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  Chapter 1: The Forest That Watched Me
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elara pov

I did not plan to stop in Greyfen Hollow.

Places like this stay quiet because they want to. Forests pressed close. Roads that narrow instead of opening. Towns where people look at you just long enough to remember your face later.

I paid cash at the edge of town and did not give my real name.

The woman behind the counter slid the key across without smiling.

“You staying long?” she asked.

“No.”

She nodded like that was the correct answer.

The cabin sat far from the main road. One room. Old wood. Cold floor. The kind of place where no one asks questions because they have enough of their own. I locked the door, dropped my bag, and leaned my forehead against the wall.

Still breathing.

That was the goal. It had always been the goal.

I counted to ten. Then twenty. My hands stopped shaking by thirty.

Night came early. The forest swallowed the sky in thick black layers. Wind moved through the trees like it had a mouth. I sat on the bed with my boots still on, listening.

No footsteps.

No engine.

No voice saying my name.

I told myself to sleep.

I didn’t.

The sound came just after midnight.

Not a scream.

Not an animal either.

It was low. Broken. Like pain dragged across gravel.

I sat up.

My heart knew before my mind did. Danger. I stayed very still. Listened again.

There it was.

Closer.

I pressed my palm to my chest. “Don’t,” I whispered. To myself. To whatever part of me always stepped forward when I should step back.

Another sound. A wet breath. Heavy. Wrong.

I stood.

I pulled on my jacket. Grabbed my flashlight. Opened the door just enough to feel the air.

Cold. Sharp. Alive.

The forest stared back.

“Just look,” I said quietly. “Then go back.”

I followed the sound between the trees. Pine needles cracked under my boots. My light cut thin lines through the dark.

I saw blood first.

Too much of it.

Then I saw him.

A man lay half on his side, half on his back, like the ground had dropped him there and forgotten him. His shirt was torn. His chest moved in shallow pulls. His leg bent wrong.

I stopped breathing.

“No,” I said. “No, no.”

He was big. Broad shoulders. Dark hair stuck to his forehead with blood and rain. His skin was too pale for someone still alive.

I should have turned around.

Instead, I knelt.

“Hey,” I said. My voice shook. “Hey. Don’t die.”

His eyes opened.

Gold.

Not brown. Not hazel. Gold.

I froze.

He grabbed my wrist.

Strong. Too strong.

“Run,” he said. His voice was rough. Deep. “Go.”

I stared at his eyes. “You’re bleeding out.”

He tried to push himself up. Failed. A sound tore out of him. Not human.

I swallowed hard.

“You’re not in a place to give orders,” I said.

Something flickered across his face. Pain. Surprise. Relief.

“Please,” he said. “Before—”

A noise cut him off. A crack deep in the woods.

I moved fast. Pulled my scarf off. Pressed it to his side.

“Shut up,” I said. “Save your breath.”

His fingers tightened around my wrist. Heat burned through my skin.

“You don’t know what you’re doing.”

“I know blood,” I said. “I know wounds.”

Another sound. Closer.

I dragged him. Inch by inch. My muscles screamed. He was heavy. Too heavy. But fear made me strong.

By the time we reached the cabin, my arms shook.

I slammed the door shut with my foot.

“Stay with me,” I said. “Don’t close your eyes.”

He laughed once. Weak. “You’re stubborn.”

“So are you,” I snapped.

I cut his shirt away. My breath caught.

The wounds were wrong.

Deep gashes. Too clean. Too wide.

No knife did this.

“No,” I whispered.

He watched me. Too aware for someone dying.

“You should be scared,” he said.

“I am,” I said. “But not of you.”

His lips pressed together.

I cleaned. Stitched. Wrapped. My hands moved like muscle memory. I did not think. Thinking led to panic.

His skin was hot. Fever-hot.

At some point, his breathing steadied.

I sank back on my heels.

“You’re alive,” I whispered.

His fingers brushed my wrist. Slow. Careful.

“Because of you.”

The room felt smaller.

His eyes stayed on my face. Not hungry. Not kind. Intent.

“Who are you?” I asked.

He did not answer.

The lights flickered.

The wind howled.

His pupils stretched. The gold burned brighter.

“Elara,” he said.

My blood went cold.

“I didn’t tell you my name.”

He smiled.

That was when I knew I had made a mistake I could not undo.




caelan pov

I should have died in the forest.

The wound was meant to kill me. I knew that the moment teeth tore into my side. The moment my body hit the ground and the world narrowed to pain and breath.

I fought. I always fight.

But the forest had other plans.

She smelled like rain and iron and fear she refused to obey.

When I opened my eyes and saw her, my wolf surged so hard it almost broke my ribs.

Mine.

The word rose sharp and sure.

She tried to stop the bleeding with shaking hands. She spoke to me like I was human. Like I was nothing more than a man bleeding on the ground.

“You’re bleeding out.”

Her voice grounded me. Anchored me.

“Run,” I told her.

She didn’t.

That told me everything I needed to know.

Inside the cabin, my wolf pressed close to the surface. The walls were thin. My control thinner. Her scent filled the space. Every breath hurt.

When she cut my shirt away, I saw her freeze.

Good.

She needed to understand this world bites back.

“No,” she whispered.

Her fear spiked. Not of me. Of what I was.

I respected that.

She worked fast. Clean. Skilled. She touched me like she wasn’t afraid of my strength.

When she finished, she sat back. Exhausted.

“You’re alive.”

Because of you.

I should not have said her name.

The bond had already locked in. Her presence tore through every wall I had built. I tasted her fear. Her stubborn hope.

She stared at me like I had pulled a weapon.

“I didn’t tell you my name.”

I pushed myself upright. Pain screamed. I ignored it.

“I know,” I said.

The lights flickered again. The forest answered something it shouldn’t have.

Her hand hovered near the door.

“Don’t,” I said.

She laughed once. Thin. “You don’t get to tell me what to do.”

My wolf liked that.

“You saved my life,” I said. “That makes you part of this.”

“Of what?”

The cabin shook.

Something moved outside.

Closer.

Her eyes widened.

I felt it then. The boundary break. The old law bend.

“They found us,” I said.

Her voice dropped. “Who is they?”

I turned my head toward the door.

“Everyone.”

The wood creaked.

A shadow crossed the window.

Elara stepped back, her breath shallow.

“What did I just walk into?” she whispered.

I reached for her hand.

She didn’t pull away.

And that was the moment the forest decided she belonged to it.
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caelan pov

I woke to pain, heat, and the steady sound of breathing that was not my own, slow and uneven, like someone pretending not to be afraid while standing too close to the edge of something deep.

For a moment, I did not open my eyes, because I already knew what I would see, and knowing did not make it easier.

The bond was awake.

It pressed against my ribs, warm and sharp, like a second heart that did not belong to me alone, and with it came her presence, bright and restless, pacing the small space the way a caged thing measures its limits.

She was sitting close. Too close for comfort. Too far for relief.

“Don’t move,” she said, her voice tight, rushed, the way people sound when they are trying to stay calm for someone else. “You’re awake, but you’re not better, and if you tear those stitches, I swear—”

I opened my eyes.

She froze.

Not stepped back. Not screamed. Just froze, like her body had decided stillness was safer than choice.

Gold reflected in her dark pupils. I felt it happen, felt the way my control slipped for half a breath, just long enough for the wolf to stretch, to taste the air, to recognize her as mine with a certainty that burned.

I shut it down.

Her hand hovered over my chest, fingers spread, not touching, like she expected me to bite.

“Your eyes,” she said slowly. “They’re doing that thing again.”

“That thing,” I repeated, because talking helped, because silence made the wolf louder.

“Yes,” she said. “The glowing. The wrong color. The not-human part.”

“That’s not very specific.”

Her mouth twitched despite herself. “I’m trying not to panic. You’re making it hard.”

“I told you to run,” I said.

“And I told you to shut up,” she said, then paused, inhaled, and added, “Earlier. I mean earlier. Not now. Now I’m… evaluating.”

“Evaluating what.”

“Whether I made the worst decision of my life or just the second worst.”

I pushed myself up on one elbow. Pain flared, white and deep, but it was distant, like it belonged to someone else.

She noticed anyway.

“Don’t,” she said sharply, and this time she did push me back, her palm flat against my chest, her touch firm and grounding in a way that sent a low, dangerous thrill through me. “You sit. You stay. You don’t get bonus points for acting tough.”

“I’m not acting,” I said.

“Then you’re reckless,” she said. “And reckless men bleed out on my floor.”

I let my head fall back against the wall. The cabin smelled like antiseptic, pine, and her, all sharp edges and quiet resolve, a scent that made my wolf restless and reverent at the same time.

“You should leave,” I said again, because it was the truth, because every second she stayed tightened the knot forming around us both.

She laughed softly, the sound brittle. “You keep saying that like it’s an option.”

“It is.”

“For you,” she said. “Not for me.”

I turned my head to look at her fully. She had dark hair pulled back with careless fingers, loose strands brushing her cheek, her eyes sharp with exhaustion and something else, something I recognized too well.

Defiance.

“You don’t know what you stepped into,” I said.

“I stepped into blood,” she said. “And a man who should be dead but isn’t. And now I’m standing in a cabin with someone who knows my name without being told. That’s plenty.”

Her voice dropped. “Explain.”

I studied her face. The stubborn set of her jaw. The way her fingers curled slightly, ready to move, ready to defend or flee.

If I told her the truth, she would run.

If she ran, the bond would tear.

If the bond tore, it would kill us both.

“Not yet,” I said.

Her eyes flashed. “That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one you’re getting right now.”

She stood abruptly, pacing the small room, boots thudding softly against the floor. “You don’t get to decide that. I saved you. I deserve the truth.”

“You deserve safety,” I said. “And the truth right now would take that from you.”

She stopped in front of me. Too close. Her breath brushed my cheek.

“You don’t get to tell me what safety looks like,” she said quietly. “Not after last night.”

The bond pulsed, sharp and sudden, as if agreeing with her.

I swallowed.

“What’s your plan,” I asked.

“My plan,” she said, then scoffed, rubbing a hand over her face. “My plan was to stay invisible, sleep a few nights, then move on. My plan was not this.”

“This,” I repeated.

She gestured between us. “You. The forest. The shadows at the window. Whatever shook the ground like it was angry.”

“That wasn’t anger,” I said.

She frowned. “Then what was it.”

“Recognition.”

Her skin prickled. I felt it through the bond like a whisper of static.

“That’s not comforting.”

“It’s not meant to be.”

She turned away, folding her arms, staring at the door as if expecting it to open on its own.

“Someone was out there,” she said after a moment. “Last night. I saw a shadow.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re just saying that like it’s normal.”

“For me, it is.”

“For me,” she said, “it’s a reason to leave.”

I pushed myself up again, slower this time, careful, and when she moved to stop me, I caught her wrist gently, just enough to still her.

The contact hit us both.

Her breath caught. Mine did too.

The bond flared, bright and insistent, flooding my senses with her warmth, her fear, her sharp, stubborn hope, and underneath it all, a pull so deep it felt older than thought.

She stared at our joined hands.

“Don’t,” she whispered.

“I won’t hurt you,” I said.

“That’s not what I meant.”

I released her, forcing my fingers to unclench, to let go.

“Then leave,” I said again, softer now. “Before it gets harder.”

She backed away, shaking her head. “You don’t get it. If I leave now, I don’t just walk away from you. I walk straight into something worse.”

I went still.

“What do you mean.”

Her jaw tightened. “I mean I don’t run unless I have to. And if I stopped here, it’s because I was already being hunted.”

The word landed heavy between us.

“Hunted,” I repeated.

“Yes,” she said. “By a man who doesn’t like being told no.”

The wolf snarled.

I shut my eyes, breathed through it, felt the rage coil low and hot.

“Where is he,” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she said. “That’s the problem.”

I opened my eyes slowly. “If he finds you here—”

“He won’t,” she said quickly. Too quickly. “I was careful.”

The cabin creaked.

A sound brushed the wall outside. Soft. Deliberate.

Her eyes flicked to the window.

“So careful,” I murmured.

She swallowed. “That wasn’t—”

A knock cut her off.

Three sharp taps against the door.

Not a fist. Knuckles. Controlled.

Her breath stuttered.

“Don’t answer,” she whispered.

I smiled without humor. “It’s too late for that.”

I raised my voice. “You’re early.”

Silence stretched.

Then a voice, calm and amused. “You’re late.”

I shifted










































































