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Chapter 1 – The Wolves Return
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The road into Black Hollow Valley wound through towering pines that swallowed the late afternoon sunlight, their branches knitting together so tightly that the forest seemed determined to keep its secrets hidden. Daniel tightened his grip on the steering wheel of the aging rental SUV as gravel crunched beneath the tires. His GPS had lost signal nearly twenty miles ago, leaving him to rely on handwritten directions from the regional wildlife office.

He preferred it that way.

Maps and satellites could only reveal so much. To understand nature, to understand animals, a person had to walk among them, breathe the same cold air, and listen.

Daniel had spent most of his thirty-one years doing exactly that.

He had tracked wolves across Canada, monitored lynx populations in Scandinavia, and spent months documenting mountain lions in the Rockies. Wild animals followed patterns. Even when they surprised researchers, there was always a reason behind their behavior.

That certainty was why he had accepted the assignment without hesitation.

Entire wolf packs had vanished from the mountains surrounding Black Hollow. Others had suddenly appeared hundreds of miles from their usual territories. Livestock remained untouched. Human attacks were nonexistent.

Nothing about it made ecological sense.

As the trees finally opened, a tiny mountain village appeared beneath a blanket of mist.

Weathered stone cottages stood shoulder to shoulder along a narrow road. Smoke drifted lazily from chimneys despite the warmth of early autumn. Flower boxes decorated windows, but many homes appeared strangely deserted.

Daniel parked beside the only general store and climbed out.

The silence struck him immediately.

Mountain villages usually buzzed with life—children laughing, dogs barking, neighbors chatting across fences.

Here...

Nothing.

Only the distant caw of a raven echoed overhead.

A wooden sign creaked in the wind.

WELCOME TO BLACK HOLLOW

Someone had carved another message beneath it.

LEAVE BEFORE THE BLEEDING MOON.

Daniel smiled to himself.

"Every isolated town has its ghost story."

He grabbed his backpack, camera case, and notebook before heading toward the general store.

The bell above the door chimed softly.

Several conversations stopped.

Half a dozen villagers looked up simultaneously.

An elderly woman paused while arranging jars on a shelf.

Two lumber workers sitting near the window exchanged uneasy glances.

Even the old dog sleeping near the stove lifted its head before quietly whining.

Daniel offered a friendly smile.

"I'm looking for the town office."

Nobody answered immediately.

Finally, the woman behind the counter spoke.

"You the scientist?"

"I am."

She nodded once.

"Wildlife?"

"That's right."

"You came about the wolves."

"I did."

The woman sighed.

"They aren't wolves anymore."

Daniel chuckled politely.

"I've heard stories like that before."

"I imagine you have."

Her expression never changed.

"But our stories bite."

The words lingered in the room longer than they should have.

Daniel purchased bottled water, trail snacks, and fresh batteries for his equipment before asking about accommodations.

"The inn still open?"

"Barely."

She pointed across the street.

"The Hollow Rest."

As he left, one of the lumber workers finally spoke.

"Don't stay outside after sunset."

Daniel turned.

"Because of bears?"

"No."

"Mountain lions?"

"No."

"What, then?"

The man hesitated.

"When they howl..."

He swallowed.

"Don't answer."

Daniel thanked him, assuming local folklore had grown alongside generations of isolation.

Still...

Their fear hadn't looked theatrical.

It looked genuine.
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The Hollow Rest Inn had likely been charming decades earlier.

Its stone foundation leaned slightly with age, ivy climbing one side of the building. Inside, polished wooden floors creaked beneath every step, while faded photographs covered the walls.

Daniel checked into a modest room overlooking the surrounding forest.

The innkeeper, a gray-haired man named Walter, handed him an old brass key.

"You planning to hike tomorrow?"

"At sunrise."

Walter frowned.

"Stay on marked trails."

"I usually don't."

"I know."

Daniel blinked.

"You know?"

"We heard about you."

"I only accepted the assignment three days ago."

Walter's expression tightened.

"News travels."

Daniel let the comment pass.

After unpacking, he spread maps across the small wooden desk.

The reported wolf sightings formed an impossible pattern.

Instead of expanding naturally across hunting territories, the animals appeared to circle one specific area.

Black Hollow Forest.

The oldest part of the mountain range.

Satellite images showed unusually dense tree cover.

No roads.

No cabins.

No recorded campsites.

Almost untouched wilderness.

Perfect habitat.

Perfect mystery.

Daniel smiled.

Exactly the kind he loved.
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Near sunset, he wandered through the village hoping to speak with locals.

Most politely avoided him.

Others closed their doors.

Only one person seemed willing to talk.

An elderly hunter sat sharpening a long knife outside his weathered cabin.

His beard reached nearly to his chest.

Several wolf carvings decorated the porch railing.

Daniel approached carefully.

"Mind if I ask a few questions?"

The old man glanced up without stopping his work.

"You'll ask anyway."

Daniel laughed softly.

"Probably."

The hunter gestured toward the empty chair beside him.

Daniel sat.

For several minutes neither spoke.

Only the rhythmic scrape of steel against whetstone filled the quiet air.

Finally, the hunter asked,

"You believe wolves kill because they're cruel?"

"No."

"They kill because they're hungry?"

"Usually."

"And when they aren't hungry?"

"They avoid unnecessary conflict."

The hunter nodded slowly.

"So you do understand wolves."

"I've studied them most of my life."

"Then forget everything you think you know."

Daniel raised an eyebrow.

The old man's pale blue eyes never left the blade.

"The creatures in those mountains wear wolves like masks."

Daniel had heard similar statements countless times from frightened communities.

Legends often grew around predators.

"The disappearances have everyone worried," Daniel said gently. "Fear can make ordinary events seem supernatural."

The hunter finally looked directly at him.

"I've buried ordinary wolves."

His voice lowered.

"I've never buried one that walked away after being shot through the heart."

Daniel remained silent.

"There are old places in those woods," the hunter continued. "Older than churches. Older than kingdoms."

He pointed toward the darkening mountains.

"They remember promises made under moons no living man has seen."

The evening wind carried the scent of pine and approaching rain.

Daniel found himself unexpectedly uncomfortable.

Not because he believed the story.

Because the old hunter clearly did.

"What exactly am I supposed to watch for?" Daniel asked.

The hunter slid the knife into a worn leather sheath.

"When the moon bleeds..."

His weathered face became impossibly serious.

"...don't answer if the wolves call your name."

Daniel almost smiled.

Almost.

Something in the man's voice kept the humor from reaching his lips.

"I appreciate the warning."

"You won't."

The hunter stood and disappeared inside without another word.
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Night settled over Black Hollow unusually fast.

Clouds rolled across the mountains, swallowing the stars.

Daniel sat on the inn's small balcony, reviewing field notes beneath a lantern while recording observations into his voice recorder.

"Day one. Local population displays significant fear response associated with regional wolf activity. Folklore appears deeply integrated into community identity. Recommend separating anecdotal accounts from ecological evidence before drawing conclusions."

He clicked off the recorder.

The forest stretched endlessly beyond the village.

Dark.

Silent.

Beautiful.

Then...

A howl.

Long.

Deep.

Unlike any wolf call Daniel had ever heard.

Another answered.

Then another.

Not random.

Coordinated.

The sound rolled through the valley like distant thunder.

Daniel leaned over the balcony railing.

The howls seemed to come from every direction at once.

His pulse quickened—not with fear, but excitement.

A large coordinated pack?

Impossible.

He reached for his binoculars.

Movement.

Far beyond the treeline.

Something stood between the pines.

Much too large for an ordinary wolf.

Its eyes reflected silver in the moonlight.

Daniel focused the lenses.

The figure vanished.

Only empty forest remained.

He lowered the binoculars slowly.

Probably an elk.

Or shifting shadows.

His rational mind supplied one explanation after another.

None felt convincing.

High above the valley, hidden among ancient cliffs overlooking Black Hollow, another pair of silver eyes remained fixed on the village.

Arman stood motionless at the edge of the forest.

The night wind carried every scent from below.

Wood smoke.

Rain.

Pine.

Human fear.

And one scent unlike any he had encountered in decades.

Fresh cedar.

Winter frost.

Moonlight after snowfall.

His wolf stirred violently inside him.

Impossible.

His gaze settled on the balcony where Daniel still searched the darkness.

The ancient markings burned faintly beneath Arman's skin, hidden beneath his sleeves.

A forgotten prophecy whispered through his memory.

When the Moonkeeper returns beneath the shadow of the coming eclipse, the Exiled Wolf shall know him by scent alone.

For centuries, Arman had prayed the prophecy was wrong.

Now, breathing the mountain air, he knew it had finally begun.

Far below, unaware that unseen eyes watched him, Daniel remained on the balcony long after the final howl faded into silence.

Neither man realized that before the next full moon, their lives—and the fate of every wolf hidden within Black Hollow—would become forever entwined.
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Chapter 2 – Eyes in the Darkness

[image: ]


The morning fog clung stubbornly to the mountains, wrapping Black Hollow Forest in a veil of silver that blurred the line between earth and sky. Daniel adjusted the straps of his backpack outside the Hollow Rest Inn while the village remained quiet. Only the soft chirping of distant birds disturbed the silence.

Walter stood in the doorway, watching him.

"You really intend to go in there alone?"

Daniel smiled.

"I've worked alone before."

"The forest isn't the problem."

Walter glanced toward the tree line.

"What lives inside it is."

Daniel nodded politely.

"I'll be back before dark."

Walter didn't answer.

Instead, he muttered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like a prayer.
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The forest welcomed Daniel with cool air scented by pine needles, damp earth, and moss. Sunlight filtered through towering evergreens in narrow shafts, illuminating patches of emerald ferns growing between ancient roots.

He switched on his GPS, although the signal flickered uncertainly.

His notebook quickly filled with observations.

Fresh deer tracks.

Broken branches approximately seven feet above ground.

Evidence of recent wolf movement.

Everything appeared normal.

Until nearly two hours later.

Daniel froze.

In a muddy clearing beside a narrow stream lay a single paw print.

He crouched immediately.

His pulse quickened.

"No..."

He removed a folding measuring ruler from his pocket.

The print measured nearly nine inches across.

Far too large.

Its shape resembled that of a wolf.

Yet no wolf alive could have produced something this enormous.

He photographed it from multiple angles before carefully examining the depth.

Whatever had left it weighed considerably more than an average gray wolf.

"A mutation?" he whispered.

He continued following the trail.

One print became two.

Then six.

Eventually dozens stretched deeper into the woods.

His excitement grew with every step.

This was exactly the sort of discovery that could redefine everything scientists understood about wolf populations.

He barely noticed that the forest had become unnaturally quiet.
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High above him, hidden among thick branches, Arman moved silently through the canopy.

His senses remained fixed on Daniel.

The human followed the tracks with impressive skill.

Better than most trained hunters.

He noticed broken twigs.

He noticed changes in soil.

He even paused when birds suddenly stopped singing.

Arman almost smiled.

"You pay attention."

His wolf approved.

That made everything more dangerous.

Because Daniel was walking straight toward territory where shadows no longer obeyed the moon.
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Hours passed.

Daniel stopped beside a fallen cedar to eat a quick lunch.

As he drank from his water bottle, a strange sensation crept over him.

Someone was watching.

He slowly turned.

Nothing.

Only trees.

He laughed quietly.

"Getting jumpy already."

Still...

The feeling refused to disappear.

Whenever he resumed walking, it followed.

Sometimes behind him.

Sometimes beside him.

Occasionally above him.

Twice he thought he heard footsteps matching his own.

Each time he spun around.

Nothing.

His camera captured only empty forest.

Yet every instinct he possessed insisted he wasn't alone.
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Arman caught the scent first.

Rot.

Ash.

Dead leaves after rain.

His expression hardened.

"Not yet..."

The shadows had awakened before sunset.

That had never happened.

Black mist seeped between the roots several hundred yards ahead, invisible to ordinary eyes.

It drifted like living smoke.

Searching.

Hungry.

And it had already found Daniel.

Arman silently descended from the trees.

If the Shadowborn reached the human first...

The prophecy would end before it ever truly began.
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Daniel emerged into another clearing shortly before evening.

Ancient standing stones rose from the earth in a wide circle.

Each stone bore faded carvings unlike any language he recognized.

He walked toward them slowly.

"This wasn't on the maps."

He brushed moss from one of the symbols.

It resembled a crescent moon crossed by claw marks.

Several deep gouges scarred the stone itself.

Fresh gouges.

As though something with enormous claws had struck it only days ago.

Daniel lifted his camera.

The temperature suddenly dropped.

His breath became visible.

The surrounding forest darkened.

Clouds swallowed the setting sun far earlier than they should have.

Then...

A whisper.

Soft.

Barely audible.

"Daniel..."

He looked around sharply.

"Hello?"

Silence.

Another whisper drifted through the trees.

"Daniel..."

His heartbeat accelerated.

No one should know he was here.

The voice came again.

Closer.

Gentle.

Almost inviting.

"Come..."

Dark mist began flowing between the standing stones.

It gathered into shifting figures.

Tall.

Humanoid.

Their bodies seemed woven from smoke and shadow, their faces little more than empty hollows with glowing black eyes.

Daniel stumbled backward.

"What the hell..."

One creature glided toward him without making a sound.

Another appeared behind him.

Then another.

Within seconds they surrounded the clearing.

Reason battled panic.

Hallucination?

Poisonous spores?

Carbon dioxide?

None explained what he was seeing.

One creature stretched an impossibly long arm toward him.

Its fingers ended in black talons.

Daniel ran.

The creatures pursued him effortlessly, sliding through the forest rather than walking.

Branches snapped behind him.

Cold air clawed at his back.

The whispers became dozens of voices.

"Moonkeeper..."

"Come home..."

"Open the gate..."

Daniel's lungs burned.

Roots caught his boots.

He crashed hard onto the forest floor.

His flashlight rolled away.

The creatures closed in.

One seized his ankle.

Its touch was freezing.

Pain shot through his entire body.

Another leaned over him.

Its empty face split into a mouth far too wide.

Then...

A deafening howl exploded through the forest.

Everything stopped.

The Shadowborn recoiled simultaneously.

Another howl answered.

Closer.

Powerful enough to shake the ground.

Something enormous burst through the undergrowth.

A wolf.

No—

Impossible.

It stood nearly as tall as a horse, its silver-gray fur glowing beneath the fading light. Muscles rippled beneath its thick coat as brilliant silver eyes fixed upon the shadow creatures.

It growled.

The sound vibrated through Daniel's chest.

The shadows hissed.

The wolf attacked.

It moved faster than Daniel's eyes could follow.

One massive paw tore through a shadow creature, scattering black mist into the air.

Another lunged.

The wolf caught it in powerful jaws.

Darkness exploded like smoke.

More creatures swarmed.

The
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