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Prologue- A Warning Written in Red

 

Every story in Luna’s Embrace begins with a warning. Witches born under the blood moon burn brighter and break harder. Wolves who survive betrayal grow teeth meant for vengeance. Isabella Nightshade and Alex Castellanos were carved from those truths, a witch sharp as a poisoned dagger and a wolf who could become a nightmare of fangs and shadow.

 

They were never meant to cross paths. They were never meant to trust each other. And they were certainly never meant to change the fate of the town that feared them both. But fate doesn’t care about warnings. It only cares about the moment two storms finally collide.

 

A town shaped by curses and claws.  

A witch born under an omen.  

A wolf forged in blood.
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Chapter 1- The Witch & the Wolf

 

Moonlight dripped silver through the gnarled branches of the Elderwoods, painting the forest floor in fractured light. Izzy crouched low, her cloak pooling around her like spilled ink, fingers brushing the velvety petals of a moonbloom. The herb pulsed faintly under her touch, its bioluminescent veins flickering in time with her heartbeat. Rare didn’t begin to cover it, these flowers only bloomed under a full moon, and only for witches who knew how to ask nicely.

 

"Alright, you dramatic little diva," she murmured, flicking a speck of dirt from the blossom’s stem. "Let’s not make this difficult." Her dagger glinted as she sliced the stem, the scent of crushed petals, sharp, sweet, and metallic, lingered in the air.

 

The moonbloom's glow intensified as Izzy severed its stem, its luminescence flickering like a dying star before settling into a steady pulse against her palm. She exhaled through her nose, witchcraft was always so theatrical, and tucked it beside the others in her basket, their combined light casting eerie shadows across the gnarled roots beneath her boots. The Elderwoods hummed tonight, alive with the kind of magic that prickled the skin and set teeth on edge.

 

Silver fur blended seamlessly with the shifting shadows of the Elderwoods, the Alpha's massive frame motionless between two ancient oaks. Alex's breath hitched, an involuntary reaction his wolf form couldn't suppress, as the witch's scent hit him like a physical blow. Vanilla. Warm, sweet, curled around something darker, cinnamon, sharp enough to burn. His nostrils flared, drinking her in as her cloak billowed with every careless sway of her hips. Moonlight caught in her hair, turning the fiery strands into molten copper, and the wolf in him snarled mine with a possessiveness that should've terrified the man beneath the fur.

 

Her fingers, delicate and deadly, brushed another moonbloom's stem, and Alex's claws dug into the damp earth. Every movement she made was a provocation. The way her full lips pursed when concentrating. The way her freckles glowed like constellations under the moon's gaze. Even the way she breathed, slow and deep, as if the forest existed solely to worship her. His wolf-brain translated her pheromones into a language older than words: mate. strength. magic. home. A growl rumbled low in his chest, half warning to the woods, half desperate plea to the universe, this witch, this impossible creature, was his.

 

Izzy straightened suddenly, basket swinging against her hip, and Alex's muscles locked. She couldn't see him, no one ever did when he didn't want to be seen, but her chin lifted anyway, green eyes scanning the trees with unnerving accuracy. 

 

"Oh, don't be shy," she crooned, voice honeyed and lethal.

 

Alex's ears flattened. Damn her. Damn this entire situation. His wolf thrashed against his ribs, howling to close the distance, to press its muzzle against the delicate pulse at her throat and breathe her in until the scent tattooed itself inside his skull. But the man knew better. Witches born under blood moons didn't kneel. They burned. And this one? She'd scorch him alive if he stepped wrong.

 

A flash of silver vanished between the trees like smoke dissolving into night. Izzy blinked, fingers tightening around her basket's woven handle. For a split second, she'd sworn she saw eyes, bright, unnatural blue, glinting with something feral, but the forest swallowed them whole. 

 

"Well," she muttered to the empty air, "either I'm hallucinating or someone's terrible at stalking." The Elderwoods remained stubbornly silent. Typical.

 

Moonblooms weren't the only things playing coy tonight. She plucked another flower with more force than necessary, its stem snapping with a satisfying crack. Whatever- or whoever- had been watching could choke on their own curiosity for all she cared. Still, her skin prickled where unseen eyes had traced her movements. Not fear. Never fear. Just... awareness, humming under her ribs like a plucked violin string.

 

The last moonbloom practically leapt into her palm, its petals curling inward as if relieved to be plucked from the damp earth. Izzy smirked, tucking it between two others in her basket, their combined glow now casting shifting sapphire patterns across her collarbones. 

 

"Too easy," she muttered, though the forest's charged silence prickled the back of her neck. The Elderwoods never gave up their treasures without reason. Tonight, they felt... anticipatory. Like a held breath.

 

Twigs snapped under her boots as she straightened, the basket's weight a comfortable anchor against her hip. The path home twisted between ancient oaks, their roots writhing like sleeping serpents beneath layers of luminescent moss. Izzy trailed her fingertips along a gnarled trunk as she passed, whispering thanks in the Old Tongue, courtesy cost nothing, and witches who ignored the courtesies tended to find their shoelaces knotted by spiteful dryads.

 

Blue eyes tracked her from the undergrowth, pupils dilating as she paused to shake a pebble from her boot. The wolf's breath fogged the air in slow, controlled bursts, his massive body pressed low against a rotting log. Every muscle coiled. Every nerve alight. When she bent forward, her cloak slipping to reveal the delicate arc of her spine, Alex's claws sank deeper into the loam.

 

She moved like a living spell, all flowing fabric and careless grace, humming something off-key between her teeth. The sound shouldn't have thrilled him. It did. 

 

Izzy's cottage emerged from the trees ahead, its crooked chimney puffing smoke despite the absence of visible fire. The thatched roof sagged under centuries of enchantments, and the front door bore concentric scars from countless warding rituals. She climbed the porch steps with that infuriating sway in her hips, basket knocking against the doorframe as she shouldered it open.

 

Alex's ears swiveled forward, catching the creak of hinges, the rustle of her cloak hitting a hook inside. His hackles lifted when she paused halfway through the doorway, chin tilted, nostrils flaring, as if scenting the wind like one of his pack. The wolf in him preened. Yes. Notice me. Hunt me too.

 

But she merely clicked her tongue and vanished inside, the door snapping shut behind her with finality. The wards flared briefly, ancient witch-light fluttering across the threshold, before settling into their usual dull glow. Safe. Sealed. Off-limits.

 

Alex exhaled through his nose, fog swirling around his muzzle. The forest exhaled with him, branches groaning as if disappointed by the lack of bloodshed. He could still taste her on the back of his tongue, vanilla and cinnamon. His paws flexed against the earth. Every instinct screamed to circle the cottage, to scrape his scent into her doorframe, to howl until she came out snarling-

 

Instead, he turned.

 

The movement was liquid, muscles rippling beneath silver fur as he melted back into the trees. Shadows licked at his flanks like loyal hounds, swallowing him whole between one step and the next. Only the crushed ferns betrayed his presence, and even those would spring back by dawn, erased by the Elderwoods' endless hunger for secrets.

 

The cottage door clicked shut behind Izzy with a sound like a spell snapping into place. She tossed her cloak onto the wrought-iron hook by the entrance, where it draped itself with a ripple of shadow. The fireplace across the room guttered weakly, just embers now, but a flick of her wrist sent a coil of green flame spiraling from her fingertips to lick at the dry oak logs stacked in the hearth. The fire roared to life with a sound like laughter, casting erratic shadows across the walls where her collection of bottled curses lined the shelves, their contents swirling restlessly.

 

Her boots came off next; each one kicked carelessly toward the rag rug beneath her worktable. The soles were caked with Elderwood soil, rich, black earth that still pulsed faintly with residual magic. Barefoot now, she padded across the creaking floorboards, her toes curling against the grooves worn smooth by generations of Nightshade witches. The basket of moonblooms landed with a thump on the scarred oak worktable, their glow intensifying as if sensing the proximity of her cauldron.

 

The nightgown slithered from its peg near the hearth, soft, worn cotton that whispered against her skin as she shimmied out of her dress. The fabric pooled around her ankles like a fallen ghost, leaving her standing in nothing but the firelight for a heartbeat before the nightgown settled over her curves. It was threadbare in places; the hem stitched with tiny protective runes only visible when the light hit them just right. The black shawl came next, crocheted from shadow-wool that warmed instantly against her shoulders. A gift from her grandmother, woven with the old woman's particular brand of spite, it repelled unwanted guests by making them forget why they'd come.

 

Izzy rolled up her sleeves, exposing forearms marked with faint silvery scars, trophies from potions that fought back. The mortar and pestle slid toward her across the table as if drawn by her gaze, the obsidian surface still dusted with remnants of last week's elixir. She plucked the first moonbloom from the basket, its stem twining briefly around her finger in protest before she dropped it into the mortar with a smirk. 

 

"None of that, darling. You knew what you signed up for when you bloomed under my nose."

 

The pestle came down with a crunch, releasing a burst of luminescent sap that sizzled against the stone. The scent hit her first, ozone and something deeper, like the moment before lightning strikes. The petals dissolved under her rhythmic grinding, their glow intensifying as they broke apart, until the mortar brimmed with liquid moonlight that pulsed in time with her heartbeat.

 

---

 

Silver fur rippled over coiled muscle as Alex prowled between the twisted oaks, his paws sinking into the damp earth with deliberate, stalking pressure. The full moon burned white-hot against his spine, flooding his veins with a restless energy that demanded violence or release, preferably both. His tail lashed once, twice, sending a spray of dew into the air. The Elderwoods held their breath around him, branches creaking like old bones as he passed.

 

He could’ve taken the human form by now, could’ve walked back to Luna’s Embrace on two legs instead of four, could’ve drowned this itch in whiskey or a brawl at The Howling Hart. But the wolf refused to yield tonight. It wanted blood. It wanted her. That damn witch with her moonblooms and her infuriating sway, her scent clinging to his nostrils like she’d branded him. His claws flexed, scoring deep furrows in the moss. Mine, the beast insisted, and the man snarled back not yet.

 

The Elderwoods blurred around him, silver and shadow streaking past like watercolors left in the rain. Alex's paws struck the earth with enough force to crack roots, each stride widening the distance between him and that damnable cottage, yet her scent clung thicker than the humid night air. It invaded his lungs, his blood, the marrow of his bones. The wolf snarled, muscles bunching as he vaulted a fallen oak, run, hunt, claim, but the man beneath the fur knew better. Knew the way witches' wards burned when touched by teeth not invited in.

 

Moonlight seared his spine like a brand, urging him faster, harder, until his ribs ached with the effort of not turning back. The forest thinned at the border where the Elderwoods gave way to mortal farmland, the trees' gnarled fingers reluctantly releasing him. Alex skidded to a halt, claws gouging trenches in the loam. His sides heaved, tongue lolling as he whirled to face the woods, her woods. The ache between his ribs wasn't fatigue. It was the hollow where her scent had carved out a home.

 

A growl rattled his chest. He should roll in this dirt, smear himself with leaf-litter and pine needles until her fragrance smothered beneath the musk of the wild. Should scrape his scent into every oak and elm until the forest forgot any witch had ever walked here. Instead, his muzzle dipped. Inhaled. The ghost of her lingered on the wind and the wolf howled silently against the cage of his ribs.

 

Alex's paws faltered at the tree line, the silver fur along his spine lifting as if pulled by unseen threads back toward the heart of the Elderwoods. The wind shifted, carrying the fading traces of her. His claws dug deep, anchoring him to the spot as the forest exhaled around him, its breath warm with moss and the electric tang of her magic. Every instinct screamed to turn back, to carve his path through ferns still trembling from her passing, to press his muzzle against her door until the wards sizzled under his stubbornness.

 

The moonblooms' glow pulsed behind his eyelids when he blinked, not memory, but presence, as if she'd seared their luminescence into his retinas. His ribs ached with the phantom weight of her basket bumping against his flank, the way it would have, if he'd let himself fall into step beside her like some tamed beast. The wolf snarled at the thought, but the sound choked off into a whine halfway up his throat. The Elderwoods watched him with ancient indifference, their branches knitting tighter behind him, sealing away the path to her cottage like a wound closing over a blade.

 

Alex's paws tore through the underbrush like blades through silk, silver fur flashing between the trees as he veered sharply west, toward the gaping maw of the abandoned mines. The earth sloped downward, roots giving way to jagged shale that scraped against his pads. The scent of damp stone and old iron flooded his nostrils, drowning out the lingering vanilla-cinnamon temptation still clinging to his fur.




Chapter 2- Underground Howls

 

The gap between the rotted boards was narrower than Alex remembered, or perhaps he’d grown broader since his last visit. His ribs scraped against splintered wood as he squeezed through, silver fur catching on rusted nails. The scent hit him at once: damp stone, stale iron, and beneath it all, the musk of wolves. His ears twitched at the distant echo of claws on rock, the low growls vibrating through the tunnels like subterranean thunder.

 

Moonlight couldn’t pierce this deep. Alex’s eyes adjusted instantly, the dark unraveling into gradients of shadow, charcoal, slate, the inky black of a starless sky. His paws left faint impressions in the dust, each step deliberate. The mines were a labyrinth of collapsed shafts and unstable beams, but the pack’s scent trails glowed like neon in his mind: bitter juniper for the sentries, pine resin for the hunters, and underneath- blood, fresh enough to prickle his gums.

 

A snarl ricocheted off the walls ahead. Alex’s hackles lifted. That was Elias’s voice, thick with challenge. He rounded a bend in the tunnel, the air thickening with the stench of sweat and torn meat. The cavern beyond yawned wide, its ceiling studded with glowing witch-lanterns stolen from Luna’s Embrace. Their sickly green light washed over a dozen wolves, some in fur, some in skin, all circling outside of an unmarked clearing in the floor.

 

The two wolves moved like liquid shadow given teeth, their circling steps kicking up spirals of dust that caught the witch-light in slow, shimmering eddies. The larger one, a brute with fur like charred oak and scars webbing his muzzle, rolled his shoulders in a way that made his hackles ripple like a wave of dark water. His breath came in ragged gusts, each exhale flecked with bloody foam where he'd bitten his own tongue in anticipation.

 

The smaller wolf was faster, leaner, her silver-pelted flanks marked with fresh claw-rakes that gleamed wet in the greenish light. She moved on the balls of her paws, every muscle coiled tight as a crossbow string, her amber eyes never leaving the male's throat. When she feinted left, her claws scored three jagged lines across the stone floor, the sound like bones being split lengthwise.

 

Alex's nostrils flared as the scent hit him, burnt copper and adrenaline, the musk of wolves too long confined underground. The male lunged first, a blur of matted fur and yellowed fangs aimed straight for the female's jugular. She twisted at the last second, her body arcing like a sickle moon, letting his momentum carry him past while her hind claws raked his exposed belly. The gash opened with a sound like tearing parchment, spattering the floor with dark beads that steamed in the cold air.

 

A chorus of growls erupted from the watching wolves, their eyes reflecting the witch-lights in dozens of pinprick flares. The wounded male staggered, his ribs heaving, but the snarl he gave was half laughter. He shook himself, sending droplets flying in a wide arc, painting the nearest spectators in his blood. The female didn't wait, she sprang, her front paws landing square on his shoulders while her jaws sought the vulnerable spot behind his ear.

 

The cavern's acoustics turned their collision into something seismic, the impact echoing down the tunnels like a rockslide. They hit the ground in a whirl of fur and flung saliva, the female's teeth sinking deep before she wrenched away with a flick of her neck. Something small and dark went flying, a chunk of ear, still twitching as it landed near Alex's forepaws.

 

The severed ear landed with a wet thud beside Alex’s paw. His nostrils flared, wolf blood, iron-bitter, laced with something fouler beneath. The scent of infection. The fighters didn’t notice him yet, too locked in their frenzy, but the others did. Wolves shifted on their haunches, ears flattening as his presence rippled through the cavern like a stone dropped into still water. One by one, their eyes flicked to him -amber, gold, icy blue- then quickly away. Submission.

 

The male wolf collapsed with a whimper, his remaining ear pressed flat against his skull as blood pooled beneath his muzzle. The silver-furred female stood over him, ribs heaving, her pink tongue darting out to catch the droplets splattered across her own lips. The cavern held its breath, until she stepped back with deliberate grace, leaving the victor's circle unmarked.

 

The silver-furred female, Lyra, Alex recalled, lifted her muzzle just as a wiry beta male slunk forward, dragging a haunch of freshly killed venison between his teeth. The meat hit the stone floor with a wet slap, its ragged edges still weeping blood. Lyra's nostrils flared, but she didn't pounce. Instead, she circled it once- slow, deliberate- before sinking her teeth into the sinew with a crunch that echoed off the cavern walls. The pack's collective exhale was palpable; hierarchy reaffirmed.

 

Alex's claws flexed against the stone. He'd seen this dance a hundred times, submission, reward, the unspoken calculus of power. But the air tasted wrong. Too much iron. Too little fear. His ears swiveled backward just as the shadows near the tunnel's mouth moved.

 

The rival Alpha emerged like a blade unsheathed, first the glint of amber eyes, then the hulking silhouette that dwarfed even Alex's shifted form. Bram's fur was the color of a rusted guillotine; his muzzle scarred from decades of battles won and grudges nursed. He moved with the heavy grace of a predator who'd outlasted every challenger, his paws striking the ground in a rhythm that made the younger wolves shrink back. Witch-light caught the silvered tips of his claws as he stepped into the circle, his gaze locked on Alex with the weight of a tombstone.

 

Bram's snarl split the air like a cleaver through flesh, a sound that started deep in his barrel chest and erupted through yellowed fangs in a spray of spittle. His hackles formed a ragged crest along his spine, each hair standing stiff as a blade. Alex's own lips peeled back in answer, the vibration traveling up from his diaphragm to rattle his ribs. Finally. Something worth sinking his teeth into.

 

Alex didn't lunge. That was Bram's game, all brute force and bared teeth, no finesse. Instead, he circled left, muscles coiling like loaded springs beneath silver fur. The cavern's witch-lights painted jagged stripes across Bram's rust-colored pelt, illuminating old scars and fresh sweat. The pack held their collective breath, even Lyra paused mid-bite, venison forgotten between her jaws.

 

Bram struck first, as predicted. His charge sent loose shale skittering across the cavern floor, the force of it shaking dust from the ceiling. Alex sidestepped at the last possible second, letting Bram's momentum carry him past. The big wolf's claws scored deep gouges in the stone where Alex had stood a heartbeat before. Before Bram could pivot, Alex's teeth found the tender space between shoulder blade and spine, not deep enough to cripple, just enough to draw blood. A warning nip wrapped in violence.

 

Bram's roar shook loose pebbles from the cavern ceiling as he whirled, his massive body moving faster than something so heavy should. Alex barely had time to leap back before those rust-colored claws tore through the space where his throat had been. The scent of his own blood, hot and coppery, filled his nostrils where Bram's counterattack had grazed his shoulder.

 

Alex's vision tunneled into shades of crimson and silver. The coppery tang of Bram's blood flooded his mouth as his fangs punched through fur, muscle, sinew- down to the hot, quivering meat beneath. His jaws locked with a crack of cartilage, the wolf in him exulting as Bram's roar of pain echoed through the cavern like thunder trapped in stone.

 

Bram bucked beneath him, hind claws scrabbling against the slick rock, sending up sprays of shale and blood. Alex rode the motion like a storm-tossed ship, his own claws scoring deep trenches down Bram's flanks. The older wolf twisted violently, his rust-colored fur now matted black with blood, trying to throw Alex off, but Alex's grip was a vise, his fangs buried past the gumline. Bram's thrashing only drove the serrated edges deeper, each jerk of his massive head tearing fresh wounds.

 

Then- release. Bram's desperate heave sent Alex airborne for a single, weightless heartbeat before he landed in a crouch, his paws skidding through pooling blood. The taste of Bram still coated his tongue, rich and gamey, flecked with the sourness of infection. Alex's muzzle wrinkled in a silent snarl as he lunged again, this time aiming for the soft swell of Bram's throat.

 

His teeth met resistance, Bram's own fangs flashing up to intercept, but Alex twisted midair, using his momentum to slam his full weight against Bram's injured side. The impact sent them both crashing into the cavern wall, the stone shuddering from the collision. Bram's breath exploded outward in a wet gasp as Alex's finds found purchase just below his jawline, sinking into the thin skin stretched taut over pulse and tendon.

 

This time, Alex didn't hold back. His head whipped side to side in violent, jerking motions, each movement shredding flesh with a sound like wet parchment tearing. Bram's howl choked off into a gurgle as hot arterial spray painted the watching wolves in crimson speckles. The coppery stench thickened, clinging to the damp air like a second skin.

 

Bram's body hit the cavern floor with a finality that echoed through the tunnels like a tomb sealing shut. His massive chest rose once, a wet, shuddering gasp, then stilled. The witch-lanterns flickered overhead, their sickly glow catching in the pooling blood, turning it into a rippling black mirror beneath Alex's paws.

 

Silence. Then- movement.

 

Lyra was the first to approach, her silver fur matted with both their blood. She sniffed at Bram's muzzle, then at Alex's claws, before pressing her forehead against his shoulder in a gesture older than the mines themselves. One by one, the pack followed. nosing his wounds, licking the blood from his fur, their whines stitching the cavern air into something taut and reverent. Alex stood motionless, his breath still coming in ragged bursts, the taste of victory thick as the copper scent clinging to his tongue.

 

The pack's tongues were rough and warm against Alex's torn flesh, their whines soft as they pressed against his sides, submission and solidarity woven into every lick. But even as his wolves closed ranks around him, his gaze snagged on movement near the tunnel's mouth. A young male- barely more than a pup, with fur the color of tarnished bronze- slunk backward into the shadows. Bram's last loyalist. The boy's ears flattened as he met Alex's stare, then vanished like smoke into the mineshaft's throat. Alex let him go. There were worthier things to chase tonight.

 

Like the phantom press of fingers that weren't there, ghosting over his wounds. Fingers that would've been soft but firm, tipped with nails painted the deep green of moonbloom leaves. Izzy wouldn't whine or grovel, she'd click her tongue at the mess of him, her breath huffing against his fur as she muttered about "overgrown mutts" and "pointless machismo." But her hands... her hands would be steady. Certain. As unyielding as the roots that cradled Luna's Embrace, and twice as alive.

 

Lyra nipped at his shoulder, jerking him back to the present. The cavern reeked of blood and wet fur, the pack's body heat turning the air thick as stew. Alex shook himself, sending droplets flying in a wide arc. The wolves scattered, all but Elias, who lingered with a question in his tilted head. Alex growled low in his throat, and the beta ducked away, taking the others with him into the tunnels.

 

Alone now, Alex stretched his forelegs, feeling the pull of half-healed muscle. The witch-lanterns cast his shadow huge and jagged against the cavern wall, a monster made of teeth and twilight. He should've felt sated. Victorious. Instead, his skin itched with the memory of vanilla and lightning.

 

Alex's paws struck the shale outside the mine entrance just as the moon crested the Elderwoods’ canopy, its light hitting his fur like liquid silver. The deep gashes along his ribs and shoulders twitched, then began knitting closed, muscle weaving itself back together under the lunar glow. He barely had time to shake the dust from his pelt before the ambush came.

 

The first wolf came from above, a blur of brindle fur and bared fangs dropping from the mine's broken scaffolding. Alex barely twisted in time to avoid having his spine severed, but the young wolf's claws still raked four parallel gashes down his flank, hot blood sheeting over his hip. Before he could retaliate, the second attacker slammed into his forelegs from the side, teeth sinking deep into the meat of his shoulder with a wet crunch.

 

Alex's vision whited out from the pain, but his hind legs pistoned forward on instinct, driving his own fangs into the brindle wolf's throat. The coppery gush of blood over his tongue was familiar, but the texture was wrong, too thin, too young. The wolf thrashed beneath him with panicked strength, his claws scoring uselessly against Alex's ribs before going slack.

 

Something heavy hit his hindquarters, the third wolf, a hulking adolescent with Bram's same rust-colored pelt but none of his skill. Alex whipped around, dislodging the corpse from his jaws, just as the fourth attacker lunged for his exposed belly. He caught a glimpse of mismatched eyes, one amber, one clouded white from some old injury, before his hind claws eviscerated the youngster mid-leap. Entrails splattered across the shale in steaming ropes.

 

The surviving rust-furred wolf froze for a fatal second, nostrils flaring at the stench of his packmate's spilled guts. Alex didn't hesitate. His forepaw slammed down on the youth's spine with a wet snap, pinning him long enough for Alex's jaws to find the juncture of skull and neck. The kill bite was messy, too much rage, not enough precision, and the wolf's death scream cut off into a wet gurgle as his vertebrae separated.

 

The last two attackers, both scrawny yearlings with patchy fur, fled before Alex could turn on them, their panicked yelps fading into the Elderwoods' gloom. He let them go, sides heaving, tongue lolling as he tasted his own blood mingling with theirs on the night air. Four on one. Bram's parting gift.
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