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PART I: THE CALLING
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Chapter 1: Three Weeks After
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I woke to cold sheets and an empty bed.

Again.

The mate-bond thrummed with wrongness—a discordant note that had been growing louder every night for the past week. Not pain, exactly. Not fear. Something darker. Something that tasted like ash and felt like falling.

I pressed my palm to Shadow's side of the bed. Still warm. He hadn't been gone long.

Three weeks since the blood moon. Three weeks since we'd merged our souls and killed Kaelen together. Three weeks since I'd become something more than human, and Shadow had become something I was starting to fear I couldn't reach.

Moonridge was rebuilding. The pack was healing. We'd won.

So why did it feel like we were losing?

I threw off the covers and shifted, letting my wolf surge forward with a relief that still felt new. The transformation didn't hurt anymore—just a fluid ripple of power and fur. My white coat gleamed in the moonlight streaming through the window, and I caught my reflection in the glass.

Silver eyes stared back at me. The Silverborn. The Moonlight Heart. The girl who'd been human four weeks ago and was now something the Moon Goddess herself had touched.

I should have felt powerful.

Instead, I felt terrified.

Because through the bond, I could feel Shadow slipping away from me, inch by inch, night by night. And I didn't know how to stop it.

I leaped through the open window—Shadow always left it open now, like he needed an escape route—and hit the ground running. His scent was easy to follow: pine and smoke and something darker now, something that made my hackles rise. The shadows themselves seemed to bend toward his trail, like they were drawn to him.

Or like he was becoming one of them.

The pack compound was quiet at this hour, but I could feel eyes watching from darkened windows. They knew their Alpha was wandering. They knew something was wrong. But no one dared confront him.

No one except me.

I followed his scent through the forest, past the training grounds where we'd rebuilt the obstacles destroyed in the battle, past the memorial stones we'd erected for the wolves we'd lost. Twelve names carved in granite. Twelve lives ended because Kaelen had wanted me.

Because I'd been prophesied.

Because Shadow and I were fated to merge and become something the world hadn't seen in centuries.

The weight of it pressed down on me with every step.

Shadow's trail led north, toward the mountains. Always toward the mountains now. I'd found him here three times in the past week, staring at the peaks like they held answers he desperately needed.

Or like something in those peaks was calling him home.

I crested the ridge and saw him.

He stood at the very edge of the cliff in human form, naked and utterly still, his back to me. The Night Wolf mark that covered his spine seemed darker than I remembered, the shadows in the tattoo moving even though he wasn't. His shoulders were rigid, muscles coiled tight, and even from twenty feet away I could see the tension radiating off him in waves.

Through the bond, I felt it: hunger. Not for food or blood or even me.

Hunger for something vast and dark and ancient.

I shifted back to human, not bothering with modesty. We were mates. We'd seen every inch of each other. But when I took a step toward him, he didn't turn.

"Shadow?"

Nothing. Not even a flicker of acknowledgment.

I moved closer, my bare feet silent on stone. "Shadow, it's me."

Still nothing.

The bond pulsed with that wrongness again, stronger now. I reached for it, trying to send comfort and love and warmth through the connection that tied our souls together.

It hit a wall of ice.

"Shadow!" I grabbed his arm, and the moment my skin touched his, he spun.

His eyes were black. Completely black. No caramel, no gold, no trace of the man I loved.

Just endless, hungry darkness.

The woman's hand on his arm burned like silver fire, and for a moment Shadow couldn't remember why that mattered. Why the touch should mean something. Why he should care about anything except the voice calling from the mountain, promising an end to the constant war raging inside him.

Come home, Shadowborn. Come home and be what you were meant to be.

The whisper had been growing louder for days. Weeks, maybe. Time felt slippery lately, like he was losing pieces of himself in the spaces between heartbeats. He'd wake up miles from the compound with no memory of how he'd gotten there. Find himself staring at the mountains for hours, the pull so strong it felt like hooks in his chest, dragging him north.

Toward something ancient. Something that knew his name.

"Shadow, please!"

The desperation in that voice cut through the whisper like a blade. He knew that voice. Knew it better than his own. It was warmth and moonlight and home, and the sound of it made something in his chest crack open.

Aala.

His mate.

The black receded from his vision like a tide pulling back, leaving him gasping and disoriented on the cliff's edge. Aala stood in front of him, naked and terrified, her hand still on his arm like she was afraid to let go. Like she was the only thing keeping him from stepping off the edge.

Maybe she was.

"Aala." His voice came out rough, scraped raw. "How long have I been here?"

"I don't know. I woke up and you were gone." Her silver eyes searched his face, looking for something. Looking for him. "Your eyes were black, Shadow. Completely black. You didn't know who I was."

The words hit him like a physical blow. He pulled away from her, stumbling back from the cliff's edge, from the mountain, from the call that still hummed in his bones. His hands were shaking. When had they started shaking?

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to—I don't remember leaving the room."

"This is the fourth time this week." Her voice was steady, but he could feel her fear through the bond. She was trying to hide it from him. Trying to be strong.

She shouldn't have to be strong. She should be safe. Happy. Not standing on a cliff at three in the morning trying to talk her mate back from the edge of madness.

"It's getting worse," he admitted. The words tasted like defeat.

"What is?"

He turned back to the mountain, careful to keep his distance from the edge this time. The peaks rose black against the star-filled sky, ancient and patient and waiting.

"The calling. I can hear him, Aala. Umbros. He's awake, and he's calling me home."

Silence stretched between them. Then, quietly: "What does he say?"

"That I'm fighting what I am. That the darkness isn't something to resist—it's something to embrace. That if I just stop fighting and come to him, everything will make sense." He laughed, but there was no humor in it. "He says I'm suffering for nothing. That you're suffering because of me. That I could end it all if I just..."

"Just what?"

"Let go."

He felt Aala move behind him, felt her arms wrap around his waist, her cheek press against his back. Her warmth seeped into his cold skin, and for a moment, the whisper quieted.

"Don't let go," she whispered. "Please, Shadow. Don't let go."

"I'm trying." He covered her hands with his, holding on like she was his anchor. Maybe she was. "But it's so loud, Aala. And I'm so tired of fighting."

"Then let me fight with you."

"You shouldn't have to."

"Too bad. You're stuck with me." She pressed a kiss between his shoulder blades, right over the Night Wolf mark. "We're mates, remember? Your fight is my fight. Your darkness is mine to share."

"That's what I'm afraid of." He turned in her arms, cupping her face in his hands. Her skin was so warm, so alive. "What if I pull you down with me? What if the darkness takes us both?"

"Then we'll find our way back together." She rose on her toes and kissed him, soft and sweet and achingly gentle. "I'm not losing you to some ancient god with a superiority complex. We didn't survive Kaelen just so Umbros could have you."

Despite everything, he smiled. "A superiority complex?"

"He's a god who got himself sealed away by mortals. That's embarrassing. He's probably bitter about it."

"You're making jokes about the entity trying to possess me."

"Someone has to." She pulled back, her expression turning serious. "We need to tell the pack. We need to figure out what's happening and how to stop it."

"I know." He sighed, running a hand through his hair. "Let's head back. The sun will be up soon, and—"

He stopped.

There was someone standing at the tree line. A young wolf, one of the scouts, his eyes wide and nervous.

"Alpha." The scout bowed his head quickly. "I'm sorry to interrupt, but there's a messenger at the compound. From the Continental Council. They're demanding an audience."

Of course they were.

The Continental Council—the five most powerful Alphas on the continent, the self-appointed rulers of their kind. They'd been silent since the blood moon, probably trying to figure out what the hell he and Aala had become when they merged.

Now they wanted answers.

"Tell them I'll meet with them tomorrow," Shadow said.

"They said it's urgent, Alpha. They're requesting you and your mate present yourselves at their headquarters within the week."

"Requesting or demanding?"

The scout swallowed hard. "Demanding, Alpha."

Shadow felt Aala tense beside him. Through the bond, he felt her anger flare—bright and hot and protective.

"And if we refuse?" he asked, already knowing the answer.

"They said refusal would be considered an act of aggression against the Continental Council. That you'd be declared rogue."

Silence stretched between them. The scout looked like he wanted to be anywhere else.

Finally, Shadow laughed. It was a dark sound, edged with the shadows that were always so close now.

"Tell them no."

"Alpha?"

"Tell them we refuse their summons. Tell them if they want to declare us rogue, they're welcome to try." He pulled Aala closer, feeling her surprise and approval through the bond. "And tell them we have bigger problems than their politics."

The scout's eyes widened. "Are you sure, Alpha? The Council—"

"Can wait." Shadow looked back at the mountain, at the peaks that called to him with a voice older than the Council, older than their kind, older than everything. "Let them come if they want. But we're not leaving Moonridge. Not now."

Not when something ancient was waking beneath that mountain.

Not when he could feel himself being pulled toward it, inch by inch, night by night.

Not when the darkness was winning.

The scout bowed and disappeared into the trees, leaving them alone on the cliff.

"That was either very brave or very stupid," Aala said quietly.

"Probably both." He turned to her, cupping her face in his hands. "But I meant what I said. We have bigger problems than the Council's fear."

"Like an ancient god trying to possess you?"

"Exactly like that."

She leaned into his touch, her eyes searching his. Looking for the black. Looking for signs he was slipping away again.

He wished he could promise her she wouldn't find them.

"Come on," he said, taking her hand. "Let's go home. We have a lot to figure out, and I'd rather do it somewhere that isn't a cliff's edge."

They shifted together and ran back through the forest, their wolves moving in perfect synchronization. Through the bond, he felt her love, her fear, her determination to save him from himself.

He just hoped it would be enough.

Because with every step away from the mountain, he could feel the pull growing stronger.

And he didn't know how much longer he could resist.
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Chapter 2: The First Vision
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We made it back to the compound just as dawn broke over the mountains. Shadow was quiet the entire run, his wolf moving with mechanical precision beside mine. Through the bond, I could feel him pulling away, building walls between us brick by brick.

He was trying to protect me from whatever was happening to him.

He didn't understand that the walls hurt worse than anything he was afraid of showing me.

We shifted back to human in our room, and Shadow immediately headed for the shower. I heard the water turn on, scalding hot—he'd been running cold lately, like the darkness was leeching the warmth from his body.

I pulled on one of his shirts and crawled into bed, exhaustion hitting me like a physical weight. Between the sleepless nights tracking Shadow and the constant low-grade terror humming through the bond, I was running on fumes.

Just a few minutes, I told myself. Just until he gets out of the shower.

I closed my eyes.

And fell into the nightmare.



I was standing in darkness so complete it had weight. It pressed against my skin, filled my lungs, wrapped around my throat like a living thing. I tried to scream but no sound came out.

Then: light.

Not warm, golden sunlight. This was silver and cold and sharp enough to cut. It blazed in front of me, a pillar of radiance that hurt to look at, and I realized with creeping horror that I was seeing through two sets of eyes at once.

My own silver gaze, wide with terror.

And Shadow's perspective, hungry and fascinated and drawn to the light like a moth to flame.

What the hell—

The darkness and light began to move, swirling around each other in a dance that was beautiful and terrible and wrong. They weren't fighting. They were... merging. Becoming something that was neither and both, something that existed in the space between absolutes.

The perspective shifted violently, and suddenly I was seeing through Shadow's eyes completely. I could feel his body—not mine—feel the cold darkness wrapped around him like a second skin. Feel the hunger that lived in his bones, the whisper that never stopped.

Come home. Come home. Come home.

Then I snapped back into my own body, but I could still feel him. Not through the bond—this was different. Deeper. Like our consciousnesses were bleeding into each other, our souls overlapping in ways they shouldn't.

The darkness and light condensed, taking shape.

A figure emerged from the swirling chaos. Massive. Ancient. Neither male nor female, neither human nor wolf nor god. It was all of these things and none of them, a being that existed outside the categories my mind tried to force it into.

Chains wrapped around its form—chains made of moonlight and shadow, forged by powers I couldn't comprehend. They dug into its flesh (did it have flesh?), and where they cut, it bled. Darkness poured from some wounds. Light from others. And where the two mixed, reality itself seemed to crack and splinter.

The First Balance.

I knew its name the way I knew my own. The way I knew Shadow's. It was written into the fabric of the universe, into the prophecy that had brought us together, into the very atoms of my being.

It turned its attention to us—to me and Shadow, wherever he was in this nightmare—and I felt the weight of its gaze like a physical blow. It saw everything. Every secret. Every fear. Every moment of our lives, past and future, laid bare before something so vast that morality was meaningless to it.

When it spoke, the voice came from everywhere and nowhere. It resonated in my bones, in my blood, in the silver mark on my thigh that burned like fire.

"SHADOWBORN. SILVERBORN."

The perspective shifted again, and I was seeing through Shadow's eyes as the First Balance focused on him. I felt his reaction—not fear, but recognition. Like coming home after a long journey. Like finding something he'd been searching for his entire life.

No. No, Shadow, don't—

"THE SEAL WEAKENS."

The chains around the First Balance rattled, and I saw cracks spreading through them. Hairline fractures that leaked power—raw, unfiltered, reality-warping power that made the magic Shadow and I wielded look like candle flames compared to the sun.

"YOU KNOW WHAT YOU ARE. WHAT YOU DID. WHAT YOU BECAME."

Images flashed through my mind—our minds, because I couldn't tell where I ended and Shadow began anymore. The True Merging. Our souls intertwining. The moment we'd become one being, one consciousness, one impossible fusion of moonlight and shadow.

We'd thought it was temporary. A desperate gamble to defeat Kaelen.

But the First Balance showed us the truth: we'd ripped a hole in reality itself. We'd done something that hadn't been done successfully in three thousand years, and the shockwave of it had rippled through every plane of existence.

We'd announced ourselves to every ancient power that had been sleeping.

And they'd all felt it.

"COME TO ME."

The command wasn't loud, but it shook the foundations of the dream. I felt Shadow's response—a surge of desire so strong it terrified me. He wanted to go. Wanted to kneel before this thing and offer himself up, let it fill the emptiness that the darkness had carved into him.

Through his eyes, I saw the First Balance extend something that might have been a hand. The chains strained, cracking further.

"OR I WILL COME TO YOU."

The dream shattered.



I woke up screaming.

So did Shadow.

We bolted upright simultaneously, our screams harmonizing in a way that was deeply, fundamentally wrong. I could still see through his eyes—the room from his perspective, me sitting in bed with silver eyes wide and terrified. And he could see through mine, because he was staring at himself, at his own face twisted in horror.

"Aala—" he gasped.

"I can see you," I whispered. "I can see me. Through your eyes. Shadow, I can—"

"I know. I can too. I can feel—" He pressed a hand to his chest, and I felt the pressure on my own. "Fuck. Fuck, this isn't—we're not supposed to—"

The connection snapped suddenly, violently, like a rubber band pulled too tight. I slammed back into my own body completely, gasping for air, and Shadow did the same. We stared at each other across the bed, both of us shaking.

"What the hell was that?" My voice came out hoarse.

"A vision. A nightmare. A—" Shadow ran his hands through his damp hair. He was still wet from the shower, wearing only a towel. "Did you see it? The chains? The—"

"The First Balance." I wrapped my arms around myself, suddenly freezing. "I saw it. I saw everything. Shadow, I was in your head. I felt what you felt when it—"

I stopped, because I didn't want to say it out loud. Didn't want to acknowledge what I'd felt through his perspective: the hunger, the desire, the terrible, seductive pull of the power the First Balance offered.

Shadow's face went carefully blank. "What did you feel?"

"You wanted to go to it."

Silence. Then, quietly: "Yes."

The admission hung between us like a blade.

"Shadow—"

"I know what it means, Aala. I know what I am." He stood abruptly, pacing to the window. "I'm my father's son. My grandfather's grandson. Every Shadowborn before me has given in to the darkness eventually, and I'm no different. I felt that thing's power and I wanted it. I wanted to kneel before it and let it fill me up until there was nothing left of me but—"

"Stop." I crossed the room and grabbed his arm, forcing him to look at me. "You're not them. You're not your father. And wanting power doesn't make you evil—it makes you smart. That thing is offering you a way to end the suffering. Of course you're tempted."

"You don't understand. When I was in that vision, when it looked at me, I felt..." He closed his eyes. "Complete. Like every broken piece of me suddenly fit together. Like the darkness wasn't something to fight anymore—it was something to embrace. And I wanted it, Aala. I wanted it so badly I could taste it."

I cupped his face in my hands, forcing him to meet my eyes. "But you didn't go. You woke up. You're still here, still fighting. That's what matters."

"For how long?" His voice cracked. "How long before I stop fighting? Before I walk into that mountain and don't come back?"

I didn't have an answer for that.

A knock on the door made us both jump.

"Alpha? Luna?" Maeve's voice, urgent. "I need to speak with you. Now."

Shadow and I exchanged glances. Through the bond—our normal bond, not the terrifying overlap from the vision—I felt his resignation.

"Come in," he called.

Maeve entered, her arms full of ancient texts, her face pale. She took one look at us and stopped dead.

"You had the vision," she said flatly.

"How did you—"

"Because half the pack felt it." She set the books down on the table with a heavy thud. "The power surge when you two... connected. It rippled through every wolf in Moonridge. Some of the younger ones are still unconscious."

My stomach dropped. "We hurt them?"

"No. But you scared them." Maeve opened one of the texts, her fingers tracing ancient symbols I couldn't read. "The True Merging wasn't supposed to be temporary. When you and Shadow merged to defeat Kaelen, you didn't just combine your powers—you rewrote the fundamental nature of your bond. You became a beacon."

"A beacon for what?" Shadow asked, though I could feel through the bond that he already knew the answer.

"For everything that's been sleeping." Maeve looked up, her eyes grave. "The First Balance. The other sealed entities. Every ancient power that's been locked away since the dawn of time. They all felt what you did. They all know you exist now. And they're all waking up."

The room felt too small suddenly. Too cold.

"The vision," I said. "It spoke to us. Said the seal was weakening. That it would come to us if we didn't go to it."

"It's not bluffing." Maeve flipped through pages covered in diagrams of chains and symbols. "The First Balance was sealed by the original Shadowborn and Silverborn three thousand years ago. The seal was designed to last forever, but it was predicated on one assumption: that no other Shadowborn and Silverborn would ever successfully merge again. Every pair that tried either died or went mad. Until you two."

"So we broke the seal," Shadow said flatly.

"You cracked it. And every day you exist as a merged pair—even separated like you are now—the cracks spread wider." Maeve closed the book. "Eventually, the First Balance won't need you to come to it. It'll break free on its own."

"How long?" I asked.

"Weeks. Maybe months if we're lucky. But not years."

Shadow turned back to the window, staring at the mountains. I could feel the war raging inside him through the bond: the desire to go to the First Balance, to end this before it got worse, warring with his determination to protect the pack, to protect me.

"There has to be another way," I said. "Some way to reinforce the seal without—"

"There isn't." Maeve's voice was gentle but firm. "The only way to strengthen the seal is for you two to go to it. To face it. And to make a choice."

"What choice?"

She looked between us, her expression grave. "Whether to keep it sealed and doom your kind to extinction as magic fades from the world... or to free it and risk it destroying everything."

The weight of her words settled over the room like a shroud.

Shadow laughed, but there was no humor in it. "So we're fucked either way."

"Not necessarily." Maeve hesitated. "There might be a third option. But it would require you to go into the mountain. To face the First Balance directly. And I can't promise you'd both come back."

I moved to Shadow's side, taking his hand. Through the bond, I sent him everything I felt: fear, yes, but also determination. Love. The absolute certainty that whatever came next, we'd face it together.

He squeezed my hand, and I felt his response: gratitude, terror, and a love so fierce it made my chest ache.

"We need time to think," he said finally. "To prepare. To—"

He stopped, his entire body going rigid.

Through the bond, I felt it: the pull. Stronger than before. Insistent. Demanding.

The First Balance wasn't waiting for us to decide.

It was calling us home.
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