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      The woods closed in around me, a wall of green and gold that swallowed the path. My pack dug into my shoulders, each step a calculated effort on the uneven ground. This was it. The real test. No manuals, no YouTube tutorials, just me against the wilderness. The thrill was a live wire under my skin, but a different kind of current, colder, began to prickle at my neck as the sun bled through the canopy, painting long, skeletal shadows on the forest floor.

      Then I heard it. A rustle. Not the skitter of a squirrel or the flap of a bird's wings. Something heavier. My head snapped toward the sound, my hand instinctively going to the survival knife on my belt. My heart pounded against my chest, a rosring drumbeat in the sudden silence. Another rustle, closer this time, from the thick undergrowth to my left. A flash of grey fur, a low growl. Wolves. My mind, usually a library of prepared facts, went blank. All my training evaporated, replaced by a raw, primal scream to run. Fight or flight, thousands of years to evolutionary programming kicking into action in a fraction of a second.

      I bolted. Branches whipped at my face, thorns tore at my jacket, but I didn't feel it. I just ran, lungs burning, my pack a lead weight threatening to pull me down. The forest became a blur of brown and green. My foot caught on something. A root, a rock, it didn't matter. And I was airborne for a terrifying second. Then the ground came up to meet me. I tumbled, a clumsy, pinwheeling mess of limbs and gear, down a steep, unseen slope. The world spun in a chaos of dirt, leaves, and sky. I landed with a sickening crack, a white-hot flare of pain shooting up my leg from my ankle. I lay there, gasping, the air knocked from my lungs. My head throbbed. I tried to push myself up, but my right ankle screamed in protest. It was twisted, useless.

      The howls started then, echoing from the ridge above. Closer now. A cold dread washed over me, seeping into my bones. This was it. This was how it ended. Not in some grand adventure, but as meal for a pack of wolves in a forest I had no business being in alone. "Help," I croaked out, the word a pathetic puff of air against the vast, indifferent woods. "Someone... please." The darkness was gathering at the edges of my vision, a creeping tide. I fought it, clawing for consciousness, but the pain and the fear were too much. The last thing I remembered was the scent of damp earth and the distant, haunting howl of a wolf.

      I drifted in and out of awareness, a strange limbo of pain and hazy sensations. There were moments of movement, a gentle, swaying motion that made my stomach lurch. I felt something strong and silken wrapping around me, holding me secure. I heard a soft, rhythmic clicking sound, like the tap of long fingernails on wood. I tried to open my eyes, but my lids felt like lead shutters. I caught a fragment of a voice, low and musical, but the words were lost in the fog. My ankle throbbed with a dull, persistent ache, but it was a different kind of pain now, a cool, clean feeling that contrasted with the sharp fire from the fall.

      When I finally did manage to force my eyes open, the first thing I saw was a wooden ceiling, dark with age. I was lying on a simple cot, covered in a rough wool blanket. The air smelled of herbs, damp earth, and something else... something faintly sweet and metallic. I tried to sit up, but a wave of dizziness forced me back down. A woman was there, leaning over me, her face a study in calm concentration. She had long, straight black hair that fell like a curtain around her pale face, and her eyes were a startling, deep crimson. They were the color of old blood, and they watched me with an unnerving intensity.

      "Easy," she said, her voice the same musical tone I'd half-heard before. "You took a nasty fall." She dabbed a cool, wet cloth against my forehead. The relief was instantaneous. "Your ankle is sprained, not broken. I've set it and wrapped it."

      I blinked, trying to clear my head. "The wolves," I managed to say, my throat dry and scratchy.

      "Gone," she said, a small, almost imperceptible smile touching her lips. "They don't like my territory."

      That's when I noticed her clothes. She wore a simple black dress, made of a lace-like material that seemed to shimmer in the dim light of the cottage. It was elegant, completely out of place in what I assumed was the middle of nowhere. But my mind was still too foggy to process the contradiction. All I could focus on was the feeling of safety, the absence of the gnawing fear that had consumed me in the ravine. "Who... who are you?" I asked, my voice a hoarse whisper.

      "Aria," she replied simply, her crimson eyes never leaving mine. "You're in my home. You're safe now."

      The days that followed settled into a quiet rhythm. Mornings began with the scent of wild herbs and boiling water. Aria would help me sit up, her hands surprisingly strong as she supported my back. She'd change the dressing on my ankle, her movements deft and sure. The bandage wasn't normal cloth; it was a piece of a shimmering, silken material, cool to the touch and stronger than anything I'd ever felt. It held my ankle in a perfect, immobile grip.

      She'd bring me meals on a wooden tray—stews made with root vegetables I didn't recognize, dark bread, and sometimes a tea that tasted of pine needles and honey. She never seemed to eat with me, preferring to watch from a rocking chair in the corner, a mug of her own tea cradled in her hands.

      Our conversations were slow, careful things. I told her about my life in Newbridge, the city, the feeling of being an outsider at school. She listened, her head tilted, her crimson eyes seeming to absorb every word. In return, she told me about the forest. The names of the trees, the properties of the plants, the migration patterns of the birds. Her knowledge was deep, intimate. She spoke of the woods not as a place to be conquered, but as a living entity, a neighbor.

      One afternoon, I was propped up against a pile of pillows, attempting to flex my toes inside the silk bandage. Aria was across the room, her back to me, sorting through a collection of dried flowers on a large wooden table. I watched her move. There was an odd grace to her, a fluidity that was captivating. She would bend to reach a low shelf, her body flowing into the motion, then rise again in a single, seamless movement. Her black lace dress clung to her form, hinting at a curvy, well-defined figure.

      As she reached for a jar on a high shelf, she stretched, and I saw it. Just for a second. Faint, web-like patterns on the skin of her lower back, just above the hem of her dress. They were the same color as her eyes, a deep crimson, and they seemed to shimmer in the low light. I must have made a sound, a small gasp, because she froze. She turned slowly, her eyes finding mine.
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