough integrity left in this profession to want confirmation before I publish anything that could get an entire population hunted for sport by people considerably less careful than I've tried to be." Theo held her gaze, steady despite the danger he had to at least partially understand he was standing in. "I'm not here to expose anyone, Miss—"

"That's not information you get."

"Fair enough." Something almost like amusement crossed his face, gone as quickly as it appeared. "I'm here because I think whatever's living in this valley deserves better than being discovered by someone with worse intentions than mine, and I think, given what already happened with Holt Timber's fund, you're all considerably more vulnerable to exactly that kind of discovery than you were three months ago. Every reporter chasing the fraud story is one accidental sighting away from stumbling onto something far bigger than a land dispute."

Naya studied him for a long moment, weighing the calculation any careful predator makes before deciding whether a threat required immediate handling or patient observation instead. He wasn't lying, which unsettled her more than a convincing lie would have. She'd spent years learning to read the specific tells of a man managing a story, and Theo Marsh carried none of them — no rehearsed urgency, no performed innocence, simply the plain, uncomfortable honesty of someone who'd found more than he knew what to do with and had decided, apparently against his own professional interest, to handle it carefully rather than profitably.

"You said three months," she said finally. "You've been chasing this since before Holt's fund ever became public knowledge."

"Since before anyone outside this valley had any professional reason to look here at all." Theo's expression sobered. "Which means whatever I've stumbled onto isn't connected to your recent scandal, Miss whoever-you-are. It's older than that, and I'd guess, from the way your whole body went still the second I mentioned the shoulder structure, that it's considerably closer to you than a stranger's photograph from three counties over."

The wind shifted, carrying his scent more fully toward her — ordinary sweat, coffee, the particular chemical tang of camera equipment, and underneath all of it, faint but unmistakable, something that made every instinct she owned go on alert for reasons that had nothing to do with trespassing at all.

"You're not entirely human," she said slowly, understanding arriving in a shape she hadn't expected to need this evening. "That's not a photographer's stillness. That's something else."

Something flickered across Theo's face, the first genuine crack in his composed calm since she'd found him. "That," he said quietly, "is considerably more perceptive than I was prepared for tonight, and I suspect we're about to have a much longer conversation than either of us walked up this ridge expecting to have."
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"You have exactly one chance to explain what you are before I decide trespassing was the least of your problems tonight."

Naya hadn't moved closer, hadn't needed to — the threat in her voice carried plenty on its own, and Theo Marsh, to his credit, didn't flinch from it the way most humans would have.

"I'm not pack. Not wolf, not anything you'd recognize by scent alone, which I'm guessing is why it took you this long to notice." He set the camera down slowly, both hands visible, the careful posture of a man who understood exactly how quickly this conversation could turn dangerous. "My mother was fae-blooded, three generations removed from anything with real power left in it. Enough that I run warmer than I should, enough that iron gives me a headache if I carry it too long, enough that something in my blood recognized what I was looking at the first time I saw that wolf near the Oregon border and knew, immediately, it wasn't simply a large animal. Not enough that I could ever properly defend myself if this conversation goes as badly as you're currently considering letting it go."

"That's either the most elaborate lie I've heard this year, or the most reckless honesty." Naya studied him, old instinct warring with something more careful, the specific caution of a predator who'd learned, painfully, that the most dangerous threats rarely announced themselves as loudly as this. "Prove it."

"I can't, not the way you're probably hoping. Fae-blood this diluted doesn't shift, doesn't manifest anything dramatic enough to satisfy proof on demand." Something wry crossed his face despite the tension. "The only evidence I have is that I found you by scent before I ever saw you clearly, the same way you found me, and that the wolf near the Oregon border let me photograph it for almost four minutes before it finally decided I wasn't worth the trouble of chasing off. Ordinary humans don't get four minutes. I've read enough half-buried folklore in the last three months to understand that much, at least."

Naya's jaw tightened. She'd heard whispers of fae-blood in old pack stories — thin, watered-down inheritances from bargains struck centuries ago, mostly harmless, occasionally useful, always faintly distrusted by wolves who measured worth in claws and loyalty rather than whatever quiet, unshowy magic ran in blood too diluted to manifest as anything dramatic. She'd never actually met one. She'd assumed, if she ever did, she'd recognize the danger immediately rather than standing here debating whether the danger existed at all.

"Even if I believe you," she said slowly, "that doesn't answer why you're photographing wolves you already suspect are more than wolves, or why you decided the ethical response to that suspicion was three months of solo investigation instead of walking away from something you clearly understood was dangerous to pursue."

"Because I spent my entire childhood being told the diluted magic in my blood wasn't real enough to matter, wasn't strong enough to count as anything except an inconvenient family rumor my mother eventually stopped mentioning at all." Something raw surfaced behind Theo's composed exterior, brief and unguarded. "And then I photographed something that shouldn't exist by any measurement science accepts, and some old, half-buried part of me recognized it immediately, the way you'd recognize a word in a language you didn't know you still remembered. I wasn't chasing a story anymore after that first photograph, Naya. I was chasing proof that the part of myself I'd spent thirty years being told didn't matter enough to count actually meant something after all."

Something in Naya's chest shifted, unwelcome and unfamiliar, recognition threading through wariness in a way she didn't have a name for and didn't trust herself to examine too closely standing exposed on a ridge at dusk.

"You said my name," she said instead, deflecting toward safer ground. "I never gave it to you."

"You didn't need to. Caleb mentioned a beta named Naya three separate times in the one interview he gave the county paper about the Holt fraud case, always with a specific kind of respect that made me curious who'd earned it." Theo's expression softened, careful now in a way that felt less like calculation and more like genuine care about not overstepping further than he already had. "I didn't come up this ridge looking for you specifically. I came looking for confirmation that what I photographed three months ago was real. Finding you standing in the middle of that
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