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      *Leo*

      The wind shifts the moment I step outside, laced with pine, smoke, and something darker stirring beneath it all. I pause at the threshold, my eyes sweeping the horizon as the trees whisper in an uneasy rhythm. My instincts have kept me on edge for days now—something is undeniably wrong.

      Marek finds me before I call for him. He’s always been two steps ahead.

      “We need to talk,” he says without preamble.

      I nod and jerk my head toward the fire pit. It’s unlit, but the circle of stone feels like the perfect ground for discussing strategy.

      We sit across from each other, both of us still in human form, though I feel the wolf pacing beneath my skin. He does too—I can see it in the way his jaw clenches, in the tension vibrating through his shoulders.

      “He should’ve been back by now,” I say.

      Marek doesn’t flinch. “Missing three days.”

      I grit my teeth. “Too long.”

      “Just a standard sweep past the ridge, chasing fresh elk tracks. We both cleared the route ourselves last week. There were no signs of danger.”

      “How many returned home?” I ask.

      “Three. Corwin leading, plus Kianna and Harla.”

      My chest tightens. “And there’s been no word from Silas at all?”

      Marek meets my eyes and shakes his head again. “None. It was his first real hunt. He’s quick, Leo, and smart.”

      “Too young.” I exhale slowly. “He wasn’t ready.”

      “You know Corwin wouldn’t have brought him if he didn’t believe he could handle it.”

      “I trust Corwin,” I say. “But that doesn’t change the fact that Silas has vanished.”

      Marek shifts from one foot to the other, his brows furrowed. “Corwin said they ran into trouble.”

      “Rogues?”

      “Yes. He said that an ambush split them up during their hunt.”

      “And that was the last they saw of him?”

      He nods. “Silas could’ve been hurt.”

      I stand abruptly, pacing in a slow circle as the wind shifts again. Smoke. Earth. Faint traces of a rainstorm.

      “I should’ve gone with them.”

      “You’re the Alpha,” Marek says. “You can’t go chasing every hunting party.”

      “No, but maybe I should’ve sent someone else with more experience. Silas is just a kid.”

      “He’s twenty-one. He’s reckless, but he has to learn. You were leading hunts at that age.”

      “That was different,” I snap. “I didn’t have a choice.”

      Marek doesn’t argue. He lets the silence sit between us for a beat, heavy and tense.

      I stare out at the tree line, the long dark veil of the forest creeping toward the edge of our land. My pulse hammers. Whoever dared to attack my hunters, whoever took one of my pack members, they’ve made a fatal mistake.

      “I’ll lead a search team tonight. I want every stone, root, and den between here and the ridge searched.”

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      “If Silas’s alive, we bring him home.”

      “And if he’s not?” Marek asks, his voice soft.

      I meet his gaze without blinking. “Then we bring back his body, and we make them pay.”

      Marek nods once, sharp and solemn. He rises with me, and we turn together to face the forest.

      The sun is just beginning to set when the search begins. I smell the rain rolling in as we cross the ridge, the forest humming with tension.

      My wolf strains beneath my skin, uneasy. I shift.

      It’s been days since the hunting party left Moon River, and now one of our own is missing. A young wolf named Silas, barely past his first shift.

      I should’ve gone with them.

      Instead, Marek and I are here now, with three of our best scouts, Tarin, Briar, and Zekia. We cut through the underbrush as thunder rumbles, mere miles away. The storm is closing in fast. Leaves shiver overhead, and the air carries the first hints of rain.

      “He was last seen near here,” Briar says beside me, through the mind-link. “They fought off the rogues. He was bleeding when he ran.”

      “Bleeding and alone,” I reply. We can see all the signs.

      Zekia, walking just ahead, growls low in his throat before adding, “It’s not like Silas to run. The fight must have left him injured and separated him from the others.

      The forest floor bears silent witness—upturned soil where paws skidded, deep gouges in the bark of a nearby cedar, still weeping sap. Broken underbrush forms a chaotic trail, flecked here and there with rust-colored drops that cling to leaves like dew.

      “There’s blood on the lower branches,” Briar says, nudging one with her snout.

      “And the scent trail cuts east, sharp, like he panicked,” I note. “He was running full speed.”

      “Whatever happened back there, it scattered them hard,” Zekia adds.

      “Either way, we find him before nightfall,” I say. “Or we double the search at first light.”

      Lightning streaks across the sky, silver veins against a deepening bruise of midnight blue cloud. The forest darkens unnaturally quickly, as though the sun’s been snuffed out moments too early.

      Raindrops, fast and fierce, crash through the canopy with sudden violence, soaking us in seconds. We press forward, the mud sucking at our paws. Branches whip as the storm howls through the trees.

      “We need to find cover!” Tarin says.

      “Go northeast,” I call back. “There’s a cave not too far. I’ll circle wide—check the ridge for tracks and catch up with you.”

      “Alpha—” Briar starts, but I cut her off.

      “Go!” I turn and veer off alone, the storm swallowing the others in seconds.

      The forest twists around me, slick and shadowed. Every step is a battle against roots and rain. I move low, close to the ground, my eyes sharp for any sign, broken branches, paw prints, blood. But the storm has already wiped most of it clean.

      I should turn back.

      But something tugs at me. It’s a faint scent, strange, sweet, and alive. I follow it, my ears flat, tail down, pushing deeper into the trees until they thicken and crowd together like a wall.

      Before me, a curtain of vines sways gently, stirred by the breeze, like it’s hiding something enchanted just out of reach. My Alpha instincts draw me closer.

      The vines seem too uniform, too deliberately arranged across the rocky slope to be natural. I notice the scent is stronger here, lush and wild, like honey warmed by sunlight. I feel as though spring itself could be waiting on the other side.

      I push through, and the moment I step beyond the vines, the storm vanishes.

      No rain. No lightning. No thunder.

      Just the last streaks of sunlight before it dips behind the peaks.

      I stumble forward, blinking hard, disoriented. The air is warm and still, scented with buttercups and ripe fruit. I turn in a slow circle.

      A valley stretches out before me, broad and untouched. Towering mountains cradle it on all sides, their tops dusted in snow. Birds call lazily overhead, a brook gurgles nearby, and the grass is emerald green.

      I’ve found the secret Moonbeam Valley….

      With caution, I move forward, my ears tuned for danger, but the valley greets me like an old friend. Bees drift lazily, dipping into blossoms. Trees heavy with peaches and lemons bow gently.

      I reach the brook and drink; the crystal-clear water is cold and sweet. Instantly, I feel something uncoil in my chest, like I’ve never truly breathed until now.

      There’s no trace of Silas or rogues here. Passersby usually cannot find this place, but tonight, the valley is revealing itself to me.

      The Moon Goddess Herself protects these sacred lands; I feel it in my bones. And tonight it’s like the land is watching me and deciding whether I belong.

      I stand and look back toward the vine wall. It’s still there, rippling, and the forest waits beyond, dark, wild, and wet.

      But in here… it’s another world.

      I should turn back. I need to find the others, to tell them where I am. But instinct tells me if I leave without understanding this place, I might never find it again.

      So I wait.

      Just a few more minutes, I tell myself. Long enough to understand what I’ve walked into.

      The valley is still, and I feel as though it’s listening.

      And so I listen, too.

      The sun slips behind the mountains entirely, and golden light fades to violet dusk. As the first stars appear, the valley changes. It doesn’t dim or dull. It glows.

      The flowers shimmer in radiant purples and luminous pinks, their petals glowing faintly as if lit from within. The brook dances over smooth stones, its song clear and chime-like, echoing from the surrounding mountain walls. Overhead, the breath of the valley weaves through the trees in a gentle, melodic hum, as though the forest itself is singing some forgotten lullaby.

      The air feels... enchanted, mystical, alive. I pad deeper into the valley.

      My senses sharpen with every leaf rustle, every root beneath the soil. The ground here is soft, and the earth carries no scent of rot, no predator trails. Just bluebells, daisies, moss, and something faint and feminine—lavender and honey. Unmistakable. Familiar.

      I follow the scent, weaving between moonlit ferns and leaning trees until I reach a clearing I somehow didn’t notice before.

      And there it is.

      A tower.

      Tall and narrow, built of old stone with ivy creeping up one side. The walls gleam faintly in the moonlight. There’s only one window—high above, round and arched, its wooden shutters thrown open to the night. A line stretches out from it, tied to the nearest tree, and on it hang linens, swaying in the breeze.

      Who lives here?

      This valley remains isolated. Hidden. I couldn’t find this place again if I tried—and yet someone lives here. Someone who washes laundry and hangs it to dry under the moon.

      Something about the tower seems odd to me, not that I think it’s haunted or cursed. It’s too calm for that. Too serene. And that’s what bothers me. There’s no door, and there are no stairs. Just smooth stone stretching from the grassy earth all the way to that single window as though someone built it never intending for anyone to leave.

      I circle it methodically. The ivy climbs thickest near the back, but even here, there are no cracks, no hinges, no seams. No entrance. Only the faint scent again: honey and lavender, trailing like a ribbon from the open window above.

      There’s no light inside, but the laundry on the line tells me it’s not empty. I see gowns, plain shifts, a worn apron.

      I scan the treetops. Nothing stirs. No movement from the window. No voice. Only silence, broken by the distant call of a nightbird.

      Whatever this place is, it’s not right, and whoever lives here is not completely alone.

      I curl up under a nearby tree. My pack won’t find me tonight, not in this place.

      So I’ll wait.

      Wait and watch.

      The moon climbs higher, casting silver across the clearing. The laundry sways in the wind like ghostly hands waving from above, but the tower doesn’t move.

      Yet, I swear I can feel it watching me.

      I lower my head onto my paws, my eyes never leaving that single open window.

      Who are you?

      And why are you in there?
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      *Roxy*

      I settle into bed, my comfy mattress soft beneath me. The tower feels colder at night, even with the thick stone walls holding the chill at bay. I pull my blanket closer, but it barely wards off the shiver crawling down my spine.

      The silence is too heavy. I should be used to it by now, but tonight, the stillness presses on me. Shadows pool on the stone floor, stretching long and dark beneath the faint moonlight streaking in through the window.

      I tell myself I’m alone, and I’m safe, but the feeling that I’m being watched doesn’t fade.

      A flicker of movement catches my eye, a glimmer just beyond the window, or maybe inside the room....

      My heart beats wild and loud. I scan the walls, the floor, the ceiling.

      Nothing but stone.

      I clutch the blanket tighter and pull it up to my chin, trying to summon the courage to close my eyes. Though, every creak of the tower, every whisper of the wind, sets my nerves on edge.

      What if someone’s out there? Watching me?

      I force my breath to slow, reminding myself there is no door, there are no stairs, there are heavy curtains on the window, and it is a ridiculously high climb.

      Softly, I sing a lullaby I’ve known since I was a child, and sleep takes me in its gentle arms.

      Sleep, my light, my shining star,

      No matter how far away you are.

      Threads of sunlight in your hair

      Weave a magic pure and rare.

      Fairies will guard your sleep

      And gather moonbeams in the deep.

      Dreamland rivers, wild and free,

      Calling you back home to me.

      Though the night is deep and wide,

      Love will always be your guide.

      Sleep, my light, my shining star,

      No matter how far away you are.

      Threads of sunlight in your hair

      Hold you safe with tender care.
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      The night stretches thin and finally softens as pale light seeps through the window.

      I know this tower better than I know myself.

      The soft creak of the floorboards near the hearth. The way the breeze sings when it slips through the window. The shadows that crawl across the stone walls as the sun moves through the day. I’ve mapped them all, drawn them over and over again in charcoal and ink on scraps of paper.

      Today is no different—at least, at first.

      The cinnamon rolls rise perfectly in the oven I stoke myself. I glaze them with honey and a bit of lavender I grew from the seed pouch Mother left me months ago. I stack the fresh rolls beside the bread I baked yesterday. Next, I start a soup to simmer low and long with the last of the root vegetables. Everything smells warm and sweet.

      But I don’t feel well enough to enjoy any of it.

      The headache starts as a twinge behind my eyes while I’m cleaning the iron pan. Then it sharpens, spreading through my skull, down my neck, and into my shoulders like something trying to claw its way out of me. I wince and drop the pan, the clang ringing through the quiet tower.

      I clutch the edge of the table, unable to catch my breath. My arms tremble, and my skin feels too tight. My knees buckle, and I sink to the floor, my heart pounding.

      It’s not just the pain but the pressure that startles me. It’s the heaviness in my bones like they’re not sure what shape they’re supposed to be.

      “Mother,” I whisper, even though I know she’s not here. She hasn’t been for days. She used to come home every night, but now sometimes she stays away for weeks.

      I lie on the cold stone until the worst of the shaking passes. When I finally push myself upright, I’m drenched in sweat. I wipe my face with the edge of my sleeve and lean on the wall for support.

      Then I hear her.

      “Roxy!” comes the familiar voice, sharp as flint and firm as iron. “Let down your hair.”

      Relief rushes through me like spring rain. I stumble to the window seat and gather my long, heavy braid. As I ease it out the window, my fingers are clumsy, my head still pounding. My braid tumbles down, and the end disappears from sight.

      Mother climbs quickly, as she always does. She’s small but strong, with dark hair, sharp cheekbones, and stern gray eyes that glint like a storm before it breaks. When she swings her leg over the sill and lands beside me, her expression changes from cheerful to worrisome the instant she sees my face.

      “You’re pale,” she says, brushing a hand across my cheek. “Sweating. Why didn’t you call for me?”

      “You weren’t here,” I murmur. “And I didn’t think it was serious until—”

      I hesitate. Her eyes narrow.

      “Until what?”

      “It feels like I’m coming apart,” I whisper. “My bones ache. My skin burns. It’s like something’s… waking up inside me.”

      She pulls her hand back like I burned her. For a moment, she studies me like I’m a puzzle.

      “Tell me everything,” she says.

      I tell her about the pain first. The pounding in my skull like a drum too close to my ears, the deep, aching throb in my spine and limbs, like something is stirring just beneath my skin. Then the heat, unbearable and crawling over me like a fever I can’t sweat out, and how my clothes and skin feel too tight. I tell her how the tower felt suddenly smaller, like the walls were leaning in on me, the ceiling pressing down, the silence so loud it roared in my ears.

      “I couldn’t sit still.” I explain. “I paced then collapsed. It was as if the air itself had turned against me, too thick to breathe.”

      But there’s more I don’t say. I don’t tell her how I stood barefoot by the window, my forehead against the glass, and watched the trees swaying far below. Or how the sight of the lake shimmering in the distance made my heart ache in a way I couldn’t explain. I don’t tell her I imagined the feel of damp moss beneath my feet, or that I imagined walking straight into the forest with nothing but the wind in my hair. I don’t tell her the wildest part of all, that for one dizzy moment, I thought I could smell the world outside the tower, and it smelled like freedom.

      But maybe I don’t have to. She seems to sense it.

      “You mustn’t go outside,” she says, her voice tight. “Not now. Not ever.”

      I look up, confused. “Why?”

      “You don’t remember the stories I told you? Of what lives out there?” She begins to pace. “Dragons and demons twisted by madness. Witches who steal the breath of girls like you. Monster shifters who can no longer return to their skin. There are things that would rip you apart.”

      “But Mother, I just want to see how the grass feels beneath my feet or how it feels to take a dip in the lake. I won’t go far…”

      Mother doesn’t blink. “You want to leave the tower?” She says it like I’ve just asked if I can jump into a fire.

      I nod, though my palms are suddenly damp. “Just to the lake, no farther.”

      She presses her lips together and walks slowly to the window. She looks out, her fingers curling around the sill. “You don’t know what’s out there, Roxy.”

      “I know there are trees, flowers, and animals. I know there’s water. I can see, Mother!"

      She turns to face me. “And you think that’s all there is? Trees, water, soft moss, and pretty birds? No, love. That’s just what the forest wants you to see.”

      I frown. “What does that mean?”

      “There are monsters in that forest,” she says, matter-of-factly. “Real ones. They crawl through the underbrush when the sun goes down. Some walk on two legs, some on four. Some fly, if you can believe it. And they love sweet girls who’ve never seen a single shadow past their windowsill.”

      My chest tightens, but I lift my chin. “You’ve never said anything like this before.”

      “You were a child before,” she snaps then softens. “Now you’re almost grown, and almost grown means curious, which means dangerous.”

      I cross my arms. “I am grown!” I shout.

      She doesn’t hesitate.

      “There are bonehounds. Starving, half-dead things with skin stretched tight over broken skeletons. They smell blood and chase it for miles. There are whisperers, creatures that climb inside your head and convince you to walk off cliffs or drink poison. There’s a woman made of smoke who turns into a bird and pecks out eyes with her beak. A man with bark for skin who collects girls and grows them into his tree.”

      “That’s not real.”

      She walks to me, calm and slow, and cups my cheek in her hand. “It’s real. And I’ve kept you safe from it all. Every year, girls go missing from nearby villages. The monsters come down at night and take them. I’ve seen the claw marks myself.”

      I shake my head. “Then why do you go out there?”

      “Because I know where not to step. I know the signs. I can feel the air when it changes.” Her eyes narrow. “You can’t. And if you leave this tower—even for a minute—you’ll never make it back.” Her voice is low, certain.

      “And the witches?” I ask, quieter now.

      She leans closer. “The worst of all. Some say they live forever. That they keep snakes for husbands and rats for spies. That they steal children and trap souls in mirrors.”

      I swallow hard.

      Her voice is sharp. “I’ve protected you. Hidden you. And this tower? It’s the only place you’re truly safe. It’s not a prison, Roxy. It’s a fortress.”

      I glance around. “It doesn’t feel like one.”

      Her gaze grows distant for a moment, then she pats my cheek and steps back. “You’re not well. That’s why all this talk is bubbling up.”

      “I’m just—restless.”

      “You’re overheated and anxious. That’s what comes from being too clever for your own good.” She reaches for her pouch and pulls out a sprig of something dry and sharp-smelling. “I’ll fetch stronger herbs. Ones that will calm this… fever in you.”

      “When?”

      “I’ll leave now. I may be gone for a while. A few weeks, perhaps. Take your medicine now, dear.”

      My stomach sinks, but I nod. “All right.” I put the bitter herbs on my tongue and swallow.

      She walks toward the window then pauses. “Promise me you won’t leave.”

      I nod again. “I promise.”

      I throw my braid out the window, and it tumbles to the ground. Mother climbs down my hair, and I watch her fade into the horizon.

      My mind drifts. I picture myself stepping out of the tower, my bare feet touching the soft moss, the grass cool and wet between my toes. Freedom, just for a moment, tastes sweeter than anything I’ve known.

      I imagine the cool lake water slipping over my bare skin. The way the sunlight would scatter across the surface, turning every ripple to sparkling glass. I can almost hear the soft lap of waves against the shore, smell the damp earth and hibiscus that grow thick at the water’s edge.

      But then Mother’s words creep in.

      Monsters with teeth like knives, eyes that never blink, breathing slow and silent in the darkness.

      I wonder if they stalk so carefully that I’d never hear them coming. Would I know they were there before they tore into me? Or is it all just a story? A story to keep me trapped inside these cold stone walls….

      I glance around the tower—my whole world—and it feels smaller than ever. But outside? Outside is unknown. It calls to me like a distant song I don’t quite remember, a melody tangled up with my own heartbeat. The ache in my chest grows sharper, more urgent.

      Even though Mother’s warnings echo in my mind, a small ember of hope flickers stubbornly inside me. The tower might be tall and sealed tight, but no walls, no matter how thick, can cage a heart determined to be free. I remind myself that this place can’t hold me forever. One day, somehow, I will find a way out.

      I think about the stories I’ve woven in my mind over the years, the tales I’ve sung softly to myself when the loneliness crept too close. Stories of brave girls who climbed beyond their prison towers, who slipped past monsters and witches and found the sun waiting just for them. Those girls don’t stay trapped forever. Neither will I.

      I imagine the first step, feeling the soft earth beneath my bare feet, cold, rough, and real. I imagine running through the trees, the sun warming my face, the scent of pine and wildflowers thick in the air.

      I imagine hearing the laughter of others, voices calling my name, from a place full of light and life.
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      *Leo*

      I wake to the hush of dawn and the cool damp of dew clinging to my fur.

      For a moment, I can’t recall where I am.

      Then I see the valley stretched around me, lush and unreal. The tower shines quiet and unmoving in the pale gold of early morning. The wind here carries no scent of danger, only water lilies, damp moss, and that same strange sweetness. Lavender and honey.

      My ears twitch.

      A rustle, soft but certain, stirs the ferns nearby. I lift my head, my nose twitching, senses sharpening.

      A woman steps into the clearing. She’s tall and thin, wrapped in a dark green cloak that brushes the grass as she moves. Her presence feels... sinister. I can smell the wolfsbane in her pouch.

      She’s barefoot but walks like she owns the earth beneath her, and I crouch lower behind a bramble, barely daring to breathe.

      She stops below the tower and lifts her head.

      “Let down your hair,” she calls, her voice melodic and strange, tinged with a lilt I can’t place.

      There’s a moment of silence.

      Then, impossibly, something unspools from the open window high above.

      Hair.

      Golden, thick, and gleaming like sunlight itself. A braid, tighter and longer than any rope I’ve ever seen, unfurls from the window and tumbles down the tower’s smooth stone face.

      I stare, stunned.

      The woman doesn’t hesitate. She gathers the braid in both hands, tests its strength with a quick tug, then begins to climb.

      Not rope. Not vines. Hair.

      Whoever the girl is up there, I can’t see her face—only the gleam of her braid, catching the light in soft gold.

      The woman ascends swiftly, hand over hand, her feet braced against the tower like she’s done it a hundred times. I watch, half in awe, half in disbelief. No door. No stairs. Only this—this bizarre, beautiful method of entrance. She disappears through the window, vanishing into the dark within.

      I move slightly, my paws quiet against the moss. I don’t move closer, not yet. The air is too still. The tower is too quiet.

      Who is the girl? A prisoner? A witch?

      And the woman—mother, mentor, captor?

      Minutes pass. Birds stir in the trees again. The sky brightens.

      Then—movement.

      The braid unfurls again, and the woman reappears, sliding down the golden rope with practiced ease. This time, she carries a basket tucked under one arm, lands light on her feet, and brushes her palms clean.

      I expect her to look around, but she doesn’t. She doesn't seem aware she’s being watched.

      With the basket balanced on her hip, she turns and walks back into the trees, toward the wall of vines I passed through last night.

      I don’t follow. Not yet.

      Instead, I stare up at the window as the braid disappears.

      I tuck my muzzle between my paws and wait, my ears still tuned to every sound. The moment the woman disappears through the vine curtain, I finally exhale.

      Still hidden in the undergrowth, I lift my head and stare again at the tower.

      Who is she?

      I take a breath and shift.

      It’s slower this time, deliberate. My wolf recedes, leaving behind skin, muscle, and bone, and I crouch low in the bushes, naked and cold in the damp morning air. My heart pounds harder now—not from fear, but from something else. Anticipation, maybe. Curiosity. That strange ache that started last night and hasn’t let go since.

      I wait a few more minutes, just to be sure the tall woman in green is truly gone.

      Then, I rise slightly, brushing leaves from my arms, and glance up at the window again. The braid is gone now, reeled back up inside. I can’t see anyone, but I know she’s there. Watching, maybe. Listening.

      I clear my throat softly. “Miss?” I call, trying not to shout. My voice sounds rough after so long in wolf form. “Miss, are you there?”

      A few heartbeats pass. Then a shape appears at the arched window, tentative and cautious. And then she steps fully into view.

      My breath catches.

      She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.

      Not just pretty. Not just striking. Otherworldly.

      Her delicate features catch the morning light just right—full lips, a straight nose, and wide eyes that hold a mixture of curiosity and concern.

      Her gaze sweeps the clearing below. I duck slightly behind the bush, raising a hand in cautious greeting.

      “Hi,” I call, keeping my voice low and non-threatening. “Sorry to bother you. I’m… not dangerous. I promise.”

      She tilts her head slightly, still searching for the source of my voice.

      “I’m down here,” I add. “Behind the bushes. Just… give me a second.” I make sure she can’t see me and call up again. “I, uh—this is awkward, but I was in a fight, and I lost my clothes.” I wince at how that sounds. “Could you possibly toss me down something? A blanket, maybe? Or anything. Just something I can put on.”

      She doesn’t answer right away, and for a long moment, I think she may have disappeared for good.

      But then she leans a little closer to the window, peering through the branches.

      Her voice floats down, soft and melodic. “A fight?”

      “Yeah. With bandits,” I say quickly. “It’s a long story, but I promise I’m not here to hurt you or anyone. I got separated from my group and found this place by accident. I’ll leave if you want me to, just… preferably not naked.”

      Her lips twitch. I think she’s trying not to smile.

      “I could find something,” she says slowly. “But you have to stay there. No climbing. No tricks.”

      “Of course,” I say. “No climbing. No tricks. Just desperate for pants.”

      She leaves the window. I sag with relief and lean back on the tower.

      A part of me still can’t believe this is happening. The tower, the braid, the enchanted valley, and now her. It all feels like a dream I’m afraid to wake from. But the cold air and scratchy leaves say otherwise.

      A moment later, a pair of pants and a top flutter down from the window. They're clearly several sizes too small, but I wrestle myself into them anyway. Once I’m dressed, I finally notice the tiny flower pattern stitched along the hem—and the ruffled sleeves.

      Fantastic. I probably look like a deranged garden gnome.

      When I’m done, I step out just slightly—not too far, not too bold. I glance back up at the window.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      She’s already gone again, but I know she’s still listening, and now, I’m certain of one thing: I have to know her name.

      I take a cautious step closer, no longer needing to hide now that I’m dressed in the clothes she dropped. “Miss?” I call softly, gazing up toward the stone arch.

      There’s a rustle, and then her face appears once more, her golden hair spilling around her shoulders like sunlight poured into human form.

      “Are you still here?” she asks in a feather-light voice.

      “Still here,” I reply. “And still very thankful for the clothes.”

      She looks down and bursts into laughter at the sight of me.

      I give her a moment to catch her breath.

      “Thank you. I don’t recall how long it’s been since I laughed so hard,” she says.

      “You’re very welcome. I didn’t get your name,” I ask, stepping a little closer. “I’d like to know it… if that’s all right.”

      A long pause.

      Then: “Roxanna,” she says. “But my mother calls me Roxy.”

      Roxy. It suits her—unexpected, bright, warm. It rolls through my mind like the name of someone I might already know.

      “I’m Leo,” I say. “From Moon River.”

      She tilts her head, frowning slightly. “I don’t know where that is.”

      “It’s not far,” I say. “A few peaks and valleys over.” I clear my throat and summon all the courage I have. “Roxy, I know this probably sounds strange, but may I come up? And before you say no—consider this: I’m standing here dressed like a fairy princess. No one wearing ruffles and flowers can do anyone any harm, right?”

      The golden braid unfurls once more from the window like spun sunlight tumbling from the sky. It sways gently in the wind, impossibly long, impossibly strong.

      I hesitate only a second before gripping it with both hands.

      The climb is harder than I expected. The braid holds, thick and tightly woven, but my arms burn halfway up. Still, I climb. My bare feet scrape the smooth stone, fingers tightening on every twist of hair until I reach the window ledge.

      She steps back to make room as I swing one leg over the sill and then the other. I drop lightly into the tower room.

      It’s small but beautiful. Stone walls polished smooth by time, a small hearth cold in the corner, dried herbs and flowers hanging from the beams. A basin, a low table, stacks of folded linen, and a neatly made bed. Everything smells like peaches, lavender, and lemon balm. Like comfort and peace.

      She stands by the wall with her arms crossed loosely, eyes wary but not unkind.

      “Thank you,” I say, breathing hard from the climb. “For trusting me.”

      She gives a small nod. “You weren’t supposed to find this place.”

      “I figured,” I say, stepping just inside. “But now that I have…”

      She sways suddenly, her hand reaching for the wall. Her expression tightens—pain, confusion.

      “Roxy?” I say, stepping forward instinctively. “What’s wrong?”

      “I—” She takes a deep breath then staggers.

      I catch her before she hits the floor.

      Her body is cold, and she’s gone pale with her lips parted slightly as her head rests against my chest. Her braid spills around us like a golden rope. She’s unconscious, but still breathing.

      My heart pounds.

      Whatever enchantment lives in this valley, whatever secrets this tower holds, I’ve just walked straight into the middle of it.

      And now Roxy has collapsed in my arms.

      I kneel slowly, cradling her gently as I lower her to the rug. “Hey,” I whisper. “Roxy, can you hear me?”

      No response.

      I brush the hair from her face.

      What the hell is going on here, and how do I help her?

      I lay her gently on the rug. Her skin is clammy, her breathing shallow but steady. I stay there a moment, kneeling beside her, unsure if I should call for help—though I don’t even know who I’d call. She and the woman with the basket seem to be the only ones who live here. If this valley really is enchanted, if this tower is somehow… hidden… then help might be impossible to summon.
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