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Epilogue


Mordoc was a commander who traded his humanity for a monster’s strength. To save his people, he endured the Soul-Fuse—a forbidden ritual that bound his heart to a Great Wolf. Now, he is a Will-Binder, a living weapon with a beast screaming for blood within his mind. Cursed to be a ghost in his own skin, he survives as a mercenary, hiding the shadow-wolf that paces his every step.

Ziba has spent years making herself small to survive as the "mate" to a cruel Alpha. But when an iron-bound stranger is dragged into the throne room, something ancient snaps within her. Against every law of the moon’s cycle, Ziba’s blood ignites. Committing a treason that sets the entire Southern territory on her trail.

She carries the deep scars of a tyrannical Alpha’s cruelty. He is a phantom, a ghost trying to stay in the shadows. These two strays are bound by a sudden, cosmic connection. But freedom demands a price. 

To break the chains of the past, they must play a deadly game of cat and mouse, turning back toward the heart of danger to reclaim what was left behind. Guided only by the whispers of the Oracle, these outcasts must decide how much they are willing to bleed to survive.

Prologue:

––––––––
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THE NORTHERN PASS WAS a wind-whipped throat of stone, and today, it was choking on smoke.

Mordoc leaned heavily against a jagged outcrop, his breath coming in ragged, bloody plumes. His sword was notched, the edge dulled from hours of hacking through plate and bone. 

He was a tall man, broad-shouldered and strong, but he was still just a man. And men were breaking all around him.

"Commander! The gate is down!" a young scout screamed, his voice cracking before a black-feathered arrow sprouted from his throat.

Mordoc didn't even have the breath left to shout a name. He just watched the boy fall. Behind him, in the shallow mouth of the mountain caves, were the survivors of three sacked villages. Women clutching infants, old men holding kitchen knives, and children whose eyes were already vacant with the shock of the carnage.

They were looking at him. Their last hope. And he was failing them.

A horn blasted from the valley below signaled the final charge of the Warlord’s Iron-Bound army. Hundreds of them, fresh and hungry for the kill, began to swarm up the narrow goat path.

Mordoc looked at his trembling hands. He was twenty-four, and his life was supposed to be about the spring planting and the summer hunt. Instead, it was ending in a slaughterhouse.

"Step back," a voice rasped from the shadows of a nearby tent.

It was the Sin-Eater, an old man whose skin looked like cured leather stretched over a bird’s skeleton. He sat before a stone brazier, the coals glowing with an unnatural, violet hue. Beside him lay the carcass of a Great Wolf. Three times the size of any mountain predator. Its heart had been cut out and placed in a silver bowl, still twitching with its strength.

"The Soul-Fuse," Mordoc whispered, his voice trembling. "You said it was a curse. You said it was a perversion."

"It is," the Sin-Eater replied, his milky eyes fixed on the approaching army. "A Born-Wolf is a child of nature. A Fused-Wolf is a crime against it. You will be larger, stronger, and more violent than any natural creature. But you will never know silence again. The beast will be a second heartbeat in your chest, screaming for blood until the day you die."

Mordoc looked back at the cave. A little girl, no older than five, was staring at him through the slats of a broken crate. She wasn't crying; she was just waiting for the end.

Mordoc sheathed his broken sword. He didn't want the power. He didn't want the size. He wanted to live to see the sun rise over a peaceful valley. But he knew, with certainty, that a man couldn't save these people.

"Do it," Mordoc said, his voice as cold as the stone beneath his boots.

He knelt before the brazier. He didn't ask for a prayer. He didn't say goodbye to the man he was.

The Sin-Eater gripped a ritual spike made of black glass. He impaled the heart where it lay in the silver bowl, coating it in the thick, glowing ichor of the heart.

"This is the Will-Binder," the old man chanted, his voice suddenly booming with a power that shook the mountain. "Two souls, one cage. One to lead, and one to kill."

He lifted the spike, the wolf’s heart pinned to the glass like a captured soul. As it connected with Mordoc’s flesh, the glass tore through armor and sternum, hitting home right at his heart. The wolf’s heart flared with a bright red light while a white glow ignited from deep within Mordoc's own body. Then, the two lights fused into one.

Mordoc’s back arched so violently his spine audibly popped. A sound escaped him that wasn't human—a high, agonized scream that tore his vocal cords.

He felt the Fuse begin. It felt like molten lead being poured into his veins. His muscles exploded, tearing through his clothes as his frame expanded, his bones lengthening and thickening with agonizing snaps. His vision went from the dull grey of the snow to a searing, thermal gold.

But the physical pain was nothing compared to the invasion.

A consciousness that was all teeth and hunger slammed into his mind. It wasn't a voice; it was a storm of instinct. 

KILL. REND. PROTECT THE DEN. BLOOD IS THE ONLY LAW.

Mordoc’s soul retreated. Shoved into the dark corners of his own skull as the Wolf took the reins. He howled, a sound that started as a man's scream and ended as a bass-heavy howl that made the Iron-Bound soldiers at the gate stumble in terror.

He rose from the red snow, a towering, terrifying titan of fur and muscle. He was no longer Mordoc the Commander. He was a monster born of a man's mercy.

He turned toward the path, his claws extending six inches from his massive paws, and leaped into the fray.

*** 
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THE LAST OF THE IRON-Bound lay in the crimson slush, his armor crushed like a discarded shell. 

Mordoc’s consciousness returned as he stood over the body, his chest heaving with a violent, predatory power.

He turned his head toward the cave. The humans were there. They were safe. But as they looked out, they didn't see their Commander. They saw a nightmare. He saw the terror in their eyes, the way they flinched from the very claws that had just bought them their lives.

He couldn't go back. He couldn't sit by their fires. He couldn't hold a child without fearing his own strength.

Without a word, without a look back at the life he had just traded away, the massive black shadow turned and vanished into the black pines. He ran until his lungs burned, heading toward the deepest wilderness of the territories, surrendering to a life of silence and snow. He was a King without a kingdom, a man without a soul, destined to be a ghost in his own skin.
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Chapter 1
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The silver tray rattled against Ziba’s hands. A trembling trepidation that she couldn't suppress. Every time Cane breathed, the air in the room seemed to thin, replaced by the suffocating scent of sterile ozone and bleach.

"The tea, Ziba," Cane murmured. He didn't look at her. He sat deep in his velvet throne, his long white hair sat pristine and unruffled. His presence a heavy substantial dent in the world that demanded everything else stay perfectly still. 

She stepped forward, her bare feet silent on the cold stone. Her hands were a blurred mess of tremors as she extended the porcelain cup. A single drop of amber liquid slopped over the rim.

Cane’s eyes tracked the drop. 

Time slowed. 

With a volcanic growl he violently seized the tray from her hands, throwing it against the wall.

CRASH.

The porcelain shattered against the far wall, staining the white stone. Ziba flinched, retreating instantly to the floor at his heels, tucking her chin to her chest, trying to become as small as the shadows.

"Weak," Cane hissed, looming over her. His hand stayed raised, fingers curled for a backhand that would have sent her spinning to the floor. "You can’t even serve a simple—"

The heavy oak doors thundered open.

"Sir! We found the Will-Binder!"

Two scouts marched in, dragging a heavy, limp weight between them. They threw him at Cane’s feet, the sound of his body hitting the floor was followed by the discordant clang of thick, rusted iron. Chains bound his wrists, his forearms, and his ankles, biting into skin that was a roadmap of bruises and dried gore.

"He’s incapacitated," the lead scout panted, bowing low. "We saved the kill shot for you."

Ziba looked up from her place on the floor. Her gray eyes locked onto the man in the dirt. He was a wreck but as her gaze lingered, the room disappeared. 

It wasn't a choice. It was a cosmic alignment. A frequency she hadn't known existed suddenly hummed in her marrow, snapping the tether that held her to Cane’s heels. 

Cane reached for the machete leaning against his throne, a cruel smirk twisting his lips. He stepped toward the unconscious man.

NO!

The word didn't leave her throat. Against every law of biology, against the moon’s cycle, Ziba burst. The shift was a kaleidoscope of fire, the blondes, oranges, and deep, earthy reds tearing through the sterile air. 

Her growl was so fierce that it shook the rafters. Before Cane could even register her mutiny, she bit through the iron with a strength fueled by something she didn't understand and hoisted the massive weight of the Will-Binder onto her back.

By the time Cane found his voice to scream, they were gone, a streak of autumn light vanishing into the dark safety of the trees.

***
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THE FOREST WAS A BLUR of shadows and whipping branches. Ziba didn’t feel like a hero; she felt like prey. In her wolf form, she was a streak of autumn fire against the dark trunks, while her mind was a chaotic storm of too fast. Too loud. Too close. Every snap of a twig behind her sounded like Cane’s machete. Every hoot of an owl sounded like a scout’s whistle. Her lungs burned, the air tasting of copper and pine, and her paws thrashed against the forest floor in a rhythm of pure, unadulterated terror.

She was convinced she would be caught. She could almost feel the phantom grip of Cane’s hand on her scruff, dragging her back to the throne to be broken for good.

She wasn't thinking. She wasn't calculating. She was just running.

She burst through a thicket of thorns, her fur snagging on stray branches. But she didn't stop. Her heart hammered frantically against her ribs that nearly drowned out the heavy, rhythmic thud of the unconscious man on her back.

Then, the trees broke.

Silence slammed into her, drowning out the frantic noise in her head. Her paws skidded on smooth, damp stone, hitting the waters edge before she realized where her subconscious had led her, the Small Pond. The water was black and still, save for the ripples she’d just caused. A weeping willow leaned over the edge, its long branches dipping into the surface like fingers.  This was the one place she and her sister had played at as children, back before the Alpha had turned her into his “mate”, back when the world was just colors and light.

The fear didn't vanish, but it shifted. It went from a screaming panic to a cold, steady resolve. She was the only one standing between the unconscious man and the death sentence he was handed. She slowly lowed him onto some ferns, almost collapsing beside him.

Ziba’s chest heaved, her breath coming in ragged, shallow gasps as she shifted back. She looked down at the man. He was a mountain of broken bones and iron-burns. A stranger she had just thrown her entire life away for. She didn't even know his name. All she knew was the pull in her chest, a tether of gold and fire that made it impossible to leave him behind.

She scrambled to the water's edge, her hands trembling as she scooped up the freezing liquid.

"Wake up," she hissed, splashing it over his bloodied face. "Wake up! I didn't just commit treason for a corpse!"

His eyelashes fluttered, matted with grit and dried gore. Then, his eyes snapped open. They were a sharp, piercing dark that seemed to memorize the shape of her face in a single heartbeat.

He coughed, a wet, rattling sound. He felt the water dripping from his jaw, then looked up at the small, multi-colored haired woman hovering over him with gray eyes full of storm clouds.

"You’re small," he rasped. His voice was a primal rasp, thick with a dark, ancient humor that vibrated right through her chest.

Ziba recoiled slightly, her chest heaving as she struggled to pull air into lungs that felt too small for her body. She didn't know how she had forced the change, the moon was nowhere in the sky, yet her bones had shattered and re-formed all the same.

"I'm the one who changed against the moon somehow, and bit through three inches of iron to get you out of that hellhole," she said, the words cutting through the air with a razor-sharp edge. She was exhausted, but she wasn't about to let herself look like an easy target. "A thank you would suffice."

The stranger’s lips quirked into a bloody, arrogant smirk. He didn't look like a man who had just been beaten to a pulp; he looked like a king who was momentarily inconvenienced.

"Mordoc," he rasped, and put out his hand. His voice was a low, tectonic vibration that seemed to hum right in the center of her chest.

Ziba stared at his hand for a heartbeat, then tentatively placed her smaller, dirt-stained palm in his. The contact was like an electric shock.

"Ziba," she whispered.

Mordoc's fingers closed around hers, surprisingly steady. A huff of a laugh escaped his bloody lips, a sound of genuine, dark amusement. “Ziba? Funny... I thought those usually had stripes.”

Ziba’s eyes snapped to his, her fear momentarily eclipsed by a flash of heat. She didn't pull her hand away, but her grip tightened until her knuckles turned white.

"You’re a real comedian for a guy who was five minutes away from being a rug," she snapped, her sarcasm cutting through the tension. "I should have left you in those chains. At least then you’d be too distracted to talk."

Mordoc’s smirk widened, turning into something hooded and dangerous. He leaned just an inch closer, his gaze dropping to the way her clothes clung to her skin.

"I don't know, Little Stripe," he murmured, his voice dropping into a low, suggestive thrum that vibrated across her skin like a physical touch. "I think I’ve always preferred being bound by someone with a little... fire." He let his gaze linger on her mouth, his expression shifting from amusement to primal hunger. “I’m looking forward to it. The moment that flame finally catches. I want to see you burn with with it, I want you to take complete control. Own me, Possess me.”

Ziba’s face flushed a deep red. "You’re disgusting."

"I’m observant," Mordoc corrected, his eyes memorizing the exact shade of her blush. "And I’m keeping you."

A branch snapped on the ridge above, loud, close, and unmistakable.

The playfulness vanished instantly. Ziba didn't wait for him to make another comment. She hauled him up. His heavy arm draped over her shoulder, and struggled to move him toward the shadow of the dead tree stump. She shoved through the hidden opening, her shoulders screaming as she hauled Mordoc’s weight into the cool, damp dark of the cave. The air inside tasted of wet limestone and ancient dust.

They didn't make it more than five feet past the entrance. Her knees buckled, and they collapsed together onto the stone floor. Ziba didn't have the energy to pull away from him; she simply let the darkness take her, her last conscious thought the steady, heavy thrum in her chest.

***
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ZIBA WOKE TO THE COLD. Her body was sore, she couldn't remember exactly what happened but she must have really made Cane angry with how she was feeling. She slightly cracked her eyes.

The gray light of dawn was filtered through the gaps in the rocks, casting long, skeletal shadows across the cave walls. She gasped, her hand flying to her throat as the memory of the throne room rushed back, the tray, the crash, the blood.

A heavy, warm hand suddenly clamped over her mouth.

She froze, her gray eyes flying all the way open. Mordoc was hovering over her. He wasn't the helpless weight she had dragged through the mud anymore. His skin was still smeared with grime, but the ragged lacerations from the Alpha's lashes were gone, replaced by smooth, pale scar tissue. His miraculous healing had worked through the night, knitting him back together while she slept.

He didn't say a word. He held a single finger to his lips, his dark eyes locking onto hers with an intensity that made her veins spark.

Crunch. Crunch.

The sound of boots on dry leaves was right outside.

"They couldn't have gone far," a gravelly voice hissed, one of Cane's lead trackers. "The bitch shifted against the moon. She’ll be exhausted. Find the trail, or the Alpha will have your heads next."

Ziba held her breath until her lungs burned. Mordoc didn't move an inch; he sat like a statue, his head tilted as he tracked the voices, the number of footsteps, and the distance.

In the morning sunlight of the cave, Ziba’s eyes drifted to the stone wall behind him. Her heart skipped a beat. While Mordoc was a pillar of unmoving granite, his shadow was alive. It stretched upward, the silhouette of a massive wolf. The shadow-beast’s flank rose and fell in a silent growl, its phantom hackles bristling as the voices outside drew closer. It looked ready to lung through the stone, even as the man remained perfectly still.

They waited for an eternity. Minutes stretched into a grueling silence until the voices finally faded into the tree line, moving toward the lower valley.

Mordoc waited five more minutes before he crept to the mouth of the cave. As he moved, the shadow snapped back into place, mimicking his crawl with a predatory precision that made Ziba’s skin crawl. He peaked through a sliver in the rocks, his gaze scanning the forest. Finally, he sat back, his broad shoulders relaxing.

"They’re gone," he whispered. "For now."

Ziba sat up, rubbing her sore arms. "They won't stop. You don’t know Cane. He doesn't just want you back; he wants me dead. I’m a traitor now."

Ziba sat huddled against the damp limestone, her fingers drumming a frantic rhythm against her knees. Every few seconds, her gaze would flick toward the dark heart of the territory they had just fled.

"We leave now," Mordoc said. His voice was a low rumble that seemed to vibrate through the very floor of the cave. He was standing near the entrance, his massive frame silhouetted against the dim light. "I know a trail that bypasses the main gorge. It’ll put us forty miles out by sunset. From there, we hit the coast. Or we hit the human town to the North.."

"No."

The word was out of Ziba’s mouth before she could stop it. It was sharp,unyielding, and final.

Mordoc turned slowly. His dark eyes, sharpened by the night’s healing, tracked the way her pulse was jumping in her neck. "No?"

Behind him, his shadow didn't mimic his stillness. It swayed toward her, the silhouette of the massive wolf’s head tilting with a curious, almost playful tilt, like a predator enchanted by a songbird. Its ears pricked forward, favoring her. It looked less like a monster and more like a restless sentinel, vibrating with a low, kinetic energy that seemed to say: Finally, a mate with teeth. Now, can we move?

Inside his head, the wolf’s voice was a deep, vibrating hum that made Mordoc’s own chest ache. 'Listen to her fire, Commander. She is the North Wind in a small frame. Why do we wait? Let us follow where she leads.'

"I'm not leaving the territory. Not that far." She crossed her arms. 

"Ziba," he said, stepping into her space. The movement was predatory, yet she felt a sudden, warm pressure in her chest that tried to soothe her frantic heart. It felt like an intrusion. "You're smart. Look at the board. You’re one small wolf with a traitor’s mark on your head. If you stay within fifty miles of that sanctuary, That Alpha will find you."

"I have something I have to go back for," she snapped, her voice rising until she forced it back down to a whisper. "Something I’m not leaving behind. It’s... a debt. A piece of my life I haven't settled yet. A duty."

"A debt?" Mordoc’s gaze was like a laser, dissecting her. "Gold? Revenge? A favorite pair of boots? Whatever it is, it isn't worth a shallow grave."

Behind him, his shadow lashed out. The silhouette of the wolf recoiled as if Mordoc’s critical tone had been a physical blow. It loomed over his shoulder, its phantom ears pinned flat against its skull, its jaw unhinging in a silent snarl aimed directly at the back of Mordoc's head. 

Inside his head, the wolf’s voice was a angry blade of sound. 'She speaks of her soul, and you speak of boots? You analyze her like a map when she is the territory we were born to guard. Stop measuring her worth and start feeling her weight, Commander. If you break her spirit, I will break your bones.'

Mordoc’s jaw locked, the laser focus of his eyes flickering for a split second as he felt the wolf’s phantom claws rake against the back of his mind. He forced a breath through his nose, his body physically tensing against the internal assault, but the shadow remained defiant, turning its back on him and leaning toward Ziba, a dark, silent shield against his own harshness.

"You don't know what it's worth," she countered, her sarcasm a thin, brittle shield. "We just met, remember? I saved your life, I didn't sign over my life story. For all I know, you’re just a very smart, very cocky liability I picked up off the floor."

Mordoc didn't flinch. He leaned down, his face inches from hers. 

"I was a commander, Ziba," he murmured. "I have watched every flinch, every glance you’ve cast toward the south since you woke up. You’re tied to something. And whatever it is, it’s going to get us killed if you don’t start thinking like a survivor."

Ziba’s jaw set, the muscle jumping in her cheek. She couldn't tell him. She couldn't tell anyone what she had hidden to the south, the mere thought of it made her blood run cold. She let the silence stretch, securing herself, before she finally met his gaze.

"You said there’s a city nearby," she said, her voice dropping into a hard, hollow chill. "A human one. If it’s close enough to the border, I can... keep watch. But it’s far enough to hide."

Mordoc studied her for a long beat, his eyes searching hers for the secret she was clutching so tightly. Finally, he let out a short, frustrated exhale. "The Urban Veil. Fine. It’s up North a bit. It’s a cesspool of human noise, but it’ll mask our scents better than this cave."

He offered his hand, heavy with the weight of a man who had just ignored his own better judgment. The silhouette of the wolf’s head dipped low, its muzzle brushing against the shadow of Ziba’s boots in a silent, reverent plea. There was no sound, but the darkness seemed to pulse with a heavy, restless beat, mimicking the second heart hammering in Mordoc's chest.

Inside his head, the wolf’s voice was a low, possessive vibration. 'Take the hand, Moon-Born. We are the shield. We are the teeth. Let us carry the weight of your debt until it is paid in bone and salt.'

Ziba looked at his palm, then at the exhaustion etched into his features. She hated the necessity of it, but the tremors in her own limbs were becoming impossible to ignore. She didn't miss the way his shadow seemed to shiver when she finally reached out, the dark shape of the wolf’s ears pinning back in a silent show of submission to her touch.

"We go to the city," Mordoc said, his voice dropping the edge. "We use my crash pad. We gather ourselves. But Ziba... if that debt of yours starts barking, you better hope I’m as good a shield as you are a bite."

Ziba took his hand, her heart a silent, aching weight pulled toward the south. "Just get me to the city, Mordoc. I’ll handle the rest."
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The tree line collided with a wall of concrete and noise.

Ziba stopped at the edge of the asphalt, her feet curling in her boots against the gritty surface. Ahead, the city rose like a glowing beast. Thousands of pinpricks of light danced against the smog-choked sky, and the air didn't smell like pine or damp earth anymore. It smelled of burnt rubber, old grease, and the dizzying, electric hum of a million heartbeats.

The transition was a physical assault. The screech of brakes, the rhythmic thud of music from a passing car, the flickering glare of a massive digital billboard, it was all too much. Too bright. Too loud.

She felt herself spinning, her eyes darting frantically. In the woods, she was the one who saw everything. Here, she saw nothing because she was seeing everything at once. She was amazed, the sheer scale of the world drawing a gasp from her lungs, but the awe was shadowed by a sharp, cold fear.

A heavy, warm weight pressed against her side.

Mordoc didn't say anything, but he stepped closer, his massive shoulder acting as a shield against the jostling crowd. She grabbed a handful of his dark tunic, pulling herself into his shadow. She stayed close, her heart hammering against her ribs as they moved through the throng of people.

On the oil-slicked pavement beneath the neon glare, his shadow surged. It expanded, the silhouette of the wolf’s hackles rising until the dark shape seemed to swallow Ziba whole. As she gripped his tunic, the shadow-wolf’s head lowered, its snout hovering inches from her phantom reflection as if scenting the air for threats. It moved with a protective focus, its silent jaws snapping at the shadows of passing humans who drifted too close to her side.

Inside his head, the wolf’s voice was a possessive, bone-deep rumble that nearly drowned out the screech of the city. 'Yes. Hold us, Moon-Born. Let the hairless ones swarm; they cannot touch what is ours. We are the dark. We are the wall. Stay in our shadow and breathe.'

Mordoc’s hand came up, resting briefly over hers where she clutched his tunic. He didn't miss the way his shadow seemed to wrap its tail around her feet, a silent, dark protector in the middle of the chaos.

They moved away from the bright main strips and into the industrial gut of the city. Here, the neon faded into flickering yellow streetlamps and the shadows grew long and greasy. The buildings were rusted skeletons of iron and brick, smelling of salt and wet metal.

They stopped in front of a nondescript, windowless building. The door was a heavy slab of reinforced steel, scarred by time but unyielding. There was no keyhole. Instead, a small glass panel glowed with a faint, blue light.

Mordoc stepped up to it. He pressed his thumb against the glass. A soft whir of machinery echoed in the quiet alley, followed by a series of high-pitched chirps as the scanner read the print.

Three heavy internal bolts retracted with a mechanical sequence.

The door swung open, and the finality of the latch echoed like a gunshot once they stepped inside. Ziba looked at the metal door, then at the man who seemed to own a piece of a world she never knew existed.

"You have a finger-print lock?" she whispered, her awe finally winning out over her fear.

Mordoc closed the door, the sound sealing them away from the chaos outside. He turned to her, the dark intensity returning to his gaze. He didn't answer, just watched the way the dim light hit the different colors in her hair.

On the wall behind him, his shadow warped. While Mordoc stood like a monolith of stone and discipline, the shadow-wolf lunged forward, its silent jaws snapping inches from Mordoc’s own throat. Its hackles bristled with an agitation that turned the air in the small room heavy.

'Speak to her, fool,' the wolf’s voice snarled inside his skull, a jagged vibration that made his teeth ache. 'She is trembling. She is ours. Tell her she is safe, or let me out so I can do it myself.'

Quiet, Mordoc fired back in the cold, silent theater of his mind. There are variables. The terrain, the cover, the pursuit. We focus on the mission.

'She IS the mission!' the wolf roared back, and the shadow on the wall mirrored the fury, its head throwing back in a silent, mournful howl that seemed to ripple the very light in the room.

Ziba watched the muscle in his jaw jump, her eyes tracking the way his shadow seemed to pace the wall with a life of its own. "Mordoc... your shadow. It’s been following me since the cave. It moves when you don't."

Mordoc paused, his hand hovering over a piece of gear. He didn't look at her, but a dry chuckle escaped his throat, a sound that was more habit than humor.

"You can see him, huh?" He finally turned, leaning against the cold metal of a server rack. "I’m not surprised. He’s been really loud about you since we woke up in the cave."

He gestured vaguely to the dark shape beside him on the wall, which was currently tilting its head toward Ziba in a silent show of interest. "You know that I'm a Will-Binder. Since I wasn't born a natural wolf, he’s close to my skin all the time instead of just at moon shifts. Usually, I can keep him buried deep, and... he hasn't shown up in my shadow like this in a long time. He likes your fire, Ziba."

Ziba’s brow furrowed, her eyes moving from the silent, attentive shadow at his feet back to his face. "You talk about him like he’s... separate. Like he’s actually talking to you." She paused, a touch of wonder, and perhaps a bit of envy, in her voice. "I’ve never heard my wolf. She’s just... me. A part of my blood, but not a voice."

Mordoc let out a sudden, rough laugh, the sound unexpected in the quiet of the high-tech fortress. "Yeah? Well, trust me, it’s a pain in the ass."

"You wouldn’t want another voice in your head all the time, Ziba. Especially not one that spends half its day complaining about the human noise and the other half telling me how to handle life.” Mordoc rubbed the back of his neck. “He’s opinionated, he’s loud, and he’s currently very annoyed that I’m not letting him out near you. And he’s not at all what I was warned about! I was told a beast, a monster screaming for blood until I die.... And I got this.”

Inside his skull, the wolf’s voice snapped back with a sharp, toothy edge. 'A pain? I am the only one in this head with any sense. I only want out so I can treat her better than you are. You’re standing there like a pillar of salt while she’s shivering.'

You two don't even speak the same language, Mordoc argued back, his mental voice cold and firm. If I let you out, you’d just scare her. You're a monster, remember?

'I am the monster she rescued,' the wolf growled, the shadow on the wall bristling in silent indignation. 'She wouldn't be scared. She’d recognize her own—'

Shush, Mordoc cut him off, physically rubbing his temples as if to push the voice back into the dark. I have an important question for her.

The shadow-wolf let out one final, silent huff, a puff of dark energy that rippled the air, before settling back onto its haunches, looking deeply unimpressed with Mordoc’s logic.

"Ziba."

His voice was a low humm, vibrating through the quiet of the room. She looked up at him from his shadow and for the first time since the blood-slicked floor of the throne room, she actually noticed him.

He was standing by the glowing monitors, his dark hair tossed effortlessly across his forehead. It fell in a way that seemed to beg for a gentle hand to brush it back. His nose was straight and prominent, a sturdy bridge that spoke to a heritage of strength,not a delicate feature, but a noble one that commanded the space of his face.

But it was his eyes that stopped her breath. They were a deep, soulful umber, shifting like polished stone in the light, framed by a thick fringe of dark lashes. 

He was absolutely beautiful.

"How?" he asked. The single word was weighted, bringing her back to reality. "The shackles were three-inch cold iron, Ziba. I remember feeling them clamp onto my wrists. How did you get them off me? No one breaks that through brute force alone."

Ziba looked down at her hands, half-expecting to still see the fire and the fur. Her fingers were trembling. "I don't... I don't understand how," she whispered, her voice sounding thin even to her own ears.

She looked back up at him, her gaze searching his for an explanation she didn't have. "There was no moon. but... Like I said..." She swallowed hard, the ghost of that metallic tang returning to her tongue. "I shifted against the moon, Mordoc. I broke the world to break you free. I don't know why, and I don't know how I'm still standing."

On the wall behind him, the shadow-wolf went perfectly still, its silhouette sharpening until it looked carved from obsidian. Inside Mordoc’s head, the voice was no longer a reverent, echoing chord. 'She broke the moon for us, Commander. Not for a stranger. Not for a mission. She did it because the bond was already pulling her. We are her heart’s shadow. We are her mate.' 

They locked eyes, the air between them thickening until it felt heavy enough to drown in.

"Do you feel it?" Mordoc asked, his voice stripping away the sarcasm. "The same thing I do?"

"I feel it," she whispered, the admission slipping out before she could catch it. Then, she blinked, the fear of Cane’s shadow rushing back. "But... It’s just the adrenaline."

The rejection hit like a physical blow. The shadow-wolf on the wall recoiled, its head drooping as if it had been struck, the silent energy in the room turning cold and hollow. Inside his head, the wolf’s confusion was a jagged, painful static. 'Adrenaline? She calls our soul’s song... adrenaline? Why does she push us away? Does she not see we are the same blood now?' 

Mordoc’s dark brows twitched, his eyes narrowing with suspicion. He didn't move toward her, but his gaze remained locked on hers, searching for the lie. He knew she was denying the undeniable, but he didn't push. Not yet.

He turned back to the maps on the screen, his jaw set. "Fine. Adrenaline or not, we need a plan. We can’t hide in this room forever. We need to go deep into the city. We need to find the Oracle."

Ziba frowned, her hands clutching the edges of her tunic. "The Oracle? I’ve never heard of that. Is it a person? A machine?"

"It’s an entity," Mordoc said. "It knows the veins of this place. It knows who is loyal to the old ways and who is just waiting for an Alpha to follow. It can give us the leverage we need."

He paused, looking at her over his shoulder. "Or, we could just leave, Ziba. We could be across the territory line by dawn. We could leave the debts behind."

Ziba’s heart gave a sharp, painful tang. "No. I told you. I’m not leaving."

"Then what is the play?" he asked, his voice regaining that sharp, intellectual edge. "We can’t fight a pack of three hundred with just two pairs of teeth."

On the wall, the shadow wolf suddenly snapped to attention. Its silhouette grew, the ears pricking with a sharp, mocking sharpness and looked directly at the back of Mordoc’s head, its phantom jaw unhinging in what could only be described as a silent, sarcastic yawn.

'Two pairs?' the wolf’s voice echoed in Mordoc’s mind, dripping with sass. 'Can the "great strategist" not count? Or are you so busy being a martyr that you’ve forgotten I have enough teeth for the both of us? Stop asking her to run. She’s a hunter, not a rabbit. Listen to the resolve in her voice.'

Mordoc’s hand twitched, his fingers curling into a fist as he fought the urge to argue back. He knew the beast was right, Ziba’s “No” hadn't been a suggestion; it had been a vow. He ignored the wolf’s smug vibration, pleased the Commander acknowledged he was right.

"We find people," Ziba said, her voice growing steady as her brain took over. "Outcasts. People like us who are tired of that life. We build a cause."

Mordoc looked at the glowing blue map. "The Oracle will find them for us. But once we step out that door, there’s no coming back. You sure you're ready for the noise, Little Stripe?"

Ziba looked at the bare, lonely bed and then at the beautiful, dangerous man standing beside it. "I’ve lived in silence long enough. Let's find the Oracle."

The shadow on the wall bloomed. The wolf’s silhouette stood tall, its chest expanding in a silent, prideful puff as it looked from Ziba to Mordoc.

'Did I not tell you?' the wolf’s voice sang in Mordoc’s mind, sounding insufferably smug. 'She doesn't want your "clean escape." She wants the hunt. She is more Alpha than you are most days, Commander. Now, stop trembling and agree before I start howling.'

Mordoc’s eyes closed for a brief second, his internal voice heavy with a mix of exhaustion and a deep, reluctant admiration. The Oracle is a nightmare, beast. A manipulative, cryptic leech. You know I hate her.

'I know,' the wolf replied with a mental shrug that made Mordoc’s shoulder twitch. 'But Ziba wants her. And I want Ziba. So, we deal with the leech.'

Mordoc let out a long, resigned breath. He looked back at Ziba, his gaze finally softening. The shadow-wolf settled at his feet, its head resting on its spectral paws as it looked up at her with adoring, ink-black eyes.

"The Oracle it is," Mordoc said, his voice quiet but final. "But don't say I didn't warn you. She’s... an acquired taste."
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The transition into the heart of the cave felt like walking into a dream. The air was thick with the scent of ancient dust and sweet, burning resin. As they pushed through the final curtain of heavy black beads, the rhythmic thrumming of the city above died away, replaced by a silence so absolute it felt heavy.

Ziba followed Mordoc’s lead as they stepped into a circular chamber draped in midnight-blue velvet. Thousands of candles flickered in the shadows, but in the center of the room, there was no throne or machine.

There was only a cat.

Ziba’s eyes widened. The creature was small, but its fur carried a sheen of crushed pearls and stardust, appearing almost translucent at the edges as if she were perpetually dissolving into the ether. When she moved, she didn't walk; she flowed like gravity, a silver ripple in the candlelight.

Mordoc reached out, his fingers brushing Ziba’s arm. "Bow," he whispered, his voice barely a breath.

They both knelt, pressing their foreheads toward the cool stone floor in a deep, respectful bow. The silence stretched for a long beat until a voice, ageless and melodic, echoed not from the air, but from within their own minds.

Rise.

They stood, but Ziba kept her gaze lowered, her heart hammering against her ribs. Mordoc was the one to speak, his voice steady and devoid of its usual cocky edge. He laid out their cause—the escape, the return, and the need for those who lived outside the traditional pack rules.

The Oracle drifted toward them, her paws making no sound. She circled them once, her stardust fur trailing like a ghost in the air.

Your cause is just, the Oracle projected, her luminous eyes fixed on the flickering candles. There is a band of wolves just north of this city. They have no pack, no master. They live in a small shack hidden within the deep woods. They are outcasts, strays... the ones who refused to be broken. They will help reclaim what was lost.

Then, the cat stopped directly in front of Ziba. She looked up, and for a moment, Ziba felt as though her physical form had vanished. The Oracle was looking straight into her soul.

I know what you are hiding, the Oracle whispered into Ziba’s mind, a private, silver thread of thought. Do not fear the Will-Binder. He was not meant to be your master, but your shield. He will be the one to lead you back to what you’ve left behind. The tether you feel is not a weakness; it is a compass. Trust the gravity pulling you towards him, for it is the only force strong enough to bring you home.

Ziba recoiled as if the Oracle’s words were physical blows. The air in the room, once warm with the scent of resin, now felt stifling, pressing against her lungs.

A cosmic bond. The words felt like a fresh set of shackles.

She didn't look at Mordoc. She couldn't. Even without meeting his eyes, she could feel the weight of his presence, a heavy heat that seemed to pull at her very blood. To the Oracle, it was certainty; to Ziba, it was a trap. She had spent a lifetime being a possession. She had been passed from the old Alpha to Cane like a piece of inherited furniture, and now even the stars were trying to sign her over to another commander.

Her fingers curled into the fabric of her black shirt until her knuckles went white. Every instinct screamed at her to flee, to run until the thread snapped, to vanish into the woods before this new tether could choke her.

The secret of what she had left behind burned in her chest, a physical ache that made it hard to breathe. The Oracle promised Mordoc would be her shield, but Ziba learned the hard way that shields could just as easily become walls. She didn’t trust gravity. Gravity was nothing more than a long fall until you hit the ground, and she had already been broken enough.

She forced her face into a mask of cold, sardonic indifference, but her breath came in small, convulsive hitches she hoped the others would mistake for simple exhaustion.

The cat then turned her attention back to both of them, her tail flicking with a graceful, gravity-defying slow-motion.

You seek allies, and I have given you a place to look, the Oracle projected into both their minds, but you have already found something far more rare, You possess a connection some may never find in a thousand lifetimes, a cosmic bond. It is the reason your blood defied the moon to keep him from the grave. Do not fight the gravity of it. It is the only thing that will keep you whole when the shadows lengthen.

Mordoc felt the wolf surge. The voice resonated, filling every corner of his mind with an insufferable, triumphant gloat.

'I told you, Commander,' the wolf hummed, 'I told you she was not a mission to be solved, but the mission we were born for. We are to protect her. We are to love her. We are to worship the ground she broke the moon upon. She is ours. And if you do not tell her, I will find a way to scream it through your own throat.'

Mordoc’s breath hitched, his hands clenching into white-knuckled fists as he tried to suppress the beast’s raw, possessive energy.

I like your wolf, Will-Binder. He is much more honest than the man who carries him. The oracle chuckled. It is fitting, I suppose, that you bound your soul to one like Fenrir.

Mordoc's eyes bulged as the name  registered. For years, he had lived in this annoyed state. On the first night of the fusion, when the pain was still a raw fire in his veins, he had screamed into the dark of his own mind, asking the beast who it was. What it was. What is your name?

The beast had answered with nothing but a low, mocking growl that vibrated through his teeth. Every time he had asked since, during the long marches, the lonely nights, the blood-soaked battles, the beast had remained a nameless wall of teeth and fur. It had been his most stubborn secret, a piece of itself the wolf refused to surrender to the man who shared its skin.

"Fenrir?" Mordoc’s thought was a shocked, fragile thing, directed inward.

The wolf within him went dead silent. The sass, the possessive growls, the constant internal commentary, it all vanished, replaced by a heavy, ancient stillness. The secret was out, stripped away by a cat in a dimly lit cave. The beast didn't argue. It didn't deny it. It simply settled, its presence growing heavier and far more dangerous now that its name had been called into the light.

The Oracle chuckled again, a sound that felt like it was tracing the lines of Mordoc's brain. "He is not happy I told you, Will-Binder. He liked being your monster. It gave him room to grow without your judgment. But a name has power... and Fenrir is a name that demands a throne, not a cage."

Ziba looked at Mordoc. In the dim candlelight, his umber eyes were wide, reflecting the stardust of the Oracle. The connection between them flared.

The Oracle flickered once, her form becoming almost entirely translucent, before she vanished into the shadows of the velvet drapes.
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