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A

hush pressed down on the Lupin ruins, thick as the moss that crept over toppled columns and gnawed at the edges of shattered archways. The moon, a pale coin, hung low behind a veil of drifting mist, its light fractured by the tangled branches overhead. Kael Draven moved through the undergrowth with the silent certainty of a predator, boots sinking into the loam, cloak brushing against ferns slick with dew. The air tasted of iron and old secrets.

He paused, nostrils flaring. The ruins always carried the scent of memory—damp stone, wild garlic, the faint musk of foxes—but tonight, something new threaded through the familiar. A note of lavender, sharp and out of place, laced with the wild tang of wolf. Kael’s hand tightened around the hilt of his knife. He scanned the shadows, storm-gray eyes narrowing.

A crow cawed, abrupt and jarring, then flapped away into the gloom. Kael’s gaze followed its flight, then dropped to a patch of moonlight pooling on the broken flagstones. There, half-hidden by a tumble of ivy, a figure crouched. Not a wolf, not a deer—human, or nearly so. The figure’s hair spilled in a dark braid over one shoulder, catching the moon’s glow. Her dress, a sweep of midnight blue velvet, clung to her in a style Kael had only seen in the faded portraits that lined the packhouse hall.

He stepped forward, boots crunching on gravel. The woman jerked upright, eyes wide and wild, her breath coming in short, visible bursts. She looked at him as if he were a ghost.

“Who are you?” Kael’s voice cut through the silence, low and edged with command.

The woman’s lips parted, but no sound emerged. She pressed a hand to her chest, fingers trembling. Her gaze darted to the ruins behind him, as if searching for an escape route, then back to his face. Her eyes—strange, silver-flecked—fixed on his.

“I mean you no harm,” Kael said, softening his tone, though he kept his stance ready. “You’re trespassing on Shadowpine land. State your name.”

She drew herself up, chin lifting with a regal tilt. “Lysandra Vale,” she said, her voice carrying the cadence of another era. “Daughter of House Lupin.”

Kael’s heart thudded once, hard. House Lupin had fallen centuries ago, its bloodline thought extinguished. He studied her, noting the fine embroidery at her cuffs, the antique clasp at her throat, the way she held herself—proud, but wary.

“You’re a long way from home, Lysandra Vale,” he said, testing her.

She blinked, confusion flickering across her face. “I... I do not know this place. The stones are wrong. The air is wrong.” Her gaze swept the ruins, lingering on the collapsed altar, the shattered wolf statues. “Where is the great hall? Where are the banners?”

Kael’s suspicion deepened. “The great hall burned a hundred years ago. The banners are dust.”

Lysandra’s breath hitched. She pressed her palm to the cold stone at her side, as if grounding herself. “No. That cannot be. I was here—just now. The moon was full, the torches were lit, and—” She broke off, eyes darting to Kael’s face, searching for understanding.

He crouched, bringing himself level with her. “You’re not making sense. Are you hurt?”

She shook her head, braid swinging. “Not hurt. Lost.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I heard the howls. I followed the moon. Then... darkness.”

Kael studied her, noting the fine tremor in her hands, the way her shoulders squared despite her fear. He caught the scent again—lavender, wolf, and something older, like parchment and rain. He glanced at the moon, then back at her. “You’re not from here. Not from now.”

Lysandra’s eyes widened. “You believe me?”

He hesitated, then nodded. “I’ve seen stranger things in these woods.” He offered his hand. “Come. The night’s cold, and Elder Garrick will want answers.”

She hesitated, then placed her hand in his. Her skin was cool, her grip surprisingly strong. As he helped her to her feet, her dress brushed his arm—velvet, heavy, and stitched with a pattern of wolves running beneath a crescent moon.

They moved through the ruins, Kael leading, Lysandra glancing over her shoulder at every sound. The forest pressed close, branches clawing at the sky, the wind carrying the distant howl of a wolf. Kael’s senses stayed sharp, every muscle coiled for danger.

“Why do you trust me?” Lysandra asked, voice barely above a whisper.

Kael glanced at her, noting the way her eyes reflected the moonlight. “I don’t. Not yet. But I trust my instincts. And they say you’re not here to harm us.”

She nodded, lips pressed tight. “I seek only to return. My family—” Her voice broke, and she looked away.

They reached the edge of the ruins, where the forest thickened. Kael paused, scanning the shadows. “Stay close. The woods aren’t safe at night.”

Lysandra nodded, her steps quickening to match his. The undergrowth rustled, and a fox darted across their path, its eyes glinting. Lysandra flinched, then steadied herself.

“Do you always patrol alone?” she asked, voice steadier now.

Kael shrugged. “I prefer it. The ruins remember things the pack would rather forget.”

She glanced at him, curiosity flickering in her gaze. “And you?”

He smiled, a brief, wry twist of his lips. “I remember everything.”

They walked in silence, the only sounds the crunch of leaves beneath their boots and the distant call of an owl. The packhouse lights glimmered through the trees, warm and golden.

As they approached, Kael slowed. “Elder Garrick will have questions. Answer carefully. He doesn’t trust outsiders.”
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