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    To all my friends that believed I would get here someday, to my family who always stood with me, and to my son who suffered my thousand questions just so I could use him as a muse for Ethan.
I love you all and I thank you all.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Prophecy of the Silver Moon's Heir
(Attributed to Solenwyre, Keeper of the Pale Grove, Year of the Hollow Eclipse)
Beneath the gaze of twin-born moons,When shadows stretch and truth runs thin,She shall rise, blood of silver fire,The chosen spark of goddess kin.
A crown not worn, but deeply sown,Shall bloom from scars the old world made.She walks with wolves and stands alone,Where night forgets, her light will stay.
One marked by frost shall stand apart—Opposite, yet bound the same.The hunter lost, the healer torn,Their union lights the world aflame.
Not born of power, but made by fate,The Alpha who was never named,Will gather stars beneath her voice,And call the world to rise—unchained.
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Chapter 1 – The Offer at Rock Bottom


[image: ]


Diana Morgan stood at her kitchen window, watching rain trace slow paths down the glass. June had arrived, but south-central Oregon hadn’t noticed. Low clouds pressed against the treetops, blurring the forest beyond her backyard into a wash of green and gray. Rain drummed steadily on the roof—not the sharp sound of a storm, but something softer. Patient. Persistent. Like a lullaby meant for things long forgotten.

Her garden lay drowned beneath it. The marigolds she’d planted weeks ago sagged into the mud, half-submerged and colorless.

She lifted her mug and took a sip of tea, then winced. Bitter. Steeped too long. Unsweetened.

Figures.

Fifty-four.
Divorced—four times.
Unemployed.
She’d been laid off nearly six months ago from the only job that had ever truly felt like it mattered. And this morning, she’d finished the last packet of ramen in the pantry. It wasn’t even the good kind.

She hadn’t imagined it ending like this.

Her flannel robe hung loosely around her shoulders as she crossed the worn wood floor on bare feet that were silent against the boards. The fabric was soft from years of washing—familiar in the way of things that once meant comfort and now only reminded her how thin it had worn. On the counter, envelopes stood in a crooked stack. Final Notice. Past Due. The red stamps blurred together, stripped of urgency by repetition.

Her phone buzzed.

She didn’t look at it.

Let it buzz.

Outside, Douglas firs swayed gently in the mist, their dark forms standing watch at the edge of her small property. Fort Klamath had always felt like a place tucked against the wild—a little wooden house pressed up against something vast and untamed. Once, that had steadied her. The scent of moss after rain. The hush of the trees. The distant call of owls at night.

Now it felt like the world had pulled back, leaving her behind.

She passed the hallway mirror and slowed. Her reflection stared back—older than she remembered feeling. Light brown hair streaked with gray, pulled into a careless knot. Skin pale where the sun used to touch it daily. Fine lines at the corners of her eyes, shadows beneath them that no amount of sleep seemed to erase. Her eyes were still blue—once compared to mountain lakes—but dulled now, like denim left too long in the wash.

She searched her face for the woman she used to be. The one who laughed easily. The one who believed effort would be rewarded, that loving deeply was enough. That version of herself felt distant, like something glimpsed through fog.

At her desk, a corkboard preserved fragments of a different life. Photos of her grinning beside students beneath towering redwoods. A faded snapshot from a solo hike along the rim of Crater Lake. A lanyard from a wilderness education summit in Montana. Still clipped to the board was her laminated name tag:

Diana Morgan – Senior Environmental Education Specialist.

She’d believed in that title. She’d earned it. Years of nonprofit work. Forest service contracts. Choosing purpose over profit every time. There had been speaking engagements once. Conferences. Even a podcast interview that had reached a few thousand listeners. She’d never been famous—but she’d been respected.

Before the job. Before the divorces. Before everything unraveled—there had been wonder.

As a child, she’d lived in the woods whenever she could. Building forts. Tracking deer. Pretending to be a ranger or—more often—a wolf. Summers spent camping with her parents and grandfather. Traditions she’d carried forward with her own son, no matter what else in her life fell apart.

She’d always loved wolves. The quiet intelligence. The way they moved through the world with purpose and restraint. She kept carved figurines, old prints, a battered field guide whose pages had been worn thin by childhood fascination. To her, wolves had meant freedom. Intuition. Strength without cruelty.

Once, she’d dreamed of running a wildlife reserve. Maybe even a wolf sanctuary. There had been a moment—fleeting, foolish—where she’d considered going back to school, becoming a veterinarian, devoting herself fully to rehabilitation. But dreams didn’t pay bills. Passion didn’t keep roofs intact.

Life had other plans.

Her son lived in Seattle now. Grown. Busy. Chasing a future she’d worked hard to give him. She remembered the nights he’d begged her to take him on moonlit hikes, flashlight swinging wildly as he asked questions about every sound in the dark. These days, their calls were shorter. Polite. Careful. Filled with pauses that carried more weight than words.

She opened her laptop out of habit, not hope. The screen glowed to life, revealing an inbox crowded with spam, rejections, and automated reminders. Job alerts scrolled past—positions requiring degrees she didn’t have or offering wages that barely covered groceries. Experience had been replaced by credentials. Years of work distilled into lines no algorithm knew how to value.

She was about to close it when a subject line caught her eye.

URGENT – Opportunity – Confidential Placement Inquiry

Her first instinct was to delete it. She hovered over the button.

Then stopped.

Curiosity, maybe. Or something else she couldn’t name.

With a quiet breath, she opened the message.

She read the message twice before her mind fully caught up.

Ms. Diana Morgan,

We are seeking an experienced individual for a confidential observational role involving environmental fieldwork and travel. Duration: 24 months. Locations: global. All expenses covered. Compensation: negotiable.

If you are interested in learning more, reply CONFIRM within 48 hours. No additional information will be provided unless confidentiality is agreed upon.

This is a private, non-governmental opportunity requiring discretion and independence. Your past work has come highly recommended by Dr. Randall Adalwolf.

moonwatch@lunaris.org

No company name. No signature. Just that address—cool, distant, and strange.

She leaned back in her chair and folded her arms.

“Scam,” she breathed aloud.

Her brain supplied the familiar checklist: urgency, vagueness, flattery, secrecy. Every warning she’d ever given a student about online safety lit up at once.

And yet.

“Highly recommended,” she murmured. “By who?”

The name tugged at her memory. Dr. Randall Adalwolf. Crater Lake. Years ago. One of the senior staff—brisk, intense, always moving. She couldn’t remember ever speaking to him beyond polite hellos.

“What could he possibly recommend me for?” she muttered. “I was a seasonal hire with a first-aid kit.”

She checked the email headers, more out of stubbornness than fear. The routing was encrypted. Anonymized. Intentionally obscured.

She ran a virus scan. Checked her spam folder. Nothing flagged. Nothing familiar.

Just the message. Waiting.

The house felt unusually still. Not empty—expectant.

She stared at the screen, finger hovering over the trackpad. Delete. Ignore. Report.

Instead, she asked herself a quieter question.

What happens if I don’t?

Nothing, came the immediate answer. Nothing at all.

Her pulse quickened—not with fear, but something closer to recognition. A pressure in her chest, like gravity gently insisting she move.

“What do I have left to lose?” she whispered.

She typed a single word.

CONFIRM

And pressed send.

***
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Far away, where dawn slid silver through endless trees, a massive white wolf lifted her head. Amethyst eyes opened, ancient and alert, as she tasted the shift in the world.

The change had begun.

***
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Diana expected silence. Days, maybe weeks—if the message had even gone anywhere real.

The reply arrived in under ten minutes.

Your acceptance is confirmed.
Please arrive at Café Orion, 5th and Alder, at 10:00 AM tomorrow for an in-person meeting.
That was it.

No name. No explanation. No attachment.

She stared at the screen, unease curling beneath her ribs.

“I’ve lost my mind,” she said softly.

And yet, she didn’t delete it.

***
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The next morning, Diana arrived at Café Orion ten minutes early. She was still trying to determine why she was even chasing this absurd dream.  However, she was never one to give up half way through.  She would follow this thread to the end, “Folly or Fate,” she whispered getting out of her car.  “I’ll either find a new purpose or just enjoy a cup of tea and accept the futility of my actions.”

Café Orion was a small place tucked between brick storefronts, ivy climbing one wall and a chalkboard out front advertising moonflower tea and blueberry scones. She noticed the name only after she’d sat down—and felt an inexplicable flicker of nerves at the coincidence.

At exactly ten, the door opened.

The man who entered didn’t scan the room. He didn’t hesitate. He walked straight to her table.

“Ms. Morgan.”

Not a question.

She nodded.

He wore a charcoal-gray suit tailored just well enough to stand out without drawing attention. He sat, slid a black leather folder across the table, and opened it with precise movements. On the front of the folder, a small, embossed seal caught the light—a stylized sun and moon joined by a single star.

“You’ve been selected for a specialized placement by the Avelis-Valen Heritage Group,” he said, his voice calm and professional. “Two years. Travel included. Full medical coverage. Significant compensation.”

Diana’s brow furrowed at the name. It sounded like an old law firm or a private trust, but it felt heavy with a significance she couldn’t place. “Avelis-Valen? I’ve never heard of you.”

“We’ve known of you for some time, Ms. Morgan,” he replied, sliding the folder toward her. “All we require is discretion.”

Inside were documents. An NDA. Travel consent forms. A contract that said very little and implied far too much. The letterhead was heavy, cream-colored parchment, and the terms were listed as a ‘Lineage Observation and Maintenance Agreement.’

The job description was deliberately vague.

Observational fieldwork.
No degree required.
Unique qualifications preferred.
She frowned. “What exactly does that mean? Unique qualifications?”

He smiled faintly, and for a second, his eyes seemed to hold a sharp, predatory intelligence. “It means we believe you are the only one capable of fulfilling the requirements of this specific trust.”

She flipped to the last page and paused. “There’s no salary listed. Just a mention of an escrow disbursement.”

“What would you consider fair compensation?” He slid a pen toward her—a heavy, silver instrument that felt cold in her hand. “What’s your number?”

She snorted quietly, the absurdity of the situation pushing her toward a joke. “A million a year.”

He didn’t blink. He didn’t even hesitate. Taking the document back, he drew a firm line through the blank space, wrote $7,000,000, and slid the page back.

“Seven?” she breathed, the air leaving her lungs.

“One for each,” he murmured, so softly she almost missed it.

“Each what?”

“Each phase of the assignment,” he corrected smoothly. “Plus bonuses.”

Her breath caught. “That’s... excessive.”

“You’ll earn it, Diana. You’ve been earning it your whole life.”

“And if I say no?”

“You won’t. The path is already under your feet.”

She studied him for a long moment, a strange warmth spreading from the silver pen into her fingers. Then, she signed.

He gathered the papers, replaced them in the folder, and stood. “A driver will collect you tomorrow morning.”

“No name?” she asked.

“No need.”

And he was gone. Abrupt and unapologetic, he left as quickly as he arrived. She finished her tea left a small tip for the server and numbly walked to her car.

Diana sat in her car in the café parking lot for a long moment, the engine idling as she stared at the leather folder resting on the passenger seat.

Seven million dollars.

The number felt unreal—too large to process, too absurd to be true. She opened the folder again, scanning the documents as if expecting them to dissolve under scrutiny. Everything looked legitimate. Travel paperwork. Identification. A passport she didn’t remember applying for but recognized as undeniably hers.

At the back of the folder, a cream-colored envelope waited.

She hesitated, then slid it open.

Inside was a cashier’s check made out in her name.

$700,000.

Her breath left her in a slow, unsteady exhale.

This should have terrified her.

Instead, something settled deep in her chest—steady, low, insistent. Like gravity pulling her forward.

She put the car in drive and pulled out of the lot, hands trembling faintly on the steering wheel. Her thoughts skittered between disbelief and practicality: packing lists, securing the house, notifying family. She latched onto the mundane like a lifeline.

As if summoned by the thought, her phone lit up with Ethan’s name. He always seemed to know when she needed him—an instinctive awareness that, today, felt less like coincidence and more like something woven between them.

She answered immediately. “Hey, kiddo. I was just thinking about calling you.”

“You sound... off,” he said. “Everything okay?”

She glanced at the folder beside her. “I think so. I was offered a job.”

“A job?” There was surprise—and suspicion—in his voice. “What kind of job?”

“I don’t really know how to explain it. It’s... unusual. But something tells me it’s important.”

“Is it legit?” he asked. “This isn’t one of those weird offshore data farm things, is it?”

She huffed a quiet laugh. “I don’t even know what that is. I already signed. I leave tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Silence stretched. “For how long?”

“Two years. Maybe more.”

“That doesn’t sound like you,” he said carefully. “Didn’t you always say if something sounds too good to be true—”

“I know,” she said softly. “But this feels different. I can’t explain it. Just... trust me.”

Another pause. Then a breath. “Okay. Just check in when you can. And maybe send proof you’re not joining a moon cult.”

She smiled despite herself. “Deal.”

“And take the wolf,” he added. “The one I carved.”

She swallowed. “Always. He’s the first thing I pack.”

“He’ll keep you safe.”

“I love you, Ethan.”

“Love you too, Mom. Call when you land.”

“I will. Promise.”

When the call ended, her vision blurred. She blinked hard and kept driving.

Back at the house, she moved on autopilot.

The folder went on the kitchen table. The suitcase came out of the spare room closet, dusty but sturdy. She sorted clothes into neat piles—practical, comfortable, adaptable. Packing grounded her. Gave her something solid to hold onto.

She paused at the mantle and picked up the small wooden wolf Ethan had carved years ago. Its edges were smooth from travel and touch.

“Time for another trip,” she whispered.

Moonlight brushed the edge of the mirror nearby, catching a faint shimmer she didn’t notice.

She called her parents next. The conversation was warm, brief, filled with cautious encouragement.

“Another adventure?” her mother teased.

“So it seems.”

“Be careful,” her father said. “And check in.”

“I will. I love you.”

When she hung up, gratitude settled over her—quiet and steady.

She showered, letting the steam loosen the knot in her chest, then crawled into bed wearing an old sleep shirt that smelled faintly of soap and home. Sleep came slowly, dragged under by anticipation and unease.

When it took her, it carried her somewhere else.

She stood beneath towering evergreens, the forest bathed in silver light. Moonbeams filtered through the canopy, turning leaves into glimmering shards. The air was cool, sharp with pine and damp earth.

A wolf’s howl rose in the distance.

Then another.

A chorus echoed through the stillness.

She was barefoot, dressed in a flowing white gown that shimmered like woven starlight. It felt weightless against her skin, as if it belonged to the forest more than she did. Something moved beyond the trees—circling, watching.

Not threatening.

Intent.

Amethyst eyes blinked in the darkness.

A figure stepped forward, tall and feminine, draped in light and shadow. Diana couldn’t make out her face—only the glow that surrounded her, and the way the forest seemed to lean inward.

The figure traced a crescent in the air. Light pulsed, alive.

A voice brushed through the trees, soft and ancient.

“You were always meant to return.”

Diana felt no fear. Only recognition.

Belonging.

She woke with a sharp inhale, morning light spilling through the curtains.

“What the hell was that?” she muttered.

The dream clung to her—too vivid to dismiss, too strange to explain. She shook her head, forcing a small laugh.

“Too much stress,” she told the empty room.

Her gaze drifted to her packed bag. She reached inside and brushed her fingers over the wooden wolf, then slipped it into her jacket pocket.

It felt right.

Downstairs, she ate a sparse breakfast—toast heels and grape jam, weak tea steeped from yesterday’s leaves. She moved through the house one last time, locking doors, checking windows, running a final load of laundry.

She wasn’t just securing a house.

She felt like she was saying goodbye.

She tucked a worn compass and an old photo into her pack, then slung her bag over her shoulder.

Gravel crunched outside.

The cab.

She hesitated at the door, hand resting against the frame, then stepped out.

The driver greeted her by name and loaded her bags. As they pulled away, she watched the house recede until it vanished behind the trees.

At the edge of the forest, she thought she saw a large white wolf standing still among the shadows.

When she looked again, it was gone.

***
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At the airport, the driver bypassed the main terminal.

“I think you missed the turn,” she said leaning forward from the back seat.

“Private hangars,” he replied. “Special instructions.”

Her pulse quickened.

The terminal was quiet, polished, unnervingly still. Inside, a receptionist greeted her without asking for ID.

“Right on time.”

The jet waited beyond the glass doors—sleek, silver-gray, unmarked.

Inside, everything gleamed with understated luxury. A note card rested at her seat.

Relax. You’ll be met upon arrival.

Arrival where?

The engines hummed. The plane began to taxi.

Diana leaned back, fingers closing around the wolf in her pocket.

She was beyond normal now—beyond jobs and contracts and explanations.

As the jet lifted into the sky, she whispered to herself that it was real.

Even if it seemed nothing would ever be again.
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Chapter 2 – A Cry in the Cave
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Diana sat alone in the spacious, leather-upholstered cabin of the private jet, her seat angled toward a window where clouds drifted lazily past. The hum of the engines was hypnotic, lulling her into a calm that felt strangely comforting. She had never flown like this before—no cramped rows, no crying children, no stale tea or smell of burnt coffee. Just silence, comfort, and the uncanny sense that her life had stepped off its carefully laid path of predictable work and quiet struggle.

She leaned her head against the soft pillow of the seat, watching the horizon tilt as the plane adjusted course. The carved wooden wolf nestled in her breast pocket felt warm against her chest, as if it had absorbed some of her body heat. Absentmindedly, she rubbed it with her thumb, a small gesture that grounded her amidst the whirlwind. A flicker of doubt passed through her—how had this become her life? Planes, talismans, and impossible visions. Was she truly stepping into a world she belonged in, or just being swept along by a tide she couldn’t stop?

Everything had happened so quickly—the meeting, the offer, the signed documents, the hefty check, and the plane ticket to a destination that until now had been nothing more than a shadow in her imagination.

The flight attendant, dressed in a sharp gray uniform without a name tag, offered her a drink and a small meal tray. Diana accepted the cup of tea, the steam curling upward like a whispered secret. The flavor was delicate and unfamiliar—just like everything else surrounding her.

Fatigue began to settle in, the emotional weight of recent days pulling at her. She reclined her seat slightly and closed her eyes, surrendering to the gentle lull of the flight.

In her dreams, the forest returned—but this time, it felt closer.

Towering evergreens stood bathed in silver moonlight, their branches arching overhead like quiet sentinels. The air was cool and alive, not with spectacle, but with awareness.

She was barefoot, dressed in a pale gown that shimmered softly as she moved—not radiant, not glowing, simply right, as though it belonged to the place as much as she did.

Wolves emerged from the shadows, their shapes solid and calm. They did not circle. They watched.

Amethyst eyes met hers—steady, ancient, unmistakably knowing. Not judging or testing. Recognizing.

When the largest wolf stepped forward, its fur wasn't just white; it seemed to hold a living, liquid light. As it moved, the strands shimmered with the intensity of silver fire, a cold radiance that felt more like a celestial event than simple biology. Those amethyst eyes met hers—steady, ancient, and unmistakably knowing. They didn't just see her; they recognized the same fire dormant within her own soul.

Diana’s breath caught. A quiet understanding stirred in her chest—something wordless, instinctive. She reached out, not in fear or wonder, but invitation.

Before her fingers could make contact, the forest softened and the vision slipped away.

She woke with a start as the pilot’s calm voice filled the cabin.

“Ms. Morgan, we’ll be landing shortly. Local time is 3:47 p.m. Please prepare for arrival.”

Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, Diana sat up. Those amethyst eyes clung to the edges of her thoughts. They reminded her of something—or someone—but she couldn’t place it. Not yet. There was a pull in her chest, subtle but insistent, as though the dream hadn’t ended at all.

Outside, a patchwork of dense forest stretched beneath her, interrupted only by a winding river and a small landing strip nestled among the trees. No control tower, no other planes—only isolation.

The wheels touched down smoothly, and the jet taxied toward a rustic structure resembling a ranger station more than an airport terminal.

Diana gathered her things, fingertips brushing the wooden wolf once more—a talisman, a guide.

As the door hissed open, warm, pine-scented air spilled inside. Sunlight poured in at a angle, casting the clearing in a golden glow.

Stepping down, she spotted a man leaning casually against a dusty vintage pickup. His faded flannel shirt and rolled sleeves revealed forearms bronzed by the sun. A well-worn hat shaded kind, weathered eyes framed by a neatly trimmed white beard. His presence was calm and solid, like a favorite uncle or trusted neighbor.

“Ms. Morgan?” he called, voice warm and deep.

She nodded and stepped closer.

“Name’s Thom,” he said, extending a hand. She shook it firmly. “I’ll be taking you the rest of the way.”

The drive wound through towering pines and ferns brushing the windows, sunlight filtering through the canopy in scattered golden-green beams. Thom spoke little, but his steady presence eased Diana’s nerves.

Eventually, the forest opened to a hidden clearing. There, nestled at the edge of a crystal-clear lake, stood a sprawling log cabin with mossy shingles and smoke curling from its stone chimney.

Diana’s breath caught in her throat. A sense of calm washed over her—like the sudden silence after a long storm. Her chest loosened, her shoulders lowered. For the first time in what felt like ages, she inhaled deeply, the crisp scent of pine and lake water grounding her. Something about the place whispered of belonging.

Thom parked and grabbed one of her bags. “Welcome to Greystone.”

Inside, warmth spilled from a grand river stone hearth, blending rugged charm with cozy sophistication. Walls of timber and stone displayed shelves of books, artifacts, and nature-inspired art. Thick rugs softened the hardwood floors, and the scent of pine and aged leather lingered. 

She blinked, caught between wonder and déjà vu. The scent of pine brought back flashes of childhood—campfires, laughter, her mother humming as they boiled water over a flame. This place felt like a memory made real.

At the kitchen counter stood an older woman with salt-and-pepper hair in a loose braid, wearing an apron over a cotton blouse and jeans. She looked up and smiled warmly.

“You must be Diana. I’m Mae—Thom’s better half. Welcome.”

“Thank you,” Diana replied, her voice tinged with awe.

Mae gestured to the fire. “Make yourself at home. I just put on some tea.”

Diana absorbed the comfort of the space—foreign yet familiar, like a dream half-remembered.

Mae and Thom explained they were caretakers of the cabin, which belonged to friends who occasionally rented it out and had asked them to prepare it for Diana’s stay. "They’re often away, so they count on us to keep things in order," Thom said with a shrug. They’d aired out the rooms, restocked essentials, and ensured everything was cozy and welcoming.

“We didn’t know exactly when you’d arrive,” Mae said, unloading fresh produce. “But we wanted everything just right. We’ve helped the Serath trust keep this place up for years now—ever since the previous owners moved on. Their lawyers at the Avelis-Valen Group called last week and told us to expect you.”

“It’s beautiful,” Diana murmured.

Mae smiled knowingly. “There’s a roast in the oven, should be ready in an hour. You’ll want to eat after the trip.”

Thom chuckled, setting her bags by the staircase. “And the fridge is stocked—juice, milk, sparkling waters. And if you want something stronger,” he added with a wink, “we’ve got that too.”

Mae gave Diana a quick hug and kissed her cheek. “We’re nearby if you need anything.”

"Cell signals are non-existent here. There's a phone, it usually works, but the lines are old," Thom added as he stepped out of the cabin. "It's kind of a crap shoot if you can make a call out or not." He smiled almost apologetically. "We'll come check on you next week if we don't hear from you sooner." With that, Diana stood alone, the warmth of their farewell still lingering in the air. The quiet of the cabin settled around her like a thick quilt—comforting, yet heavy with the weight of solitude and expectation.

The door closed softly behind them.

Diana stood there for a moment, listening to the quiet settle. She took a slow breath, letting it out as she looked around the cabin—at the fire, the timbered walls, the warmth lingering in the air.

Then the door opened again.

Diana turned back just in time to see Mae step inside, cheeks faintly flushed, wearing a sheepish expression. She reached for a shawl hanging on a hook by the door.

“Sorry,” Mae said with a small shrug and a shy smile. “Evenings sneak up on you out here.”

She slipped the shawl around her shoulders, gave Diana a gentle goodnight, and closed the door once more.

Diana smiled despite herself, something wistful tugging at her chest. For a fleeting moment, she thought of her mother—of familiar habits, forgotten things, small kindnesses that lingered longer than words.

She shook her head softly and turned toward the stairs.

Diana wandered upstairs to unpack, moving slowly, as though there was no need to rush. When she finished, she stepped out onto the balcony.

The lake shimmered in the fading light, calm and seemingly endless. A telescope stood angled toward the horizon, and nearby a fire pit and cushioned lounge chair waited in quiet invitation.

Back downstairs, she found a sleek camera case nestled on the table beside a small folded note. Unfolding the note, Diana read the simple message:

"This equipment is for your use during your assignment. Please handle with care."

Inside the case lay a professional-grade DSLR camera securely cushioned in custom foam, along with a mini voice recorder and a leather-bound journal embossed with the same mysterious symbol she had seen on her documents. She ran her fingers over the journal’s cover, a chill running up her spine. Something about it felt important, as though it held secrets waiting to be uncovered.

Diana replaced the items in the case and moved to the kitchen.  She checked the refrigerator and cabinets to familiarize herself with the layout and items.  What she found surprised her.  There was nothing that she would not consider her favorite food.  Her favorite chips, favorite drinks, even her favorite tea variety, all of it was there.  There was not one item that she disliked among the stock. 

“Was it just a lucky guess?” She mused aloud but the thought was interrupted by the beeping of a timer.  Turning she found the timer sitting next to the oven, “Seems the roast is done,” she said to no one as she removed it from the oven and fixed her plate. 

Dinner was slow, comforting—Mae’s roast was tender and fragrant, paired with robust red wine from the cabinet. Each bite grounded Diana, washing away the haze and stirring memories of family dinners at her grandmother’s house, where roast and laughter were always in abundance. The ritual of shared meals had once been her anchor, and tonight, it felt like a thread reconnecting her to something familiar in a world that had changed so fast.

Later, she soaked in a clawfoot tub filled with lavender and cedarwood salts, muscles relaxing, mind quieting. She soaked until the water started to  cool.

Wrapped in a provided lush robe, she returned to the balcony, wine in hand. The moon hung luminous over the lake, stars blinking to life.

Though alone, she felt as though something was waiting just beyond the tree line.

A gentle breeze stirred the trees, whispering secrets she didn’t yet understand. The stars watched in silence, and somewhere in the forest, something watched back—not in menace, but in expectation.

A faint vibration hummed beneath her, so soft she mistook it for the lingering echo of her own heartbeat. It pulsed once... twice... then settled into a quiet rhythm that felt older than the cabin, older than the lake, older than anything she could name.

She frowned, shifting her weight. The sensation followed, a subtle thrum rising through the wooden planks as though the earth itself were exhaling beneath her.

Just before sleep pulled her under, she caught a flicker of pale light reaching from the edge of the trees — there, then gone — a thin, shimmering thread that seemed to brush against her heart before vanishing the moment she tried to focus on it.

Diana woke on the balcony, curled beneath the thick woolen throw, the empty wine glass still resting beside her. The night had been peaceful, the fire pit now cold, its embers long since faded. The first pale light of dawn crept across the sky, casting soft pink and lavender hues over the lake. Mist hovered above the water, swirling lazily as if reluctant to leave the warmth of the surface.

She sat up slowly, her body stiff but not uncomfortable. The chill of the morning air nipped at her cheeks and nose, but the robe and blanket kept most of the cold at bay. She rubbed her eyes and yawned, the inexplicable feeling from the previous night still clinging to her like dew.

The carved wolf had remained close, nestled in her pocket, as if standing vigil. She pulled it out and cradled it in her hand for a moment, running her thumb along the smoothed wooden back. Somehow, waking here—under the open sky, beneath the fading stars—felt more real than any morning she’d had in years. As she held her little protector, a wave of calm washed over her, tethering her to the present. Maybe it was the talisman, maybe it was the air—but something about this place, this moment, was beginning to stitch reality together in a way she hadn’t felt in ages.

Rising slowly, Diana stretched her limbs before heading inside. The cabin was quiet, only the soft ticking of a wall clock and the creak of floorboards under her feet breaking the silence. She placed the glass in the sink and filled the kettle with water for tea. Reaching into the tin, she was surprised again to find a fresh supply of her favorite tea leaves. It took her a moment to remember Mae putting groceries away the night before.

She smiled to herself and set the kettle to boil, savoring the fragrance of her favorite tea as it steeped—a small ritual that brought a sense of normalcy to an otherwise extraordinary morning. Today, though, felt like the real beginning.

Her instructions had been clear: explore the terrain, observe animal behavior—particularly during lunar phases—photograph significant findings, and meticulously record both daytime and nighttime activity, with a special emphasis on the movements and habits of wolves. The woods were her office now. The moon her calendar.

She glanced out the window to the path that led into the trees.

She poured steaming tea into her favorite mug—the one she'd packed carefully in her bag—before turning to prepare a proper breakfast, something she hadn't been able to do for months. To her surprise, the fridge held more than just essentials: eggs, thick-cut bacon, fresh mushrooms, oat bread, and churned butter—all clearly selected with care by Mae. Grateful and more than a little touched, Diana smiled and rolled up her sleeves, ready to savor this rare and comforting moment of abundance.

Moving to the table, she sat by the window to eat, watching as the mist slowly retreated from the lake. The meal, though modest, warmed her from the inside out, offering a sense of comfort she hadn’t realized she’d been missing.

After clearing her dishes and tidying the kitchen, she padded back to the bedroom to change. She slipped into a soft thermal base layer, cargo hiking pants, and a thick flannel shirt. A weatherproof jacket and sturdy boots completed the ensemble. She tugged her hair into a loose braid and looped the carved wolf around her neck with a leather cord—tucking it under her shirt where it rested near her heart.

Her backpack was already stocked with essentials: the camera and mini recorder, along with her leather journal and compass. She added a water bottle, a few protein bars, and the field guide that had come with her instructions. She added a few more items from the pantry and double-checked that she had everything she might need.

Standing at the door, hand on the latch, she paused for a moment. The forest waited—quiet, ancient, and full of secrets.

She stepped outside and started her journey, the morning mist curling around her legs like a whispered promise.

Though her boots felt familiar on the uneven path, Diana quickly realized how long it had been since she'd truly hiked terrain like this. Her movements were less fluid, her steps louder than she liked. She winced as a snapped twig echoed too sharply in the quiet. She would need to reawaken the old instincts—how to place her feet carefully, move with the rhythm of the forest, and blend into the landscape rather than disturb it. If she hoped to capture wildlife on film, she had to remember how to be invisible.

She walked at a steady pace, pausing now and then to admire moss-covered logs, fungi that clung to the trunks of ancient trees, and the occasional squirrel darting up a pine. The deeper she went, the more it became clear that this forest was untouched by the modern world, a place preserved in time. The deeper she went, the quitter everything became.

She took several photos, marveling at how the morning light seemed to make everything glow. With each step, her nervous tension melted away, replaced by a grounded calm she hadn’t felt in years. Now strung on a leather cord, the carved wolf thudded softly against her chest with each breath, a steady heartbeat echoing her own.

As she reached a small clearing surrounded by towering pines, she paused to take a sip of water. She pulled out the journal and scribbled a few notes about what she’d seen—nothing too remarkable yet, but a sense of peace and wonder had taken root in her chest.

For now, that was more than enough.

She followed the faint trail as it wound deeper into the woods, the air growing cooler beneath the canopy of old-growth trees. A gentle breeze stirred the branches above, causing shafts of sunlight to flicker across the forest floor like fleeting spirits. Birds called to one another in the distance, their melodies weaving through the rustle of leaves.

After another twenty minutes of careful hiking, Diana heard it—a faint gurgling sound that grew louder with each step. She pushed through a tangle of underbrush and stepped into another clearing, this one smaller and cradled in the arms of a rocky rise. A narrow stream flowed through, its water clear and fast-moving as it danced over smooth stones.

Her breath caught slightly at the sight. The sunlight broke through the canopy here, glinting off the water like scattered diamonds. A flat boulder jutted near the stream’s edge, the perfect place to sit and rest. Beyond it, nestled into the base of the rock formation, was a small cave. Its mouth was low and wide, partially hidden by overgrown ivy and moss. Not large enough to stand in, perhaps, but just deep enough to feel mysterious.

Diana crouched near the stream, letting the cool water run over her fingers. It was shockingly cold, invigorating. She took out the camera and began capturing the textures—the glittering water, the velvety green moss, the way the ivy curled like lazy fingers around the stone.

Her gaze drifted to the cave. There was a strange stillness to it—not ominous, not threatening. Just... waiting.

She jotted a note in her journal: Stream discovered mid-morning. Coordinates to be recorded later. Cave present—possible den. Revisit under different light.

As she straightened, the carved wolf pendant warmed against her skin—noticeably so—like a pulse quickening beneath her shirt. She let her eyes linger on the cave, then stepped onto the flat boulder to rest. For the first time in years, she felt entirely present. The stream murmured. Birds called overhead. Leaves whispered in the breeze.

She brushed dirt from her pants and turned to leave.

A sound stopped her cold.

A soft whimper. Then a low, strained grunt.

From the cave.

Diana froze, head tilting toward the darkened entrance. The sound came again—faint, animal, unmistakably pained. Her pulse thundered as instinct and caution collided in her chest.

Something is in there.

She moved slowly, each step deliberate. Ivy and moss obscured the cave’s mouth, the angle swallowing light and hiding whatever waited inside. Her breath caught as she crouched, damp cold seeping through the knees of her pants.

She leaned closer.

Only when she was nearly at the entrance did she see it.

A wolf pup lay crumpled in the shadows. Its fur was matted with dirt and dried blood, one hind leg twisted unnaturally beneath it. Claw marks scored its flank, a deep gash telling the story of something large and brutal. Possibly a bear.

Their eyes met.

The pup whimpered softly, luminous eyes wide with pain—and pleading. The sound pierced straight through her.

In that instant, the rest of her life fell away. Jobs. Bills. Loneliness. All that mattered was the fragile life before her.

Diana dropped her pack and slipped out of her overshirt. The cave was low and narrow, stone pressing close as she eased herself flat and crawled forward, careful not to scrape or startle the pup.

The smell of blood and fear hit her as she reached it. Her heart clenched.

“It’s okay,” she whispered, steady and soft. “I’m here.”

She slid the overshirt beneath the pup and wrapped it carefully, cradling the small body against her arm. The pup whimpered but didn’t resist, its head pressing weakly into her sleeve.

Moving inch by inch, Diana backed out of the cave.

Once outside, she sat back on her heels, breath shaking, the pup bundled securely in her arms. Its eyes fluttered closed, breathing shallow but steady.

She rose, pack slung over one shoulder, and held the pup close.

Then she ran.

Branches slapped her arms, twigs cracked underfoot, but she didn’t stop. She knew the direction back, had memorized the trail well enough. Every step felt too slow, every moment a weight on her chest. The forest blurred around her—the light, the trees, the quiet sounds—as she raced to get the wounded creature to safety.

To warmth. To care. To help.

Racing into the cabin, Diana dropped her pack on the couch, still cradling the injured pup gently against her chest. Its body was limp but warm, and she adjusted her grip instinctively, careful not to press too hard on its wounds.

With her free hand, she grabbed the landline and fumbled to dial the number Thom and Mae had left on the welcome note. The receiver slipped slightly against her shoulder, but she didn’t dare shift the pup to make it easier. Her heart pounded as the phone rang once, then again—each second stretching unbearably long.

No answer. Only static.

She tried again, her breath hitching with the weight of fear and helplessness.

Nothing but a faint crackle, then silence.

“Come on, come on...,” she muttered, gripping the receiver tight before slamming it back into its cradle.

The wolf pup whimpered softly, and Diana pulled it closer, resting her cheek gently against its head. “Hang in there, little one,” she whispered. “I’ve got you now.”

Still holding the bundle close, she pivoted toward the kitchen. There had to be something—anything—she could do.

She barely noticed the little carved wolf pressing warm against her chest, its presence eclipsed by the weight of the real pup—wounded, trembling, and utterly dependent on her care.
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Chapter 3 – To Be Trusted by Wolves
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Diana knelt beside the kitchen counter, a first aid kit open before her, hands trembling as she worked by memory more than sight. She’d rinsed the worst of the pup’s wounds with warm water, murmuring gently as she dabbed at the gash along its flank. The little wolf barely responded, its breath shallow and eyes half-lidded. She tore gauze into strips and wrapped the worst of the injuries, hoping it would be enough to stop the bleeding.

Despite the panic fluttering in her chest, she moved with as much care as possible, securing the pup in a soft nest of towels beside the fire. She placed a bowl of water within reach—not that she expected the little one to drink yet—and then lowered herself onto the rug beside it, her body tense with worry.

The old landline sat silent on the wall. Her attempts to reach Thom and Mae had failed—just static and silence. She’d tried three more times before giving up.

“Well, little fellow,” she murmured, brushing her thumb gently along his side, “that’s the best I can do for now. I hope it’s enough.”

Now there was only waiting.

She reached out, her hand resting gently on the pup’s small side. It stirred faintly beneath her touch, and she offered what comfort she could with her presence. Her body ached from the run, from the crawl through the cave, and from the adrenaline still thrumming low and relentless in her veins.

The fire crackled beside her, throwing dancing shadows along the log walls of the cabin. Outside, night had fallen fully, the moon rising slowly above the treetops. The silver light crept across the floor, and the moment Diana’s eyes closed, she felt it.

A sensation like static across her skin. A hum in her bones.

Her eyes fluttered open.

The cabin was bathed in a radiant glow. For just a heartbeat, it was as though the walls themselves shimmered, awash in moonlight too bright to be real. Was it magic? Or madness? She didn’t know—only that something ancient had brushed against her soul. Startled, she sat up, the sensation pulsing through her—warm and cool all at once, like stepping into a sacred pool.

Then the light faded, softening into normalcy as if it had never been. Diana blinked, disoriented.

She glanced at the pup.

It was sleeping comfortably, curled into the towel, no longer trembling. Its breathing was steady, and a soft huff escaped its nose as it shifted in its sleep.

Diana carefully unwrapped the gauze to recheck the wound. When she pulled the fabric away, her brows knit in confusion. The deep gash she’d wrapped—deep enough to show muscle and bone only hours ago—had faded to a thin pink line.

But it wasn't just the healing that stopped her heart.

Tangled in the pup’s gray fur, right in the center of the pink scar, lay a single, long hair. It wasn't gray or brown like the rest of the pup’s coat. It was brilliant silver-white, so bright it seemed to hold a faint, internal pulse of light. As Diana reached out to touch it, a soft scent of night-blooming jasmine and damp earth rose from the fur—a scent that didn't belong in an Oregon cabin in the middle of a rainstorm.

The moment her fingertip brushed the silver hair, it didn't fall away. It dissolved into a faint mist of light, leaving her skin tingling with a warmth that traveled all the way to her chest, where the wooden wolf Ethan had carved sat pinned against her heart.

The talisman was hot—not uncomfortably so, but vibrating with a low, rhythmic thrum, like a heartbeat answering a call from very far away.



Diana sat back, pressing her palms to her face. Her rational mind spun in circles, grasping at explanations—any explanation—but none made sense. Her hands dropped to her lap, eyes drifting back to the pup. It looked as if it had never been injured at all.

Awe, confusion, and a tremble of fear curled in her stomach. How could something so gravely wounded now appear almost untouched? The moonlight. The hum in her bones. Her mind rejected the idea, but something deep inside whispered a truth she couldn’t deny—something powerful had happened. It left her shaken—and strangely grounded, like a puzzle piece clicking into place. She didn’t know what it meant yet—but it had changed her.

Moving carefully so as not to disturb the pup, Diana scooped the small bundle into her arms. The wolf didn’t resist, merely gave a sleepy sigh as it nestled deeper into the folds of the towel. She stood, climbed the stairs and nudged the bedroom door open with her foot.

The bed was cool and inviting, the soft flannel sheets and thick quilt already turned down from earlier. She eased onto the mattress and gently placed the pup beside her, one hand resting lightly on its back.

Exhaustion tugged at her, a deep, bone-weary fatigue that she could no longer resist. With one final glance at the moonlight streaming through the window, Diana let her eyes close. Her hand never left the pup.

They slept, woman and wolf, beneath the silver gaze of the moon.

That night, Diana dreamed again.

She stood in a forest beneath a velvet sky, moonlight streaming down in luminous beams that seemed to turn the moss into silver velvet. The tall trees whispered with a wind that carried no chill. As she turned, the figure Diana had glimpsed before stepped from between two ancient, glowing oaks.

She was tall and ethereal, draped in a gown that looked as though it had been woven from starlight and mist. Her face remained partially obscured by the shifting light, but her presence was a physical weight—a combination of ancient power and a mother’s fierce protection.

The Goddess reached out, her fingers tracing a slow crescent in the air. The light pulsed in time with Diana’s own heartbeat. A voice brushed through her mind, resonant and soft, like the humming of the earth itself.

"Thank you for caring for the small one, Diana. The heart that heals is the heart that leads."

Diana felt a warmth spread through her chest—a sense of peace so profound it felt like a homecoming. The Goddess looked at her with eyes that seemed to hold the reflection of a thousand moons.

"Sleep now, daughter of the fire. You are no longer walking alone. The path is waiting."

When Diana woke, the scent of night-blooming jasmine was so thick in the room it felt like a physical embrace. She looked at the pup, who was sleeping soundly, and for the first time, she truly believed that the impossible was just the beginning.

The wolf pup stirred beside her, a soft whimper escaping its throat as it blinked awake. Its eyes, still glassy with sleep, locked onto Diana’s. A moment passed between them—something unspoken but understood. Then the pup slowly lifted its head and gave her hand a small, warm lick. Diana blinked, surprised by the gesture, and a smile tugged at her lips.

“Well, good morning to you too,” she murmured.

She carefully rose from the bed, stretching the stiffness from her limbs. The pup let out a soft yawn but didn’t protest when she picked it up and cradled it in her arms. Carrying it gently, she moved toward the bathroom.

“I need a quick shower,” she told it, chuckling softly. “You just stay cozy.”

After her shower, Diana dressed in jeans, a fleece-lined shirt, and thick socks, then carried the pup to the kitchen. The air smelled clean and faintly of pine. Remembering the groceries Mae had put away, she opened the fridge and smiled to see it fully stocked.

She cooked a hearty breakfast of scrambled eggs, bacon, and toasted bread. Setting a small dish of scrambled eggs and a few bits of bacon in a shallow bowl, she placed it gently on the floor for her new companion. She knew it wasn’t proper food—but right now, calories mattered more than rules.

It sniffed at the dish, then gave her a grateful look before digging in.

“I guess we need to find your mom, huh?” she said softly, eyes meeting the pup’s again. Her thoughts lingered on the impossible healing she had witnessed. How could something so badly injured bounce back so quickly? The logical side of her mind wrestled for footing, but the evidence was undeniable. She’d wrapped its wound, seen the blood, and now—barely a day later—the pup had not only survived, but was thriving. The naturalist in her pushed back against the improbable, but deep down, she sensed that this was something more. “Let’s hope she’s looking for you too,” she added, though a small voice in her head whispered that maybe this pup had been meant to find her all along.

Later that morning, Diana began preparing to return to the forest. She restocked her pack with water, a first aid kit, her camera, journal, and a few protein bars. As an afterthought, she added a couple of beef sticks for the pup.

The young wolf followed her loyally, always at her side. Its fur was a soft silvery-gray with hints of white along its underbelly and paws, and a darker stripe ran faintly down its back to the tip of its bushy tail. One ear flopped just slightly to the side, giving it an almost comically endearing look. Despite its injuries and the harrowing day before, the pup moved with alert energy now—sniffing curiously at the floor, pawing gently at her boots, and occasionally giving a playful nudge to her leg with its nose. It was clear the wolf had a spark to it, a blend of curiosity and trust that warmed Diana’s heart.

When they reached the porch, Diana paused, looking out toward the path she had taken the day before.

"I guess that's the best place to start. What do you think?" she asked.

The pup gave a sharp, enthusiastic yip and began trotting toward the trees, tail wagging in anticipation.

Diana smiled and followed, her heart beating with purpose and just a touch of wonder.

The morning sun filtered gently through the canopy of trees, dappling the forest floor in shifting patterns of gold and green. Diana walked slowly, the wolf pup trotting beside her with quiet confidence. The sounds of the forest surrounded them—birdsong, the rustling of small animals, the occasional creak of trees swaying in the breeze.

Diana paused as they reached the familiar clearing near the stream. The cave where she had found the pup was just ahead. She scanned the area carefully, taking note of broken branches, scattered leaves, and faint impressions in the dirt. But there were no signs of the pup’s mother—or of whatever had attacked it.

She moved to the rock where she had first sat and crouched beside it, resting her hand on the cool surface. The pup sniffed the ground nearby, circling slowly with its nose to the earth.

After a few minutes of searching, Diana stood and turned in a slow circle, brow furrowed. “I don’t know what I was expecting,” she muttered. “Some kind of trail... a clue...”

She looked down at the pup, who had paused and was watching her closely, ears perked.

“Well,” she said, sighing and crouching beside it, “you were here. You must’ve come from somewhere. Any ideas, little one?”

The pup tilted its head, then turned and began walking toward the trees in a new direction—one Diana hadn’t explored the day before. It paused at the edge of the underbrush, looking back at her expectantly.

Diana blinked, then gave a soft chuckle. “Guess that
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