

    
        
          The Crown’s Shadow

        

        
        
          The Moonbound Saga, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Bluefoxx

        

        
          Published by Bluefoxx, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE CROWN’S SHADOW

    

    
      First edition. November 14, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Bluefoxx.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8231980390

    

    
    
      Written by Bluefoxx.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One- The Ashen Fields

Chapter Two- Skarn Vale

Chapter Three- Chains in Dream and Ash

Chapter Four- The Gauntlet of Chains

Chapter Five- The Ashen Wastes

Chapter Six- The Black Fangs’ Shadow

Chapter Seven – The Broken Valley

Chapter Eight – Shadows on the March

Chapter Nine – Blood on the Stones

Chapter Ten – The Fractured Path

Chapter Eleven – Chains in the Fog

Chapter Twelve – The Crown of Chains

Chapter Thirteen – March of the Crown

Chapter Fourteen – The Hollow of Ash

Chapter Fifteen – The River of Bones

Chapter Sixteen – The Horns of Fang

Chapter Seventeen – The Valley Awakens

Chapter 18 – The Crown in Shadow

Chapter Nineteen- The Iron Host

Chapter Twenty – The Iron Divide

Chapter Twenty-One – Horns of Iron

Chapter Twenty-Two – Ashes in the Howl

Chapter Twenty-Three – The Silent Crown

Chapter Twenty-Four – The Crown’s Shadow

Chapter Twenty-Five – Ashes Divided

Chapter Twenty-Six – The Crown’s Call

Chapter Twenty-Seven – The Crown’s Shadow

Sign up for Bluefoxx's Mailing List

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One- The Ashen Fields
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The battlefield had not yet cooled.

Smoke coiled from blackened craters like serpents reluctant to leave the earth, their shapes curling and unraveling in the heavy wind. The Howling Spire lay broken in the distance—its jagged silhouette reduced to a cracked stump against the bleeding horizon. Where once the Soulfont had pulsed with corrupted lunar energy, there was now only ruin: a crater glowing faintly red, as though the world itself had been wounded.

Araysyn Blackheart stood at the center of the devastation, armor scorched, cloak torn, eyes pale and wolf-bright beneath the gloom. Around him, the remnants of the 2nd Legion moved like shades—bloodied, weary, their howls reduced to hoarse growls. Too many were missing. Too many had fallen not to the enemy’s blade but to their own cursed blood.

The Ashen Fields were silent save for the crackle of dying fires and the low moans of the wounded. Even the carrion birds had not come. The stench of the place was enough to drive them off: burnt fur, charred flesh, iron-heavy blood that clung to the back of the throat like rot.

Araysyn breathed it in. He wanted to believe the smell meant victory, that the Howling Spire had been theirs to break. But victories were supposed to mean survival. This felt like the aftermath of a funeral—one that had buried more than soldiers.

Varkas approached from the haze, half his face wrapped in bloodied bandages. His wolf-eye glimmered faintly through the torn cloth. He stopped short of his general, lowering his head slightly in respect, though exhaustion hung on him like chains.

“The count is worse than expected,” he rasped. His voice sounded like gravel ground beneath boot. “Nearly a third of the new blood broke during the last surge. Another quarter... vanished in the collapse. Those who remain—” He hesitated, jaw tightening. “They’re unstable, General. The brands won’t hold them long.”

Araysyn did not look at him at first. His gaze stayed fixed on the horizon, where the Blood Moon—waning but still swollen—hung low, half-swallowed by stormclouds. It beat in his vision like a second heart. A curse. A promise.

Finally, he said, “And the commanders?”

Varkas shifted uneasily. “Thalia’s dead. Torn apart before the Well imploded. The others... some live. But their faith is shaken. They whisper of doom. Of prophecy.”

The word lingered like a wound. Prophecy.

Araysyn exhaled slowly, steam rising in the cold air. “Faith was never their chain,” he muttered. “War was. And war isn’t finished.”

Varkas’s eye narrowed. “Maybe not. But the legion bleeds. And when wolves bleed, they start to turn on each other.”

A silence stretched between them, broken only by the shifting of ash beneath their boots.

From the shadows of a shattered wall, Elira emerged, her robes singed, runes along her arms glowing faintly like cooling embers. Her hair, usually bound in precise braids, now hung loose and wild, ash streaking the strands silver-gray. She carried a small satchel heavy with bone charms, each one clicking softly like the teeth of the dead.

“General,” she said, voice soft but sharp enough to cut. “The Soulfont is destroyed, but its power hasn’t gone. It’s sinking into the soil, seeping into the wounded, into the air. I’ve bound what fragments I could, but the corruption will spread. Slowly, but surely. What was unleashed here will not stay here.”

Araysyn turned toward her, his pale eyes reflecting her faint runelight. “And the legion?”

Her mouth tightened. “Many resist. More falter. The curse grows bolder. When the moon swelled last night, I felt it—like a chain straining. It will break, if nothing changes.”

Araysyn looked back to the ruins of the Spire. For a moment, his hand drifted to the leather cord at his belt, fingers closing around the child’s wooden wolf that still dangled there. Its surface was smooth, worn by time and battle. A relic of a man he barely remembered being.

“Chains breaking,” he whispered. “Perhaps that is what freedom feels like.”

Elira’s gaze hardened. “Or what damnation begins as.”

The wind shifted suddenly, carrying with it a long, low howl. Not the disciplined cry of legionnaires in ritual. Not the call of wolves. This was something rawer, unbound, echoing across the battlefield like grief given a voice.

The soldiers nearby stiffened, some snarling in response, others cowering. The howl ignited the beast in their blood, scratching beneath the skin, threatening to tear free.

Araysyn’s jaw tightened. He stepped forward, planting his boots into the ash. His voice, low but commanding, cut across the field: “Silence.”

The word rolled like thunder. For a heartbeat, the legion stilled, the beast inside them cowed by something older and deeper—the authority of the Wolf of War.

But it was a fragile silence. He could feel it. Like ice stretched thin over a lake, ready to crack.

Varkas shifted closer, his own claws twitching. “It’s starting again, General. We can’t hold them much longer. If they break, the Host tears itself apart.”

Elira’s runes flared faintly, responding to the surge of wild energy. Her eyes glimmered with worry. “This isn’t a battle of steel, Araysyn. It’s a battle of will. And will alone cannot win against the Blood Moon forever.”

Araysyn closed his eyes briefly. In the darkness, he saw fire. He saw the prophecy carved into bone and whispered by dying oracles. He saw himself—fangs bared, claws dripping, jaws locked on the burning heart of the moon. And behind it all, he heard a voice. Not the howl of wolves, not the cries of soldiers, but something older, deeper. The voice of the moon itself.

Bite, and the world breaks.

He opened his eyes. “Gather the Host,” he said quietly, but with iron behind the words. “We march at dusk. Ashes cannot be a grave. They must be a beginning.”

Varkas frowned. “March where? The men need rest. The beasts need chaining. And we’ve no stronghold left to hold.”

Araysyn’s pale eyes burned. “Then we take one. The world is not short of fortresses, Varkas. And prophecy waits for no man.”

Elira’s runes flickered uncertainly, her lips parting as though to speak, then closing again.

The wind carried another howl, fainter this time, but many. A chorus rising from the distant treeline. Wild wolves. No brands. No runes. Free.

Araysyn turned toward the sound, listening as his legion shifted restlessly behind him. Some answered with low growls, others with eager howls, as though longing to join the wild.

His hand brushed the wooden wolf once more.

“To be free,” he murmured, remembering words he had spoken once beneath the Moonscourge Bastion, “I must kill the god who made me.”

The moon above pulsed faintly through the clouds, as though it had heard.

The order to march rippled through the Howling Host like a stone dropped into black water. Some soldiers obeyed without question, their motions mechanical, drilled by years of war. Others hesitated, eyes flicking to the broken sky, to the shattered Spire, to their brothers’ corpses scattered in the ash. And some did not move at all.

Araysyn saw it all with the clarity of a hunter in the dark. Their fear was not only of death, nor of the enemy. It was of him.

He ignored the whispers, the stolen glances, the twitch of claws beneath gauntlets. Fear was a weapon, and like any weapon, it could be turned to his hand—or against it.

“Form ranks,” Varkas barked, his guttural growl carrying across the field. He struck one wavering legionnaire across the jaw, sending the man sprawling into the dirt. “You heard the General. We march!”

The soldier rose, blood dripping from his split lip, and obeyed without protest. But Araysyn saw the smolder of defiance in his eyes. A fire he knew too well.

Elira moved among the wounded, her bone charms rattling as she whispered incantations to steady their spirits. Her runes glowed faintly, weaving calm into frayed nerves, but the magic worked only on the surface. Beneath it, the beast still prowled.

A shout rose from the far edge of the Host. Then another. A ripple of snarls and growls followed, spreading like infection. Araysyn turned, cloak snapping in the wind.

At the edge of the ruins, a cluster of soldiers had broken formation. Their bodies shuddered, muscles spasming beneath their armor as claws ripped free from their hands. Runes branded into their flesh flared bright, then cracked, spilling lines of bloody light down their arms.

One of them threw back his head and howled, saliva flying from jagged teeth. Another lunged at his comrade, tackling him into the ash, fangs tearing into his throat.

The Host stirred like a pot of boiling water. Some drew blades. Others dropped to all fours, snarling. The air thickened with the musk of blood and fur.

Araysyn moved before thought could finish forming.

His stride was slow, deliberate. Each step sent an unspoken command through the bond that tied him to his legion. He let the wolf rise within him—not to consume him, but to sharpen him. His eyes glowed white, and when he spoke, his voice cut through chaos like steel through flesh.

“Enough.”

The word cracked the air. Dozens of heads snapped toward him, eyes gleaming with feral hunger.

The soldier who had killed his brother stood trembling, jaw slick with gore. He snarled, teeth bared, and for an instant it seemed he would attack even his general.

Araysyn did not raise his sword. He did not need to.

He let the wolf’s power flow outward—not a howl this time, but a pulse, a command older than language. His gaze locked with the soldier’s, and in that instant, there was no battlefield, no legion, no prophecy. Only a predator and prey.

The soldier collapsed to his knees, chest heaving, claws digging trenches into the dirt. His howl broke into a whimper. The others followed, dropping one by one, panting, shivering, forced into submission by something greater than runes or chains.

Silence spread, broken only by the ragged breaths of men too close to beasts.

Araysyn’s hand tightened on the wooden wolf at his belt. His voice, low and dangerous, rolled across the field:

“Your beast is mine. Your blood is mine. Your will is mine. You break when I tell you to break. You howl when I tell you to howl. Until then—you are legion.”

The Host lowered their eyes. The moment held. But it was a fragile victory. He could feel it—every time he exerted that authority, the beast inside him stirred stronger. The line blurred. One day, there would be no difference between command and surrender.

A voice carried from the edge of the ruins, steady and sharp.

“You lead them with chains made of fear.”

Araysyn turned.

Zane stood among the ash, cloak torn, his blade still slick from battle. His silver-black hair hung damp against his face, and his eyes glimmered faintly with the same lunar curse as his brother’s—but softer, less controlled, more human.

He walked forward, slow, deliberate, like a man approaching a cliff he had sworn not to leap from.

The legion shifted uneasily at his presence. Some snarled, sensing kin. Others growled low, recognizing a traitor’s blood.

Varkas bared his teeth. “You’ve got nerve, walking into the Host after hiding while we bled.”

Zane’s gaze flicked to him briefly. “I fought my battles. Just not at your leash.”

Elira’s eyes darted between the brothers, tension sharp as drawn steel.

Araysyn said nothing for a long moment. His wolf-eyes studied Zane like a blade being weighed. At last, he spoke: “And yet you return.”

Zane stopped a few paces away. His jaw clenched. “Because what’s coming won’t break on steel or fire. Not demons. Not hunters. Not even your damned legion. The Blood Moon is sick. It feeds on your curse. On mine. On theirs.” He gestured to the Host, still trembling in the aftermath of Araysyn’s dominance. “If you keep pulling at that chain, you’ll strangle us all.”

A murmur rippled through the soldiers. Some looked at Zane with suspicion, others with hope.

Araysyn’s face was stone. “And what would you have me do, brother? Let them go feral? Abandon the Host? Slink into the wild and hope freedom smells sweeter when it’s painted with the blood of innocents?”

Zane’s voice sharpened. “Better that than bow to prophecy.”

The words struck like a blade. Araysyn’s pale eyes flickered, not with anger, but with something deeper. Pain, perhaps. Or the faintest echo of doubt.

Before he could answer, a horn sounded from the northern ridge—a low, mournful note that vibrated through the air like a dirge. Scouts. Warning.

Varkas turned sharply. “Hunters.” His hand went to his axe. “They’ve found us.”

The Host stirred again, growls rising.

Araysyn’s voice cut through the clamor. “Form ranks.”

Zane’s hand went to his blade. His eyes met his brother’s, a silent storm between them.

This was not the reunion either had wanted. And it would not end in peace.

The horn’s cry lingered in the air like a wound, vibrating through bone and blood.

Araysyn turned his head slowly toward the northern ridge, where the mist hung thickest. Figures emerged—shadows at first, then men in iron and leather, armor glinting with moonlight polished to a cold gleam. Their formation was tight, their steps measured. These were not the feral hunters who stalked beasts in the wild. These were Valkyreon’s disciples: the Order of the Crescent, sworn to purge the lycan plague until nothing of it remained.

They moved in silence, banners absent, prayers whispered beneath their breath like curses. Each bore a mark of devotion carved into flesh—sigils across cheeks, scars upon arms, crescents burned into palms. And at their head, tall and grim, walked Valkyreon himself, ancestral blade sheathed at his side, his gaze fixed unerringly on the Wolf of War.

The Host bristled. Some growled, claws scraping steel. Others howled openly, their discipline cracking beneath the scent of holy oil and hunter’s steel.

“Hold,” Araysyn commanded, voice low but carrying. His legion froze—not because of loyalty, but because his word was law carved into marrow.

The hunters halted at the base of the ridge, shields locking, pikes lowering into the ash. Valkyreon stepped forward alone, cloak trailing like a shadow that did not belong to him. His eyes, cold and sharp as winter stars, never wavered from Araysyn.

“Wolf of War,” he called, his voice carrying with a clarity born of command and conviction. “Your blood stains this land. Your legion burns with corruption. Surrender now, and I will grant your soldiers mercy.”

A growl rippled through the Host. Mercy. To them, the word was a blade sharper than any sword.

Araysyn took a single step forward, ash crunching beneath his boot. His pale eyes glowed faintly, the wolf within pressing against the fragile skin of his restraint.

“You offer mercy to wolves?” His voice rolled deep, mocking. “Or chains?”

Valkyreon’s jaw tightened. “To end the curse is mercy enough.” His gaze flicked briefly to Zane, standing only a few paces from Araysyn. “Even to brothers who have strayed.”

Zane stiffened. His hand hovered near his blade, torn between two dooms.

The moment stretched. Then the hunters moved as one.

Steel hissed from scabbards. Bolts of blessed iron snapped into place along crossbows. The air grew sharp with the reek of sanctified oil.

Araysyn raised a hand. “Legion.”

The Host erupted.

A thousand howls split the Ashen Fields as wolves in man-shape lunged forward, claws bared, teeth flashing. The hunters answered with cold precision: a wall of shields slammed into place, crossbows loosed in perfect unison. Silver-tipped bolts cut through the first wave, dropping half-beasts writhing into the ash, their howls strangled into silence.

The clash was thunder. Wolves slammed into shields, teeth snapping, claws screeching against steel. Hunters thrust pikes into throats, drove daggers into ribs, their prayers shouted above the din.

Araysyn waded into the storm like a god of war returned to mortal earth. His claws tore through shields, his sword cleaved through helmets, his howl shattered the rhythm of the enemy’s formation. Every movement was precise, terrifying—no wasted strike, no hesitation. Where he passed, men died. Where he howled, wolves rallied.

But for every hunter slain, two more seemed to rise from the mist. Their discipline was unyielding, their zeal unbroken. This was no rabble of peasants with torches. This was an army born for one purpose: his destruction.

Zane fought near the fringe, blade flashing in arcs of silver light. He parried a spear, turned it aside, drove his weapon through the hunter’s chest. But his strikes lacked Araysyn’s fury. He fought not to kill, but to survive, his eyes darting between legion and hunters, searching for a path that was neither surrender nor slaughter.

“Elira!” Araysyn roared, even as he split a hunter from collar to hip.

The soulbinder raised her arms, runes blazing to life. A wave of lunar light rippled across the Host, steadying their frenzy, binding their transformations tighter to her will. For a moment, the beasts fought as soldiers, not rabid animals. They struck in unison, teeth and steel married in discipline.

The hunters faltered, formation bending beneath the sudden surge. Valkyreon strode forward to meet it, his ancestral blade leaping from its sheath in a hiss of silver fire. The runes along its length pulsed with power, each stroke singing with the voices of souls long bound. He carved through wolves like a reaper through wheat, every strike lethal, every movement honed to holy purpose.

Araysyn saw him. The Wolf of War and the hunter locked eyes across the battlefield, and the world seemed to still around them.

The prophecy whispered like a ghost in Araysyn’s mind: When the Wolf grows too strong, he shall bite the Blood Moon. And in biting it, break the world.

Perhaps it began here.

He charged.

The earth shook beneath his stride, ash kicking up in storms. Valkyreon met him head-on, their weapons clashing in a shockwave that split the battle around them. Wolf-claw met ancestral steel, and the air screamed with the impact.

The Host and the hunters surged around them, but all eyes—wolf, man, and cursed alike—turned to the duel.

Araysyn struck with the fury of a beast unleashed, claws slashing, sword swinging in arcs of brutal strength. Valkyreon countered with grace, each parry ringing, each strike riposted with precision. Their fight was storm against stone, fire against iron, each blow echoing across the ashen plain like the tolling of a war-god’s bell.

Zane watched, torn between them. His brother’s fury threatened to consume everything. Valkyreon’s blade promised an end, but an end drenched in blood.

And in the shadows, Elira’s runes flickered. She saw what neither brother did—the Blood Moon pulsing faintly through the clouds, its glow quickening, feeding, watching.

The prophecy was not waiting. It was awakening.

Steel shrieked against claw, sparks leaping into the air like fragments of stars.

Araysyn’s blade came down in a brutal arc, a strike that would have split a man in two, but Valkyreon pivoted at the last instant. His ancestral sword slid beneath the swing, redirecting it with the grace of a dancer. The momentum tore gouges through the earth, ash and soil erupting in a black cloud.

The two men circled, predator and hunter, eyes locked in a duel older than both their lives.

Around them, wolves clashed with steel, but the rhythm of the battle had broken. Legionnaires faltered, distracted by the sight of their general facing the hunter who had become legend in their nightmares. Hunters tightened formation, voices raised in chants that bled conviction into the air. The fight between Araysyn and Valkyreon was no longer just duel—it was an altar, and both sides prayed through blood.

Valkyreon struck first, his blade a silver flash. Araysyn barely turned it aside, claws sparking against runed steel. The impact jolted up his arm, a burning thrum that set the wolf inside him snarling. He answered with a sweep of his sword, a strike so powerful it split a hunter’s corpse in half when Valkyreon slid back.

“Your strength is borrowed,” Valkyreon growled, circling. His voice was low but clear, carrying through the battlefield. “Every howl you give, every life you take—it belongs not to you, but to the moon. You are no general. You are a leash. A puppet of prophecy.”

Araysyn bared his teeth, half snarl, half grim smile. “If I am puppet, then whose blade whispers in your hand, hunter? How many souls cry when you swing it?”

The sword pulsed, runes burning brighter, as if stung by his words. Valkyreon’s eyes narrowed, but he did not falter. He lunged, strikes flowing like water, each cut purposeful, clean, honed by years of discipline.

Araysyn met him with the fury of storm. He fought with weight, with hunger, each blow carrying not only muscle but curse, each howl pulling strength from the Blood Moon itself. His movements were brutal, less art than inevitability. Where Valkyreon danced, Araysyn crushed.

They met in the center again, blades locking, foreheads nearly touching.

“I should kill you now,” Valkyreon hissed, voice a blade of conviction. “End the curse before it swallows this world.”

Araysyn’s pale eyes burned. “Try.”

The lock broke with a shockwave, throwing both men apart. Hunters and wolves staggered, ears ringing from the impact.

From the fringe of the chaos, Zane moved, blade flashing to protect himself from lunging hunters. His eyes stayed locked on the duel. Every strike between them carved at his insides. He saw his brother—scarred, cursed, unbroken. He saw the hunter—unyielding, righteous, merciless. And he knew: whichever won, he lost.

“Zane!” Elira’s voice cut through the storm. She staggered toward him, runes flaring desperately as she pushed wolves back from collapsing into frenzy. “We must hold them. If Araysyn falls, the Host breaks. If Valkyreon falls—”

Her words cut short, because even she could not name what would come.

Zane parried a strike, his blade sliding through a hunter’s ribs. His chest heaved. “There’s no path here that isn’t soaked in blood.”

Elira’s eyes met his, and for a moment, she looked not like a soulbinder but like a woman terrified. “Then choose whose blood buys tomorrow.”

The ground shook again. Araysyn had driven Valkyreon back against the shattered stone of the Spire’s base. He pressed forward like a beast cornering prey, claws ripping chunks from stone, his sword a hammer driving nail after nail. Valkyreon parried, his movements still sharp, but slower now, his breath misting hard in the air.

Araysyn roared and brought his sword down in a strike meant to end it. Valkyreon caught the blade on his own, steel screaming as sparks rained like meteors.

The hunter’s lips peeled back in a snarl. “You are not a god.”

Araysyn leaned in, eyes blazing white. “Then why do I sound like one when I howl?”

And he did.

The howl tore from his chest with such force that the battlefield shuddered. Wolves froze, hunters faltered, even the clouds above seemed to tremble. The sound was not only heard but felt—through marrow, through blood, through the core of every living thing on the field.

Several legionnaires collapsed to their knees, clutching their heads, howling in answer. Others convulsed, the beast ripping free from skin and sinew, bones snapping as they lost what little control the runes had left them. Hunters fell back, some dropping weapons, others jamming blades into their own ears to shut the sound out.

And above, the Blood Moon pulsed.

Its glow intensified, pushing through the clouds, painting the ashfield in crimson. Every wound shone brighter. Every drop of blood steamed. The prophecy stirred.

Valkyreon roared in defiance, his blade flaring with the trapped voices of its souls. The weapon struck forward, runes blazing, cutting a line of silver fire across Araysyn’s chest. The Wolf of War staggered, blood spraying, his armor splitting.

For an instant, silence.

Then Araysyn’s head snapped back, and the blood upon his chest boiled. His wound glowed faintly, not silver but red—the same crimson as the moon above. His grin was wolfish, terrible.

“You wound me with souls,” he said, voice distorted by something deeper than his own throat. “But the moon feeds me still.”

Valkyreon’s eyes narrowed, but there was something in them now—hesitation.

Because what stood before him was no longer only man, no longer only wolf. It was something larger, something rising.

Zane felt it too. His breath caught, and the sword in his hand trembled. That was not his brother anymore. That was prophecy taking shape.

Elira screamed over the chaos, voice breaking. “Araysyn, stop! Every howl pulls you closer to it!”

But he did not hear her. Or if he did, he no longer cared.

The Wolf of War lunged again, this time not with sword alone but with curse unchained. His claws ripped through Valkyreon’s guard, his howl split the air, and the battlefield erupted into madness.

The battlefield broke.

Araysyn’s howl carried beyond flesh, beyond stone, beyond even the veil of clouds above. It rattled the bones of men, turned their hearts to ice, and roused the beasts that lay sleeping within their blood.

The Howling Host surged forward, but not in ranks, not in formation. Discipline shattered. Wolves broke free from men, claws ripping through their own armor, jaws snapping at friend and foe alike. A tide of fur and teeth spilled across the ash.

The hunters’ line faltered. For all their discipline, for all their holy oaths, they had not come to face an army of beasts unleashed. Their shields buckled. Their chants faltered. Their pikes snapped beneath the weight of creatures that no longer fought like men, but like nature itself—wild, merciless, consuming.

Yet for every wolf that rose, another fell to silver. Crossbows loosed in disciplined volleys, and every bolt found a throat, a chest, an eye. Blessed fire spilled across the ground, igniting fur, searing flesh, turning howls into screams.

And in the center, Araysyn and Valkyreon clashed still.

Blood streaked both men—silver and crimson, human and curse. Araysyn’s wounds glowed faintly red, refusing to close, feeding him strength not his own. Valkyreon’s arms trembled with exhaustion, yet his blade sang louder with every strike, the voices within it crying for justice, for vengeance, for release.

Zane fought his way toward them, cutting through both wolf and hunter. His breath came ragged, his heart torn between two dooms. Each strike he parried, each man he killed, was a step closer to the moment he could no longer avoid: choosing between his brother and the hunter who sought to end him.

“Elira!” he shouted over the din. “If he keeps this up, the legion will devour itself!”

The soulbinder was on her knees, runes flaring, hands pressed to the earth as she tried to stitch discipline back into the Host. Sweat poured down her face, her lips moving in desperate incantation. “I can’t hold them!” she cried, voice breaking. “The moon pulls stronger than my chains!”

Zane’s eyes snapped back to the duel. Araysyn roared and struck, claws raking Valkyreon’s chest, sending him staggering back in a spray of blood. The hunter fell to one knee, blade digging into the earth for balance.

The Host howled in triumph. Hunters faltered. For a heartbeat, victory seemed certain.

Then the Blood Moon flared.

Crimson light split the clouds, spilling onto the battlefield like a wound torn in the sky. Shadows lengthened. Blood steamed where it touched the ash. Wolves convulsed, their howls rising into screams as the curse twisted them further. Hunters dropped their blades, clutching at their heads, ears bleeding.

Even Araysyn froze, his body trembling, his pale eyes wide. The light wrapped him like chains, searing into his skin, feeding into his veins. His breath hitched, and for the first time in years, the Wolf of War staggered.

Valkyreon’s gaze snapped up, silver fire burning in his eyes. He saw not victory, but revelation. “You feel it too,” he rasped. “Prophecy isn’t waiting for you to act—it’s dragging you.”

Araysyn snarled, forcing himself upright, but his body shook, his hand tightening around his sword until the hilt cracked. He could not deny it. He could feel the moon in his blood, pulsing, demanding.

Zane leapt between them before the next blow could fall. His sword raised, chest heaving, he shouted over the storm: “Enough!”

The word was drowned by chaos, but it carried to both men.

For a heartbeat, Araysyn’s gaze met his brother’s. Pale eyes locked with silver-gray. Rage, sorrow, defiance—all tangled into something neither could name.

Then the horn sounded again.

Not hunters this time. Not wolves. A deeper sound, rolling from the southern horizon—war horns, dozens of them, echoing like the march of giants.

Both Host and hunters faltered. Heads turned. The battlefield stilled, save for the moans of the dying.

Through the haze of smoke, banners rose—black and crimson, marked with the sigil of a rival legion. The 4th Legion, long thought broken, advancing in disciplined ranks.

The hunters withdrew in silence, Valkyreon pulling back with them, his blade still burning. His eyes never left Araysyn’s as he retreated into the mist.

Araysyn stood trembling, blood steaming from his wounds, the moon’s light still burning in his veins. The Host gathered behind him, broken, half-feral, but bound by his presence.

The prophecy whispered again in his mind: Bite the moon. Break the world.

And he wondered, for the first time, whether the world was already breaking.

The Host staggered back from the battlefield in silence. The ash beneath their boots still smoldered, littered with corpses—hunter and wolf alike. Smoke clung to their cloaks, their hair, their skin, until they looked less like men than shadows.

They camped on the fringe of the ruined Spire, torches flickering weakly against the red sky. No songs rose. No howls carried. Only the crackle of fire and the whisper of the wounded.

Araysyn sat apart, cloak draped around his shoulders, blood drying on his chest. His eyes stayed fixed on the horizon, where the rival legion’s horns had sounded. They had not marched closer, not yet, but their presence was a weight pressing on the land.

Varkas approached, his face pale, his bandages dark with fresh blood. “The men are restless,” he said quietly. “Some whisper you nearly broke today. Others say you’ve grown stronger. They don’t know which terrifies them more.”

Araysyn did not answer. His hand rested on the wooden wolf at his belt, thumb tracing the worn edges.

Elira sat nearby, exhaustion carved into her features. Her runes flickered dimly, struggling to recharge after the strain. She looked at him, eyes sharp despite her fatigue. “If you keep howling like that, you won’t need hunters or rival legions. Your own men will tear themselves apart.”

Still no answer. His pale eyes stayed on the horizon.

It was Zane who broke the silence, stepping into the firelight with his blade still sheathed at his side. His cloak was torn, his face streaked with ash, but his stance was steady.

“They don’t fear the hunters,” he said. His voice was low, meant for his brother but loud enough for the others to hear. “They don’t fear the rival legion. They fear you.”

The words struck like arrows. Legionnaires nearby stiffened, pretending not to listen while their ears strained.

Zane stepped closer, his eyes meeting Araysyn’s. “The prophecy isn’t waiting for you. It’s consuming you. And if you drag them into it, you’ll destroy not just yourself, but every man who follows.”

A murmur rippled through the gathered soldiers. For the first time, someone had spoken aloud the doubt festering in their hearts.

Araysyn’s hand tightened on the wooden wolf. Slowly, his gaze lifted to his brother, pale fire burning in his eyes.

“You think I don’t know what waits for me?” His voice was quiet, dangerous. “You think I don’t feel the chains tightening every time I breathe?”

He rose to his feet, towering over the fire, his cloak snapping in the wind. The Host leaned forward, eyes wide, waiting.

“I will not break,” he said, each word a hammer. “I am the Wolf of War. And prophecy will bow to me—not the other way around.”

The fire snapped high, sparks spiraling into the crimson night.

But in the silence that followed, no one howled in answer.

The first horns came at dawn.

Low and steady, they rolled across the ash plains like the groaning of the earth itself. The Host stirred uneasily, wolves pacing, soldiers reaching for weapons before their eyes had cleared of sleep. Fires burned low, smoke curling upward into the bloody dawn sky.

Araysyn was already awake. He stood at the edge of camp, cloak drawn tight against the wind, watching the horizon. The rival legion moved there—shadows resolving into steel.

They advanced in perfect ranks, banners snapping in the wind. Black and crimson cloth unfurled, each sigil painted with a wolf’s skull crowned in iron. Armor gleamed, polished though scarred, and every soldier marched in step. Their formation was a blade, precise and cold, cutting through the mist with ruthless inevitability.

The 4th Legion. Once brothers-in-arms. Now wolves turned enemies.

Varkas limped to his side, his bandages freshly changed, his hand resting on the haft of his axe. “They march clean,” he muttered, voice tight. “No frenzy. No faltering. Their runes hold.”

Elira joined them, her eyes narrowing as she studied the approach. Her runes flickered faintly, reflecting the distant glow. “Not just hold. Strengthen. I can feel it from here. Their chains are tighter than ours ever were.”

Araysyn’s jaw tightened. He could see it too—the way their bodies moved with unnatural precision, their howls harmonized into a rhythm like war drums. Not wolves bound in torment, but wolves made into weapons.

Zane approached last, his cloak dragging through the ash, his expression grim. His hand rested on the hilt of his blade, but his gaze was not on the rival legion. It was on his brother.

“They’re not here to parley,” he said flatly. “They’re here to end you.”

As if in answer, the rival legion’s horns blared again. This time, a formation broke from their ranks: a wedge of armored wolves, flanked by standard-bearers. At their head strode a commander, his armor blackened steel etched with runes that glowed faintly red. His helm bore the horns of a great stag, but when he removed it, his face was unmistakable.

“Dravak,” Varkas hissed, spitting into the ash.

The name rippled through the Host like a curse. Dravak, once Araysyn’s right hand in the early wars, now branded traitor. A commander who had turned against him when whispers of prophecy first spread.

He raised his voice, strong and resonant, carrying across the distance. “Araysyn Blackheart! Wolf of War! You claim to lead a Host, but all you lead is a pack of broken hounds. Look at them—half-feral, faithless, cursed beyond salvation. You would drag them into prophecy’s jaws, while I would make them strong again!”

The Host stirred, unease growing. Some growled in defiance, but others looked down, ashamed, fearful.

Dravak’s voice grew sharper. “The Blood Moon does not choose leaders. It devours them. You are not its master—you are its herald. Step down, Araysyn. Or be torn down.”

Silence followed, heavy and brittle. All eyes turned to the Wolf of War.

Araysyn stood tall, pale eyes glowing faintly. He let the silence stretch, the tension coil tighter, until even the wind seemed to pause.

Then he spoke, voice low but carrying. “Dravak. You were always a coward dressed in armor. You traded freedom for chains, loyalty for betrayal. And now you think to stand before me and call yourself strong?”

Dravak’s lips curled in a wolfish grin. “Strength is not in rage. Strength is in control. You have none. Even your brother sees it.” His gaze flicked to Zane, a dagger of accusation.

The murmur through the Host grew louder. Zane’s jaw clenched, but he did not speak.

Dravak raised his arm, and the rival legion shifted in perfect unison. Shields locked. Spears lowered. Their howls rose together, not wild, but disciplined, resonant, a single voice of many throats.

It was not frenzy. It was ritual.

Elira hissed under her breath, her runes flaring faintly. “They’ve bound the curse into unity. Not wolves. Not men. Something between.”

The sound rolled across the ash, pressing into the chests of the Host, choking their howls in their throats. More than one soldier whimpered, claws twitching as though their bodies betrayed them.

Araysyn’s lips peeled back, his own growl rising. “Strength in chains is weakness dressed in iron.” His voice rose to a roar. “We are wolves! We are war! And prophecy or not, we will not kneel!”

The Host howled in answer—but it was broken, ragged, a dozen voices out of sync, a chorus with no rhythm. Against the rival legion’s harmony, it sounded like madness.

Dravak lowered his arm. The rival legion surged forward.

Steel thundered against ash, shields locking, spears bristling. Their march was inexorable, crushing the distance like the closing jaws of a trap.

“Form ranks!” Varkas roared, shoving soldiers into position.

But the Host faltered. Some stood ready, blades bared. Others trembled, torn between loyalty and fear. A few broke entirely, stumbling back from the oncoming tide.

Zane’s blade slid free of its sheath. His voice carried, sharp and desperate. “Araysyn! If you fight them head-on, you’ll lose. You saw what happened against the hunters—they’ll break us before we break them!”

Araysyn’s eyes blazed, his jaw clenched. “Then we break them faster.”

Elira stepped between them, her runes blazing, her voice sharp as steel. “If you unleash another howl like before, you’ll tear prophecy open wider. You’ll kill them all—and yourself!”

The rival legion closed, their chants growing louder, the sound rattling teeth and bone.

Araysyn’s hand tightened on his sword. He could feel the moon in his blood, thrumming, demanding release. Dravak’s voice still echoed in his mind: You are not its master—you are its herald.

And for the first time, he wondered if it was true.

The Host marched, but it was not the march of wolves.

Their line stretched ragged across the blackened plains, torches swaying, armor clinking out of rhythm. Some soldiers dragged their feet, others loped ahead, their bodies twitching with the curse that gnawed beneath their skin. Their howls had not risen once since dawn.

At the head, Araysyn strode in silence, his pale eyes fixed forward, his cloak snapping in the wind. Each step was iron discipline, but even he felt the weight pressing down. Dravak’s legion followed at a measured distance, never rushing, never faltering, their horns sounding every hour like the heartbeat of an executioner’s drum.

By the time the Host reached the broken skeleton of an old fortress—its towers shattered, its walls half-swallowed by ash—Varkas called for halt.

The wolves gathered in the shadow of the ruin. Fires were lit, meager meals of charred meat distributed. No songs rose, no howls answered. The silence of a beaten pack.

Araysyn convened his commanders in what had once been the fortress’s great hall. The roof was gone, the sky above a gash of crimson clouds, the Blood Moon faintly pulsing through. Shadows flickered over scarred faces as they gathered: Varkas, Elira, three lieutenants still loyal, and half a dozen captains whose eyes told a different story.

The air was thick, charged with unspoken words.

It was Varkas who broke it, slamming his fist onto the stone table hard enough to crack it. “We can’t keep running! Every mile we march, more men whisper that the prophecy’s already swallowed us. If we turn and fight, at least we show them the Wolf of War hasn’t lost his fangs.”

Murmurs of agreement rippled. One of the captains, a scarred brute named Karrek, bared his teeth. “Aye. Wolves don’t flee. Wolves kill. Better to die tearing Dravak’s throat than cower like dogs.”

Elira’s runes flared faintly, her voice sharp. “And what happens when you die, Karrek? When half the Host lies bleeding on the ash, and the rest frenzy under the Blood Moon? Do you think prophecy will wait politely while your bones cool?”

Karrek snarled, rising from his seat. “Better frenzy than chains! You’d have us bind ourselves tighter while the enemy sharpens theirs? I’d sooner tear the moon itself from the sky!”

Elira stood as well, her eyes blazing, her voice cutting. “That’s exactly what prophecy demands! Every howl, every frenzy drags us closer to doom. Do you think I can’t feel it? The moon feeds on him—” she pointed sharply to Araysyn “—and through him, on us all. If you push him further, there will be nothing left to fight for.”

The hall erupted in shouts. Some backed Elira, fear in their voices. Others sided with Karrek, rage in their howls.

Araysyn sat in silence, letting the storm rage. His hand rested on the wooden wolf at his belt, his thumb tracing its grooves. He listened, his pale eyes moving from face to face, weighing each word, each tone, each spark of loyalty or treachery.

Zane spoke at last, his voice low but carrying, slicing through the chaos like a knife. “You’re all arguing over where to die. None of you are asking how to live.”

The hall stilled. Dozens of eyes turned to him.

Zane stepped forward, shadows clinging to his face. “Dravak’s legion isn’t chasing us. They’re driving us. Herding us. And we’re letting them. If we fight them head-on, we’re crushed. If we keep running, we’re bled dry. Either way, we lose.”

Karrek spat. “Then what, traitor’s blood? What would you have us do? Curl up in the dirt and wait for the hunters to finish the job?”

Zane’s jaw tightened, but his gaze did not waver. “We do what wolves were born to do. We hunt.”

The word lingered like smoke.

Zane pressed on, his eyes flicking between Araysyn and the commanders. “Dravak’s strength is discipline. Break his formation, and he bleeds like any man. We can’t meet him in open field, but we can strike his flanks, shred his supply lines, drag his wolves into the dark where order means nothing.”

Varkas’s eye gleamed with a predator’s hunger. “Ambush.”

Zane nodded. “Ambush. Not one grand charge, but a thousand cuts. Make his men fear the night. Make them hear howls in every shadow. Break their control, and their unity collapses into the same frenzy they accuse us of.”

For the first time that night, murmurs of agreement rippled not just from one side but across the hall. Even Karrek grunted, his scowl deepening, but his eyes thoughtful.

Elira’s lips pressed thin, but she did not argue. At last she said, “A thousand cuts may bleed them, yes. But every howl risks prophecy’s teeth sinking deeper. If you must do this, then fight with discipline—no howling, no frenzy. Wolves in silence.”

The room shifted, unease creeping back in. Wolves in silence. To deny the howl was to deny what they were.

Araysyn finally rose. His cloak dragged across the stone, his pale eyes glinting in the firelight. Silence fell as he spoke, his voice low and iron.

“Dravak believes strength lies in chains. He binds his wolves tighter, makes them march in step, howl in unison, die as one. But wolves are not men. Wolves are not slaves. Wolves are wild. And wildness is our strength.”

He paused, his gaze sweeping the hall, catching every eye in turn.

“We will not break on his order. We will not kneel to prophecy. We will hunt.”

His hand closed around the wooden wolf at his belt. “But we will hunt with silence. We will bleed him in shadow. And when his chains crack, when his order shatters, then we will show him the fury of wolves unleashed.”

The hall erupted—not in howls, but in thuds of fists against chests, blades against stone. Not wild, not frenzied, but a vow made in silence.

For the first time in days, the Host felt like wolves again.

But in the shadows beyond the firelight, Dravak’s horns sounded once more. Slow. Steady. Patient.

And above, the Blood Moon pulsed, its glow deepening, as though it too waited for the first strike.

The night was still when the wolves moved.

No horns sounded, no drums beat. The Host slipped through the ashen ruins like smoke, their cloaks blending with shadow, their claws wrapped in cloth to dull the scrape of steel. No howls carried into the sky. Only silence.

Araysyn led them, his pale eyes glowing faintly in the dark. Zane moved at his side, his hand resting lightly on the hilt of his blade. Behind them, Varkas directed packs with silent gestures, Elira weaving faint rune-light into the air to mark their path.

Ahead, the rival legion marched. Even at night, their formation held perfect. Shields locked. Spears bristled. Their torches burned in measured intervals, casting the column in disciplined light. Their howls rose not wild, but ritual—low chants, a cadence that bound their wolves tighter than chains ever could.

Araysyn felt the pulse of it in his chest, a rhythm not his own. Dravak had bound them well.

Zane crouched beside him, eyes narrowed. “See how their flank stretches thin? Supplies. Wagons. That’s where we bleed them.”

Araysyn nodded once. His hand closed around the wooden wolf at his belt.

A gesture. A signal. The Host split into shadow.

From the dark, they fell.

The first wagon went up in flames, torches hurled into tarred canvas. Fire leapt high, black smoke curling into the night. Wolves surged from ruin and shadow, claws flashing, blades biting.

The rival legion faltered—not broken, but shaken. Cries rang out as their rear ranks buckled under sudden assault. Supplies toppled, horses screamed, men shouted orders over the chaos.

Araysyn struck like a thunderbolt. His blade split shields, his claws tore steel as though it were cloth. He moved with silence, no howl on his lips, only the cold precision of death. Where he passed, the rival legion bled.

Zane fought differently, but no less deadly. He slipped through the chaos, blade darting, his strikes measured, precise. He cut throats, severed tendons, left men gasping in silence before they could cry out. His pack mirrored him, disciplined, their savagery restrained by his hand.

Varkas led another strike, his axe splitting men and wood alike as he crashed into the wagons. Supplies spilled into the ash—grain, weapons, chains. Chains glowing faintly with runes. Elira hissed as she saw them, her hands weaving desperate sigils.

“Don’t touch them!” she shouted, her voice sharp despite the vow of silence. “They’re blood-forged! They’ll bind your wolf tighter than bone!”

Her warning came too late. One soldier grasped a chain, snarling as he tried to wield it as a weapon. The runes flared, searing into his skin. He screamed as his body convulsed, the curse inside him clamping down, twisting, suffocating. He collapsed in spasms, eyes white, blood frothing from his lips.

The sight spread fear like wildfire. Some wolves recoiled from the chains, others tore at them in frenzy, their silence broken in guttural snarls.

And from the heart of the rival legion, horns sounded.

Not the slow, steady beat of march. A sharp, cutting call. A command.

Dravak’s wolves turned in perfect unison. Their chants rose, their formation shifted, and suddenly the ambush became battle.

They struck not with chaos, but with order. Shields slammed into place, cutting the Host’s advance. Spears bristled, driving wolves back. Every move mirrored the next, a wall of discipline against the tide of wild fury.

Araysyn’s jaw clenched. He felt his Host falter, silence cracking into snarls, discipline giving way to frenzy. His own chest heaved, the moon’s pulse thundering in his blood, demanding he howl, demanding he unleash.

But he remembered Elira’s words. Wolves in silence.

He raised his sword, the pale fire in his eyes cutting through the chaos. His voice was low, iron, but it carried like a blade through the night.

“Hold your howl. Hold your wolf. Strike in silence!”

The words cut deeper than a command—they bound. The Host steadied, their frenzy reined in by the sheer force of his will. Wolves struck in unison, blades biting, claws raking, but no howl rose. Only silence and slaughter.

Zane’s voice joined, sharp and commanding. “Flank them! Break their rhythm!”

Packs surged into the rival legion’s sides, blades flashing, shields cracking. For the first time, Dravak’s wolves faltered—not broken, but staggered, their formation bending beneath the weight of disciplined ferocity.

Araysyn pressed the advantage. His blade struck like lightning, his claws tore like storm. He moved not as prophecy’s pawn, but as general, every strike calculated, every motion feeding his Host’s momentum.

And then he saw him.

Dravak, at the center of the rival legion, helm gleaming, eyes burning red with the runes etched into his skin. His voice rose above the clash, chanting, binding his wolves tighter. He raised his blade, and the rival legion howled—not frenzy, not wild, but in harmony, a sound that rattled the very earth.

The Host flinched. Silence cracked. A few howls slipped free, shattering the fragile discipline Araysyn had forged.

The moon pulsed.

Araysyn staggered, his chest heaving, the curse gnawing at his skin. His hand trembled on the hilt of his sword. One more breath, one more crack, and the howl would rip free—and with it, prophecy’s teeth.

Zane’s voice cut through the chaos, steady and sharp. “Brother! Don’t give it to them! Don’t give them the howl!”

Araysyn’s pale eyes locked on Dravak. Rage burned. The moon roared. His chest heaved.

And then—he exhaled.

Not a howl. Not prophecy. A breath, controlled, contained. His blade lifted.

“Forward,” he commanded.

The Host surged—not in frenzy, but in silence. They struck the rival legion’s flank, shattered their wagons, burned their supplies. When Dravak tried to rally, they cut his lines and vanished into the night like smoke.

By dawn, the field was theirs. Broken wagons smoldered, supplies scattered, corpses littering the ash. The rival legion had not broken, but it had bled.

The Host gathered, their silence heavy, their eyes turned to Araysyn. For the first time, they had fought prophecy’s pull and not yielded.

But the Blood Moon still pulsed above, brighter now, hungrier. Watching.

The ash still smoldered from the night’s ambush when the horns sounded.

Not the slow, steady march that had stalked the Host for days. This call was sharp, urgent, closer than it should have been.

Araysyn’s head snapped up. He stood at the edge of the ruined camp, cloak heavy with smoke, pale eyes narrowed. His soldiers looked up from smoldering fires, half-asleep, half-wounded, the taste of victory still in their mouths.

Then the horns came again—this time from three sides.

Zane was the first to understand. His face went pale. “He’s not retreating. He’s hunting.”

The words had barely left his mouth when the first wave hit.

Dravak’s wolves surged from the eastern ridge, not in scattered pursuit, but in disciplined ranks. Shields locked, spears bristling, their chant rolling like thunder. They struck the camp’s flank with the weight of iron.

The Host reeled. Wolves scrambled for weapons, half-armored, snarls rising in panic. Some howled, others fought, but the silence Araysyn had forged shattered instantly under the assault.

Araysyn drew his sword in a single motion, his voice cutting through the chaos. “Hold the line!”

His blade cleaved through the first rank, claws ripping shields apart. For a moment, the Host steadied, rallying around him.

But then the second horn sounded—from the south.

Another column burst from the mist, their formation flawless, their chant unbroken. They struck like jaws closing, the Host caught between teeth.

Varkas roared, his axe swinging wide, carving a path through the southern flank. “They were waiting for us! Gods damn it, they knew!”

Elira staggered into the fray, her runes flaring desperately as she tried to bind frenzy back into discipline. “It’s not just soldiers—he’s using rune-bindings on their packs! He can turn them like one body!”

Her words were nearly drowned out by the third horn.

The west exploded in fire. Wagons burned as Dravak’s wolves loosed volleys of flaming bolts into the camp. Ash and smoke swirled, tents collapsing as wolves screamed, their fur igniting.

The Host broke. Wolves scattered, snarls rising into panic. Packs splintered, each fighting their own battle, discipline collapsing into chaos.

Zane shoved through the smoke, his blade flashing, his voice carrying above the din. “Regroup! Form on me—north wall, now!”

A handful obeyed, rallying to him. He cut through hunters with sharp precision, every strike measured, every command clear. His presence was steady, a stone in the storm.

But it was not enough.

Dravak himself strode into the firelight, helm crowned with stag horns, runes blazing red across his chest. His blade gleamed, every strike carving wolves down like chaff. His voice rose in a chant that carried across the battlefield, binding his legion tighter, their strikes sharper, their shields unyielding.

“Araysyn!” he roared above the clash, his eyes burning through the smoke. “You bleed them in shadow. I break you in fire. Let prophecy choose who leads!”

Araysyn snarled, his chest heaving. The moon pulsed in his veins, his skin prickling with heat. His hand trembled on the hilt of his sword. The howl burned in his throat, demanding release.

Elira saw it. Her voice broke as she screamed, “Don’t you dare! If you howl now, we’re all damned!”

The Host faltered, eyes turning to their general. Wolves stumbled back, not from the enemy, but from him, fear glinting in their eyes.

Zane’s voice cut sharp. “Brother! Lead them, don’t break them!”

For a heartbeat, Araysyn froze between two pulls: the blood in his veins howling for prophecy, and his brother’s voice anchoring him to discipline.

He chose.

With a roar—not a howl, but a command—he raised his sword high. “North wall! Form on me!”

The Host obeyed. Slowly, painfully, they rallied. Packs cut their way through fire and ash, gathering at the northern ruins. Shields locked. Blades rose. For the first time in the counterattack, the Host stood as one.

Araysyn strode into the front rank, his pale eyes blazing. “We are wolves. We bleed. But we do not break. Not for chains. Not for prophecy. Not for Dravak.”

The Host thudded blades against shields, their snarls low, steady. Not frenzy. Not silence. Something in between.

The rival legion struck again, but this time they met a wall. Wolves countered, blades flashing, claws raking. Zane’s pack drove into their flank, Varkas’s axe split their shields, Elira’s runes bound frenzy into focus.

For a moment, the tide turned.

But Dravak did not relent. He pressed harder, his chant rising, his blade carving, his wolves striking with relentless unity. The Host held, but barely.

At last, Araysyn and Dravak clashed in the heart of the battle.

Steel met claw, sparks flying, the earth trembling beneath their blows. Dravak’s eyes burned red, his blade glowing with runes that seared every time it struck. Araysyn fought with fury, his pale fire blazing, every motion a storm barely held in check.

Around them, wolves and soldiers clashed, but all eyes turned to the duel. The Wolf of War against the Traitor-General. Prophecy against discipline.

Blood sprayed. Steel rang. The moon pulsed.

And though the Host did not break, they did not win.

By dawn, the battlefield was ash and corpses. The Host had held the north wall, but their camp was gone, their supplies burned, their numbers halved. Dravak withdrew in perfect order, his horns sounding victory even as he left bodies behind.

The Host stood bloodied, beaten, their silence heavy.

Araysyn stood among them, his cloak torn, his chest bleeding. His pale eyes lifted to the sky, where the Blood Moon pulsed brighter than ever.

He had resisted the howl. But prophecy had not finished with him.

The dawn after Dravak’s counterstrike was gray, heavy, and silent.

Ash drifted like snow over the broken camp. Wagons lay in blackened ruins, twisted iron and scorched timber jutting up like bones. The stench of burned flesh clung to the air. Wolves picked through the wreckage in silence, searching for comrades, scavenging weapons, dragging corpses into shallow pits.

No songs rose. No howls carried.

Araysyn stood apart, cloak heavy with soot and blood. His pale eyes scanned the ruin, his jaw clenched hard enough to ache. Every sight cut deeper—wolves limping on shattered legs, captains arguing over scraps, packs glaring at one another as if each were the enemy.

The Host had survived. But it had not endured.

Varkas limped up beside him, his axe strapped across his back, fresh bandages wrapping his arm. He looked at the camp, then at his general. His voice was low, bitter. “We’ve lost half our number. The rest... they’re not wolves. They’re carrion, circling, waiting to see who’ll fall first so they can feed.”

Araysyn didn’t answer. His hand rested on the wooden wolf at his belt, thumb tracing the grooves, over and over.

Behind them, Elira knelt among the wounded, her runes glowing faintly as she stitched skin and steadied hearts. But even her presence could not mend what lay deeper. Every man she touched looked at her with haunted eyes, fear flickering beneath gratitude. Fear of her chains. Fear of their general. Fear of prophecy.

A shout rose from the camp’s edge.

Two wolves staggered into view, dragging a third between them—Karrek, the scarred captain who had shouted for battle at the council. His chest was slashed open, blood soaking his armor. He coughed, his voice raw but defiant. “Dravak... did not break me. I still stand!”

But the words were weak, hollow. The Host did not cheer. They only stared.

Karrek’s eyes narrowed, his gaze cutting to Araysyn. “But where were you, Wolf of War? Where was your howl when we burned?”

The words cut sharper than any blade. Murmurs spread through the camp, low, poisonous. Heads turned. Wolves whispered to one another, their eyes sharp, accusing.

Varkas snarled, stepping forward, his hand on his axe. “Watch your tongue, Karrek, or I’ll tear it out.”

But Karrek only spat blood into the ash. “Do it, then. Kill me, as prophecy says you’ll kill us all. Bite the moon. Break the world. That’s all you are, Araysyn—chains in waiting.”

The murmurs grew louder, some agreeing, others snarling in denial. Packs began to edge apart, their loyalty splitting like cracks in ice.

Elira rose from the wounded, her voice sharp. “Enough! Every word you speak feeds prophecy’s teeth. Do you want to see the moon drag him down faster?”

But Karrek only laughed, bitter and broken. “Maybe better it drags him now, than later. Better one man damned than all of us chained to his curse.”

The camp erupted. Wolves snarled, captains shouted, packs squared off, claws bared. The Host was no longer united. It was a storm ready to break itself apart.

Araysyn stepped forward. His cloak dragged across the ash, his pale eyes blazing faintly in the morning gloom. He looked at Karrek, at the captains, at every wolf staring back with doubt and fear.

His voice was low, iron. “You think I don’t hear it? The prophecy? Every step, every breath, the moon gnaws at me. You think I don’t feel its teeth?”

He raised the wooden wolf at his belt, holding it up for all to see. His thumb pressed hard into the grooves, leaving blood smeared across its worn surface.

“I carry it with me. Every day. Every night. But hear me well: prophecy does not lead me. I lead it. I am Araysyn Blackheart. I am the Wolf of War. And I will not bow. Not to Dravak. Not to prophecy. Not to any god who dares think to chain me.”

His words cut through the camp like fire. Some wolves howled in answer, fists striking shields, eyes blazing with renewed fury. But others turned away, their silence louder than defiance.

Zane watched from the edge of the firelight, his blade sheathed, his face unreadable. He saw both responses—the fire and the silence—and he knew which would grow faster.

When the crowd broke, the Host scattered into smaller fires, smaller packs. Some whispered of loyalty, others of betrayal. The cracks were no longer hidden. They ran through every rank, every soldier, every howl.

That night, the Host did not sleep.

Some sharpened blades. Others muttered prayers to gods who had long abandoned them. Packs drifted apart, their fires set farther and farther from one another.

And above, the Blood Moon pulsed brighter than it ever had, washing the camp in crimson light. It looked less like a moon now, and more like an open wound in the sky.

Zane sat apart, his cloak wrapped tight, his eyes fixed on the pulsing glow. He could feel it in his bones, the way it pulled, the way it whispered. But he felt something else too: the Host’s fear.

Fear that his brother would lead them into prophecy’s jaws.

And fear could be sharpened into a blade.

The campfire light was thin that night.

The Host had scattered into clusters, each pack huddled around its own flames, watching the dark as though Dravak’s wolves might pour from it again. No songs, no howls. Only whispers, low and sharp, carrying through the ruin like the hiss of snakes.

Zane moved among them. Cloak drawn, face shadowed, steps measured. He did not command. He did not boast. He only listened.

Karrek’s defiance had planted seeds, and now those seeds grew in silence. He heard them in every pack. The Wolf of War is cursed. Prophecy already owns him. The moon pulls him closer each night.

Some spoke in anger, others in fear, but all carried the same doubt.

When Zane stepped into their circles, the whispers stopped. Wolves looked at him with wary eyes, torn between suspicion and need. He did not scold them. He did not accuse them of disloyalty. He sat, silent, his hands resting lightly on his knees, his sword sheathed at his side.

And when the silence grew unbearable, he spoke.

Not loudly. Not in fire and fury, as Araysyn would. But softly, his voice steady, a counterpoint to the storm.

“You saw what happened today. Dravak strikes, and our general nearly howls the world apart. You saw it.”

Eyes shifted, uncertain. None denied it.

Zane’s gaze moved slowly around the circle, meeting each in turn. “He holds the moon in his blood. But for how long? How many more battles before he cannot stop himself? How many more before prophecy takes the Host with him?”

The wolves stirred. One spat into the ash, muttering, “Better prophecy than chains.” Another shook his head, voice bitter. “Chains or prophecy—it’s all the same. Death with no choice.”

Zane leaned forward, his voice lowering further, drawing them closer. “It doesn’t have to be.”

The fire cracked. Silence pressed tight.

“We are wolves,” he said. “We were not born to be chained. Not by Dravak. Not by prophecy. Not even by my brother.”

The word hung heavy. Brother.

One of the younger wolves looked at him sharply. “Then who, Zane? If not him—who?”

Zane did not answer immediately. His gaze turned to the fire, the glow painting his face in flickering red. “You don’t need another Wolf of War. You need someone who will not let prophecy drag you. Someone who will not howl the world into ruin.”

His eyes lifted, pale gray catching the firelight. “You need a hunter.”

The wolves exchanged glances. Some frowned. Some nodded. None spoke against him.

He rose, drawing his cloak tight. “Think on it. No oaths. No vows. Not yet. But when the moon pulls harder, when you see him falter again—you’ll know where to find me.”

He left them in silence, their fear now threaded with something new: possibility.

Through the night, he walked from fire to fire. He never pressed. Never demanded. Only listened. Only spoke when their whispers turned to silence. And with every circle he left, more eyes followed him, more ears turned his way.

By dawn, he had no army, no open allegiance. But he had something more dangerous.

Doubt.

He sat alone as the first light touched the ash, his cloak wrapped tight, his sword across his knees. His eyes lifted to the Blood Moon, pale against the morning sky. It pulsed faintly, a wound that would not close.

He whispered to it, his voice steady. “You’ll take him. Not me.”

The words were not defiance. Not prayer. But a vow.

And for the first time, Zane felt the Host’s fear not as a burden, but as a weapon.

The Host found refuge in ruins older than memory.

The stonework was half-buried in ash, walls slumped into jagged heaps, pillars cracked and leaning as though bowing to time. Some said it had once been a temple to gods long dead; others claimed it was a battlefield where the first wolves fell, their bones swallowed by earth and forgotten.

Whatever truth lay buried, the place was shelter.

The Host spilled into it at dusk, weary and limping. Fires sparked in hollow chambers, wolves hunched over meager rations. The smell of charred flesh clung to their cloaks, and the silence of defeat lingered heavier than smoke.

Araysyn stood at the highest point of the ruins, a crumbled balcony overlooking the camp. His cloak hung in tatters, his sword leaned at his side. He stared at the Blood Moon through a gap in the clouds, its pale crimson glow washing the stones in eerie light.

Every beat of it throbbed in his veins. Every pulse whispered of chains and teeth.

He closed his hand around the wooden wolf at his belt, pressing so hard he felt the edges cut into his palm.

Behind him, boots scraped on stone. Zane approached, quiet as always, his cloak drawn tight.

“You should be down there,” he said. His voice was low, steady. “Among them. They’re bleeding, brother. They need to see you.”

Araysyn didn’t turn. His jaw flexed, pale eyes fixed on the moon. “They saw me. They saw me falter.”

Zane stopped a few steps behind, folding his arms. “All generals falter. It’s what happens after that matters. You still have them—for now. But if you keep standing apart, they’ll find someone else to follow.”

The words carried weight, though Araysyn did not hear the edge in them.

He finally turned, his gaze sharp. “And who would they follow? You?”

The question was half a challenge, half a jest. But Zane’s silence lasted a heartbeat too long.

Araysyn’s eyes narrowed.

Before the moment could sharpen further, Varkas arrived, his limp heavier, his face a map of exhaustion. “General,” he rasped, bowing his head slightly. “The council’s gathered. They’re waiting.”

Araysyn straightened, pushing the weight of doubt aside. “Then let’s not keep them waiting.”



The council met in what had once been the temple’s central chamber. Broken statues loomed from the shadows, their features worn smooth, their hands outstretched as though begging for alms. A cracked altar sat at the far end, its surface scorched black.

Captains and lieutenants ringed the space, their faces lit by firelight. Some bore fresh wounds. Others bandages. All carried the same weariness in their eyes.

Elira stood near the altar, her runes glowing faintly as she traced symbols into the air. The light cast her in sharp relief, her face pale and drawn.

Araysyn entered with Zane and Varkas at his sides. The murmurs died as he stepped into the circle.

He did not waste words. “We cannot stay here long. Dravak will not stop hunting us. We strike again—soon.”

A ripple of unease passed through the room. Karrek, leaning heavily on a crutch, sneered. “Strike again? We can barely stand. We’ve bled half our strength, and you’d throw the rest at him like fodder?”

Murmurs rose, some in agreement.

Varkas snarled, slamming his fist into the cracked altar. “Better fodder in battle than dogs in chains! Dravak won’t wait for us to heal—he’ll bleed us dry if we sit still.”

Elira’s runes flared brighter, her voice cutting through. “You’re both fools. Dravak isn’t our only enemy. Can’t you feel it? The moon swells with every battle. The more we fight, the more it pulls.”

Her words drew silence, heavy and uncomfortable.

Araysyn’s eyes flicked to her, sharp but unreadable. “Prophecy is not our concern tonight. Dravak is. He bleeds us, he hunts us
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