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  Prologue

  
  




Beneath the roots of Nokomis Hollow, the dark stirs.




Skoll waits where no sun can reach, where stone and shadow bleed together into silence. His breath moves like smoke through the caverns, carrying hunger older than kingdoms. He has devoured before. He will devour again.




The earth remembers chains forged by ancestors, chants whispered over fire, stones marked with balance. But Skoll remembers too—how close the bonds have come to breaking. How thin the walls feel now. Each heartbeat above is a hammer against his prison.




His eyes, burning coals in the black, see beyond the stone. Wolves gathered, their strength tied in song and blood. He knows their names now—Ace with his fire, Archer with his teeth, Phaedra with her light, Aurelia with her sun-marked skin, and the child, Nyxaria, whose howl carries farther than she knows. Their unity is the blade meant to pierce him. Their bond is the only thing that can hold him.




And so he waits, and so he hungers.




When the wind shifts, when the chants falter, when fear outweighs balance—his maw will open wide. And the first thing he will tear from the world is the light.




Above, the stars shine cold. Below, his growl shakes the stone.




Skoll is waiting.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




The morning began with laughter.




Nyxaria crouched in the grass, small hands spread wide as she tried to summon light. A garland of blossoms around her neck, radiant in the sun, but the pulse of light fizzled out before it formed. She groaned and collapsed onto her back, arms splayed.




“You’re too impatient,” Phaedra teased, kneeling beside her. Her voice carried the soft authority Nyxaria trusted, steadied by scars earned in battles no child should have seen. Phaedra tapped her daughter’s sternum with two fingers. “Light isn’t forced—it’s asked. Remember how the moon pulls the tide without shouting?”




Nyxaria sat up quickly, her eyes bright with curiosity. “So I whisper to it?”




“Whisper,” Phaedra said, smiling faintly. Let her learn gentleness before the world demands sharpness.




She remembered the years when she had endured without guidance, when every lesson was carved by pain instead of love. She would not let Nyxaria grow up in the same silence.




The child tried again, her face pinched in concentration. A flicker bloomed—brief, but true—in her hands.




“There!” Phaedra exclaimed.




Nyxaria’s grin could have lit the forest without the sun.




Not far from them, Archer paused mid-patrol, watching. His chest tightened at the sight—Phaedra’s steady hand on their daughter’s shoulder, Nyxaria’s joy unguarded. Once, such peace had felt impossible. Now, every smile felt like a small salvation worth guarding with tooth and claw.




Ace’s step drew near, boots crunching softly. He and Archer fell into rhythm along the edge of their shared territory. The silence between them no longer carried sharp edges. It was the quiet of men who had bled together and chosen, finally, not to stand apart.




Ace broke it first, his voice low. “The visions came again last night.”




Archer’s ears tipped toward him, cautious. “The same woman?”




“Yes.” Ace swallowed. “She has tattoos like Phaedra’s—black lines, burning with gold. Every time I see her, the air feels heavier, like the world is waiting for me to fail her.” His hand rubbed the old burn scars across his palm. “I don’t know if it’s prophecy or punishment.”




Archer studied him a moment. There was a time when his brother’s silence had only stoked rivalry and distrust. Now he could see the fear beneath it, and the honesty of sharing it at all. His reply came without suspicion.




“Maybe it’s a warning. Maybe chance. Either way…” He gave a short nod. “We’ll face her together when she comes.”




Ace glanced at him, something unspoken flickering in his eyes. Trust still didn’t come easily, but it was growing—plank by plank, like a bridge being rebuilt after ruin.




The forest changed as they walked further. Birds hushed. Even the wind seemed to hold its breath.




Then the stench hit them. The reek clawed at their throats until instinct overtook reason. Fur ripped across skin. Both shifted in a single breath, their wolves bristling against the unseen horror.




The silence on the border was wrong. Not empty—held. And there, pressed deep into the earth, were tracks far too large for any wolf they knew.




Archer’s wolf growled low, fear threading through muscle that had never known retreat. His howl tore out sharp and desperate, carrying across the trees.




Back in the meadow, Nyxaria startled, the light sputtering out between her fingers. Before she could rise, Tala appeared from the tree line, answering Archer’s call to guard. She crouched beside the girl, a hand steady on her shoulder. “Stay with me,” Tala said gently.




Phaedra had already shifted. White fur with pink-tipped edges burst across her skin—Phlox leaping forward, answering Archer’s cry. She never ignored that voice, not when danger threatened what they had fought so hard to protect.




When she reached them, she slowed, nose wrinkling at the foul stench. The wolf fell away, leaving Phaedra standing bare and scarred, her tattoos glowing faintly in the gray light of the canopy of trees. 




“What did you find?” she asked.




Ace’s wolf padded close to the tracks. When he shifted back, his words came taut. “Not wolf. Not anything natural. A shadow with weight.”




Archer’s gaze caught Phaedra’s, steady and grim. “We can’t name this alone. Isubba must see.”




Her breath caught. Nokomis Hollow. The elder’s voice, patient and unyielding. She has never failed to name the dark for what it is. Phaedra nodded. “She will know.”




Ace’s eyes flicked to the horizon where sunlight broke through thinning mist. Balance breaks easily. His fist closed tight. “Then we go.”




The three of them stood together at the border—two brothers, once divided; a Luna scarred but unbowed; all bound now by choice. The shadow had left its mark, and they would not meet it unprepared.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The forest was quiet in the way that makes wolves uneasy. Their paws touched earth, but no birds answered, no insects sang. Even the wind seemed to hesitate as Ace, Archer, Phaedra, Takoda, Caelum, Leysha, and Rivka moved toward the hollow that had always waited for them. Tala walked close, her gaze scanning the tree line with a guard’s suspicion. Nyxaria kept between her parents, small fingers brushing Phaedra’s hand, then Archer’s, as if to tether them together.




Archer slowed his pace just enough to match his daughter’s steps. Fear spreads quickest in children, and he would not let it root here. He rested a steadying hand against her back. She glanced up, reading his face. He gave her only a firm nod—the kind that said you are safe because I am here.




Nokomis Hollow opened with its familiar hush, cool air clinging to damp stone. Smoke from old fires still lingered, sage and cedar staining the air. Isubba stood waiting as though she had stepped out of the hollow itself, staff firm in her grasp, white hair catching the light.




“You carry the smell with you,” she said, her voice low but sure. “Come.”




They entered the hollow and sat in a circle around the low fire. Archer lowered himself first, Nyxaria sliding close against his side. Phaedra took her place on Nyxaria’s other side, the Luna’s hand naturally finding her daughter’s. Ace crouched opposite them, restless energy taut under his skin. Tala stayed near the entrance, eyes sharp, her presence a wall against intrusion.




Isubba dropped cedar onto the coals. Smoke thickened, curling like words half-formed in the air. “Tell me.”




Archer spoke first, voice level and deliberate. “The border was silent. No birds, no insects. Tracks wider than wolf, heavier. The stink was wrong—like hunger turned to ash.”




Ace nodded. “It pressed at us. Not just a scent. Something heavier.”




Phaedra’s scars glimmered faintly in the firelight, her silence a testimony that needed no words.




Isubba’s eyes narrowed. She lifted a clay bowl, catching the smoke as it swirled. “Yes. Something has passed—something heavy and unnatural. I feel its hunger, but I cannot name it.”




Ace leaned forward, his jaw tight. “You’ve walked longer paths than us. How can you not know it?”




Her staff tapped the ground. “Because it is older than the words I carry. The old names do not rise to meet it. This shadow… it does not belong to me to speak.”




Nyxaria stiffened against Archer’s side. He felt her tremor and drew her closer with an arm around her shoulders. She looked up at him, eyes wide. He bent his head, his voice low and firm. “Don’t be afraid. That’s mine to carry.”




Her chin lifted stubbornly. “But if it hunts, someone has to stop it.”




A flicker of pride crossed Archer’s face, tangled with worry. He gave her shoulder a squeeze. “And someone will.”




Isubba watched, her gaze softening. “The child listens where others close their ears. Her Shilup (spirit) is already awake.”




The fire popped, throwing sparks upward. Isubba’s eyes stayed on the smoke. “You cannot fight what you cannot name. But there is one who may know. The path to him is longer than this hollow but closer than the stars.” She lifted her staff and drew a line in the earth. “Go to Nashoba Grove. Their Minko (Chief) Tuskahoma, keeps the oldest hunts in his memory. If there is a name, he will speak it. If there is a way forward, he will know where to begin.”




Phaedra’s fingers closed tightly around Nyxaria’s. “Then we go.”




Archer nodded once, his jaw set. “At first light.”




Ace’s gaze flicked to the horizon beyond the hollow, a muscle working in his jaw. “We’ll find our answers there.”




Isubba touched her staff to the stone floor, the sound echoing like finality. “Then go with care. And do not look too long into what you do not yet understand.”




They left Nokomis Hollow with the weight of silence pressing after them. The forest breathed again as birds stirred faintly in the distance, but none of them took comfort in it. Ahead lay Nashoba Grove—and the chief who might finally give shape to the shadow that had left its mark on their border.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Dawn spilled thin and gray across the trees, the kind of light that asks more questions than it answers. The pack broke from Nokomis Hollow in silence, their path stretching west toward Nashoba Grove.




Archer walked point, each step deliberate, shoulders squared with the quiet confidence of a wolf who had learned that leading wasn’t about noise. His gaze swept the treeline as he moved, every detail measured: broken twigs, the hush of the undergrowth, the way even the wind carried unease. He didn’t just see for himself—he saw for all of them.




Beside him, Ace walked with hands loose at his sides, but his eyes betrayed the restlessness inside. The visions had not left him; they never did. The woman with tattoos like Phaedra’s lingered in every shadow, every flicker of movement. His jaw tightened as he swallowed the memory. Prophecy or punishment… and what if I fail her before she’s even found?




Phaedra and Nyxaria kept close behind. The child’s smaller steps worked hard to match the adults, her hand occasionally brushing her mother’s. When she stumbled on a root, Archer slowed his pace just enough, his hand reaching back to steady her without breaking stride. He didn’t say a word. He didn’t need to. Nyxaria’s chin lifted, stubborn, as though determined to prove she could keep up. Archer felt pride knot with worry in his chest. She was his daughter—fierce already—and that both strengthened and terrified him.




Phaedra caught the glance Archer gave their daughter. The old tension in his jaw softened, if only slightly. She knew that look. She had worn it herself countless times—half love, half fear of losing it. The scars along her arms tingled faintly in the morning air, reminders that she had once been forced to face the world alone. Never again. Not for her, and not for their daughter.




Behind them, Tala padded with quiet vigilance, her eyes never still. She had positioned herself as a shadow, ready to intercept whatever came too close. Leysha and Rivka followed at a steady pace, speaking in low voices now and then, their laughter rare but real when it surfaced. Even that small sound felt like defiance against the weight pressing on them.




Hours passed, the forest opening occasionally to let the light spill across their faces. Ace scanned each clearing as though expecting the vision-woman to appear among the rocks and trees. Archer saw it—the way his brother’s eyes narrowed, the lines of strain in his shoulders. Once, that unease would have set Archer’s teeth on edge, another reason to mistrust him. But the battles behind them had carved something new. Instead of anger, Archer offered steadiness.




“You’ll walk yourself raw if you don’t settle,” Archer said, his voice low.




Ace glanced at him, surprised. He almost bristled at the remark, then caught the tone. Not mockery. Not rivalry. Just a brother seeing him. He exhaled, shoulders loosening by a fraction.




Phaedra noticed too. Her gaze flicked between them, the corners of her mouth softening. Maybe we’re finally learning what it means to stand together, she thought. The hope of it settled in her chest like a fragile ember, worth guarding.




By midday they stopped at a stream that cut across their path, its waters quick and cold. Nyxaria crouched at the edge, her small hands dipping into the current. She gasped at the chill but didn’t pull away. Archer crouched beside her, his large hand breaking the surface with far less drama. He scooped water and let it fall again, showing her the simple rhythm.




“Don’t fight it,” he said quietly. “Let it move how it wants. Then take what you need.”




Nyxaria copied him, less splash this time. She looked up at him, eyes shining, waiting for his approval. Archer only gave a short nod. She grinned anyway, satisfied.




Phaedra watched from a few steps away, her chest tightening with something that wasn’t quite ache. Seeing Archer with their daughter—patient, steady—was its own kind of healing. She thought of how he had once carried so much of his heart hidden, closed off even from her. But here, with Nyxaria, it was different. Softer. She prayed the world would give them more moments like this before shadows demanded too much again.




When they rose to continue, Isubba’s words lingered like a shadow at their backs. Something heavy has passed, something I cannot name. Go to Nashoba Grove. Chief Tuskahoma will know.




The path west stretched long, but their pace was steady. And though the weight of the unknown pressed down on them, they carried it together: two brothers once divided, a Luna scarred but unbroken, and the child who already carried the spark of prophecy in her spirit.




Ahead lay Nashoba Grove, and the answers they could not find alone.




By late afternoon, the trees thinned, giving way to a clearing where stone dwellings nestled among great oaks. Smoke curled from hearth fires, and the hum of voices carried on the wind. Nashoba Grove was alive with movement—women working hides, children chasing each other near the stream, men carrying wood to a central lodge.




The strangers did not go unnoticed. Heads turned. Conversations hushed. Respectful, cautious eyes followed as the pack entered the village.




At the heart of the grove stood a man broad of frame, his black hair streaked with gray, his gaze sharp as an eagle’s. He did not wait for them to come to him—he stepped forward, meeting them as equals.




“I am Tuskahoma,” he said simply. His eyes lingered on each of them in turn—Archer’s calm, Ace’s tension, Phaedra’s scars, Nyxaria’s wide but unflinching stare. A faint nod acknowledged Tala, Leysha, and Rivka as well.




“You carry the Hollow’s silence with you,” Tuskahoma continued. “It rides your shoulders heavy. Isubba has sent you.”




Archer inclined his head, his voice even. “We found tracks at the edge of our border. Too large for wolf. The stench of hunger, unlike anything natural. She said you would know what it means.”




A murmur rippled through the gathered villagers. The drumming faltered.




Tuskahoma’s expression darkened. “Then the sun runs once more, hunted in shadow.” He turned toward the fire and gestured for them to follow. “Sit. If you would hear of Skoll, you must hear it as it was told.”




They sat in a circle, Nyxaria curling against her mother, her wide eyes fixed on the chief.




Archer settled across from them, his face carved with shadow and firelight. He said nothing, but his silence pressed heavier on Nyxaria than any word could. She longed to reach for him, to ask what stirred behind his steady eyes, yet the distance between them felt wider than the circle itself.




Tuskahoma lifted a carved staff, its top bound with eagle feathers and wolf bones. His voice rose, carrying not just to them but to every villager who had drawn near.




“In the beginning, light and shadow walked in balance. But Skoll, born of hunger, broke that balance. He chased the sun across the heavens, his jaws forever reaching, his breath devouring warmth. When the sky darkened, his strength grew, shadow devouring light. When the Blood Moon fell his claws touched the earth.”




He lowered the staff, his eyes glinting in the firelight. “What you found are not mere tracks. They are warnings. His hunt stirs again.”




Silence pressed against the circle. Even the fire seemed to dim.




Ace leaned forward, his jaw tight. “Then tell us how to fight him.”




Tuskahoma regarded him for a long, heavy moment. “You do not fight Skoll as you would a beast. You fight him with balance. With sun and moon together. Without it, his hunger cannot be quenched.” His gaze shifted toward Phaedra, lingering on the tattoos etched across her skin, then flicked back to Ace. “And perhaps… with what you carry.”




Phaedra’s hand brushed the lines of ink along her arm. The weight of his stare pressed heavier than his words. She glanced at Ace, then at Nyxaria, whose small body trembled against her side.




The drums began again, low and steady. The chief’s voice dropped into something almost like a warning. “The sky will soon darken. The wolf’s maw opens wider with each shadow. You have little time.”




Archer’s hand closed into a fist. “Then we need more than stories. We need weapons.”




Tuskahoma’s gaze sharpened. “Stories are weapons. Songs are shields. But if you want more, then you must be willing to bleed for it.”




The fire roared higher, sparks rising like stars. And in the crackle and smoke, the promise of trials yet to come pressed in around them all.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




The drums began low, a heartbeat echoing through the clearing. Villagers gathered in a wide circle, faces lit by the glow of fire, their voices hushed. The scent of cedar smoke rose into the night as Chief Tuskahoma lifted his staff, feathers stirring with the wind.




“This is no simple telling,” he said. “You have come not only to hear of balance, but to stand in it. Tonight, the Grove calls to sun and moon, to fire and shadow. We remember so that Skoll does not unmake what was woven at the beginning.”




He struck the staff to earth, and the circle answered with a chorus of voices, chanting low, steady, rhythmic. A woman stepped forward with a bowl of water glimmering in the firelight. Another followed with a bowl of ash. Together they set them at the center of the fire pit.




“The ceremony of balance,” Tuskahoma intoned, “is older than kings, older than wolves. It reminds us: light is not whole without shadow, shadow not whole without light.”




He gestured to Phaedra first. “Step forward.”




Phaedra moved, Nyxaria’s hand reluctantly slipping from hers. She stood before the fire, the heat kissing the scars along her arms. The tattoos carved into her skin seemed to glow in the flicker, pink lines alive with hints of light.




“Dip your hand,” Tuskahoma commanded. She obeyed, fingers sinking into cool water. Then he gestured to the ash. “Now into shadow.” The black dust clung to her wet skin, streaking her hand until water and ash blurred.




“This is you,” the chief said. “Born of pain and promise. Sun and moon carved together.”




Phaedra stepped back, her chest tight. She glanced at her daughter, at the way Nyxaria’s eyes widened, seeing not just a mother but something larger—a bearer of balance.




Next Tuskahoma called Ace. He stepped forward, fire reflecting in his eyes. His hand dipped into water, then ash. The scars burned into his palm years ago seemed to flare, the mix of light and darkness staining his skin until it looked branded anew.




“You carry flame,” Tuskahoma said. “But flame must be given shape, or it devours what it means to protect.”




Ace withdrew, unsettled but silent, the weight of the words pressing against his chest.




Archer followed. His hand plunged into water, then ash, his jaw set. The black-gray streak across his fingers looked like claw marks, but in them shone the steadiness of someone who had learned to master the war inside himself.




“You were shadow,” Tuskahoma said, his voice softer now. “Now you are stone. Without stone, neither fire nor water holds. You are balance given form.”




Archer returned to his place, his silence deep as the earth. But Nyxaria leaned against him instinctively, sensing what he could not speak.




Finally, Tuskahoma gestured to Nyxaria. The girl froze, her eyes flicking to her mother. Phaedra bent low, whispering, “Go. This is for you too.”




Nyxaria stepped forward, small hands trembling as she dipped into water, then ash. Her palms lifted, dripping and blackened. For a moment the fire hissed, sparks leaping higher, as though the elements themselves had recognized her.




The villagers gasped. Tuskahoma’s eyes narrowed, not in fear but in recognition. “Even the young carry the truth,” he said. “Especially the young. Her Shilup (spirit) is listening already.”




Nyxaria returned quickly to her mother, burying herself against Phaedra’s side. Phaedra pressed a kiss to her hair, pride mingled with fear.




The drums grew louder, feet stomping in rhythm around the circle. Voices rose in chant, weaving sun and moon, light and shadow, into one steady call. Tuskahoma’s voice carried above it all.




“Remember this night. Balance is your shield. Forget it, and Skoll’s hunger will devour more than light—it will devour you.”




The fire roared, sending sparks into the sky. For a moment, all of them—Ace, Archer, Phaedra, Nyxaria—felt the weight of the ceremony settle into their bones. Not just story. Not just ritual. A weapon, if they could hold it true.




And as the last drumbeat fell silent, the night pressed close once more. Balance had been remembered. But balance would need to be kept.








  
  
  Chapter 5

  
  




The journey from Nashoba Grove was quiet at first. The hills stretched green and rolling beneath the setting sun, shadows growing long like fingers reaching for the land. Ace led, paws light but precise against the soft earth, golden eyes scanning every darkness that pooled between the ridges. Archer followed just behind, claws occasionally clinking against stray stones, ears twitching at every sound. Nyxaria pressed close to Phaedra, her scars hidden beneath cloth but tingling as if they remembered every warning carved into them.




“Do you think Tuskahoma trusts us?” Archer asked, voice low.




Ace’s gaze stayed forward. “Not fully. But he saw our courage. He saw that we could face what hunts the Hollow. And that counts for something.” His jaw tightened. “He also saw the weight of what’s coming. That’s heavier than courage alone.”




Archer snorted softly. “Courage, huh? You mean the kind where we nearly get swallowed by whatever awaits us?”




Ace allowed a faint grin. “Courage doesn’t feel good. It feels necessary. Like breathing through a storm.”




“You’re still talking like your visions are a storm,” Archer said. “That woman you dream about—the one marked like Phaedra. You’re still thinking about her?”




Ace’s jaw clenched. “Yes. Every time I close my eyes, I see her at the edge of fire and shadow. Tattoos curling like flame. And every time I wake, the pull is closer. I don’t know why, but it’s important.”




Archer’s amber eyes softened slightly. “Then we’ll face her if she comes. Whatever storm your dreams bring, we’ll walk through it together.”




Phaedra glanced back at Nyxaria. “You two are like wolves circling a scent. You need to trust it, but not be consumed by it. Nyxaria, what do you think?”




Nyxaria’s dark eyes shone with innocence and determination. “I think… if it’s a storm, we can stand together. Mama taught me to listen to the wind.”




Phaedra smiled, kneeling beside her daughter. “Good. Remember Niltsi—the Holy Wind carries memory, spirit, and even love. It will guide us if we heed it.”




Archer rested his hand briefly against his daughter’s back, steady and warm. Her small shoulders straightened at the touch. She has more courage than I ever did at her age, he thought. But she shouldn’t have to carry it yet.




The forest thickened as they approached a low ridge, sunlight filtering through the trees in golden strands. Shadows stretched across the path like scars. Ace’s senses strained, nostrils flaring, ears twitching.




“Something’s off,” he muttered. “The wind… it’s heavier here. Almost like it’s carrying a warning.”




Archer’s ears twitched. “And you smell it?”




Ace nodded. “Rancid, foreign… like nothing I’ve ever encountered. Stay alert.”




Tala’s voice carried from just behind them, steady and sure. “We’ll stand as we always have—first to fight, last to fall. If this shadow dares meet us, it will find teeth waiting.”




Takoda bent low, brushing his hand across the earth. His brow furrowed. “The land itself recoils. Game scatters before dusk, the birds fall silent before nightfall. This is no ordinary hunt brewing.”




Caelum adjusted the grip on his spear, his jaw set like stone. “Then we brace for it together. Whatever comes, we face it as one.”




Phaedra stiffened, then shifted fluidly into Phlox, her white fur tipped with pink glinting faintly in the fading light. Her wolf bristled, senses sharpened. Nyxaria pressed close, comforted by the familiar presence of her mother even in this form.




Hours passed, hills rising and falling beneath their paws. At one point, Ace stopped and sniffed the air. “Tracks,” he said. Massive and irregular, unlike any known wolf or creature they’d encountered before. The stench clawed at their senses.




“Not Skoll,” Archer said after a moment, fur bristling. “Something else. Or someone.”




Phlox circled the clearing, nose low, ears forward. “We’ll follow it. Carefully. It leads somewhere… important.”




They trailed the scent to a clearing bordered by sunflowers, tall and golden, swaying as if bowing to a distant sun. Nyxaria’s eyes widened. “Mama… look!”




The field glowed in the waning light, a burst of gold against gathering shadow. Phaedra shifted back, crouching among the blooms. “These aren’t ordinary flowers,” she murmured. “They’ve been tended. With care.”




Nyxaria brushed her small hand along a petal, her laughter bubbling. “They’re warm.” The wind stirred, lifting the flowers so they seemed to follow the sun even as it dipped low. Archer watched his daughter’s smile and felt a knot in his chest loosen.




“These flowers stand against shadow,” Phaedra said. “They follow light, no matter how long the night.”




Ace lingered at the edge of the clearing, eyes hard but caught. “Then maybe they’re meant as a sign. Balance finds a way to show itself… even here.”




The scent of rot deepened suddenly. From beyond the flowers, a low rumble shook the earth. Shadow shapes coalesced, fluid and black, eyes glowing like embers. The first of Skoll’s wraiths.




They poured into the clearing, a dozen shapes clawing through the tall flowers, petals flying as if torn by a storm.




“Hold the line!” Archer roared, shifting, his wolf tearing forward. He barreled into the nearest wraith, jaws snapping through black mist, forcing it back into the sunflowers.




Ace flared fire from his paws, arcs of flame whipping through the darkness, scattering three wraiths before they could circle behind them. His light cast sharp edges across the field, sunflowers blazing gold under the glow.




Phlox lunged, her white form slashing bright against the night-things. Her teeth closed on one wraith, ripping through its throat of smoke. Nyxaria crouched in the center of the field, her small hands raised, light pulsing in uneven bursts from her palms. Each flicker scattered shadows, though the effort left her panting.




“Protect her!” Archer snarled, throwing himself across another wraith that lunged toward Nyxaria. His claws tore through it, but two more slammed against his side, driving him toward the ground.




“On your flank!” Tala cried, her wolf streaking in, teeth flashing. She collided with the shadows pinning Archer, tearing them off him. Her growl vibrated like thunder.




Takoda swung his blade, the steel edge crackling faintly as it cut through a wraith’s torso, splitting it into vapor. “Stay in formation!” he shouted. “Circle her, circle Nyxaria!”




Caelum stood firm at the rear, spear driving forward like a lightning rod, piercing through black mist. Two wraiths recoiled, hissing as they dissolved. His voice was stone. “We hold.”




The clearing was chaos—wolves clashing with shifting dark, flowers torn and scattered, firelight dancing against shadow. The wraiths moved like smoke, slipping between strikes, reforming as fast as they were torn apart. But the pack pressed together, weaving defense and fury.




Nyxaria’s light faltered, then surged stronger. She closed her eyes, whispering her mother’s words: Niltsi, carry me. The wind rose sudden, whipping through the clearing. The sunflowers bent with it, golden faces turning, and Nyxaria’s pulse of light widened, scattering half the wraiths at once.




Ace’s fire flared higher, answering her instinct, his flames no longer wild but shaped, directed. He drove them into the gaps Nyxaria opened, burning the shadows from within. Archer and Tala ripped through the stragglers, their howls blending in defiance.




At last, the final wraith shrieked, its form unraveling in a spiral of black mist. Silence fell, broken only by panting, by the crackle of Ace’s fading fire.




The sunflower field lay scarred—petals torn, stalks broken—but still golden in the surviving light.




Ace lowered his head, breath ragged. “We’re going to need more than courage next time. Strategy… and allies.”




Phaedra shifted back, brushing damp hair from Nyxaria’s face. “You did well. The wind carries your courage now, and it will carry you further.”




Nyxaria smiled faintly, determination bright in her eyes. “I’ll be ready.”




Archer’s amber gaze swept across his family and the field of sunflowers around them. Shadows would always return. But so would light.




“Then we move forward,” he said firmly. His voice was flint striking steel.




“Together,” Phaedra echoed, her hand brushing his. Nyxaria whispered it too, clutching a sunflower in her hand. The word passed between them, weighty and defiant, a promise carried on the wind.








  
  
  Chapter 6

  
  




The trail back from Nashoba Grove was quiet—too quiet. Leaves should have whispered in the night breeze, owls should have called from the branches, and yet the forest lay as still as a grave. Even the horses seemed uneasy, ears flicking, nostrils flaring at every shift of shadow.




Ace rode at the front, eyes sweeping the tree line, his hand never straying far from the hilt of his blade. Archer followed just behind, the restless strength of his wolf pressing against his skin, claws itching to be loosed. Phaedra rode in the center, Nyxaria asleep in her arms, the child’s small chest rising and falling against her mother’s heartbeat. The silence pressed on her most of all. She could feel it in Phlox’s spirit, a prickling unease that set every instinct on edge, scars along her arms burning faintly as though remembering old battles.




“They believe Skoll hunts already,” Ace finally said, his voice low, as if the trees themselves might be listening. “Tuskahoma didn’t say it, but I saw it in his eyes. He thinks the beast is stirring.”




Archer gave a sharp nod. “And if Skoll stirs, what else waits in his shadow?” His hand tightened on the reins, amber eyes narrowing. “Those tracks we saw weren’t made by anything that belongs in this world.”




Phaedra looked between them, her expression troubled. “Then Tuskahoma was right to warn us. The prophecy doesn’t just speak of Skoll—it speaks of the rare eclipse. If that’s when he breaks free…” Her words trailed off, her gaze falling to Nyxaria’s peaceful face, lips parting as though to pray silently that the child would never know that darkness.




Ace’s jaw clenched. “We won’t let it come to that.”




For a time, they rode in silence, the weight of prophecy pressing heavier than any saddle. Then Archer’s voice broke the stillness, quieter this time. “Do you believe what he said about the woman in Ace’s visions? The one with markings like yours, Phaedra?”




Her brow furrowed. “If Ace has seen her, she exists. Dreams are rarely just dreams with us. The Moon rarely shows us shadows without reason.”




Ace’s fingers tightened around the reins. “It feels like she’s tied to all of this. Like she’s meant to be part of the fight. But who—and where—she is…” He shook his head. “The visions only show fragments.”




A sudden snap in the underbrush froze them all. Ace raised a hand, halting the group. Horses stamped nervously, breath pluming white in the cold air. The silence deepened, heavy as a held breath.




Then came the smell. Foul. Wrong. The same stench that had clawed at their throats when they found the massive tracks along the border.




“The reek again,” Archer muttered, eyes narrowing. “It’s following us.” His chest tightened as he glanced toward Nyxaria, a father’s instinct pressing through every vein.




Phaedra’s grip tightened on the child, who stirred faintly in her sleep. “We can’t fight with her in my arms.”




“Then we make sure the fight doesn’t reach you,” Ace growled. He slid from the saddle, the earth crunching under his boots. His body bristled with tension, golden eyes catching sparks of light in the dark.




The reek clawed at them until instinct overtook reason. Fur ripped across skin. Both brothers shifted in a single breath, their wolves bristling against the unseen horror.




Ace’s golden wolf prowled ahead, ears flat, faint flames licking along his shoulders like a warning. Archer’s darker wolf stalked at his side, fangs bared, claws carving into the dirt. They moved as one, twin shadows against the forest’s breathless silence, the unity hard-won from battles past.




The stench thickened, wrapping around them like rotting smoke. Branches creaked, not with the wind, but as if something vast pressed between them.




Phaedra slid from her horse and crouched low, Nyxaria cradled close, her eyes darting through the shadows. Her wolf surged against her skin, demanding to be loosed, but she forced it down. Not while Nyxaria was in her arms. Archer’s wolf form circled closer, brushing against them protectively before stalking back toward the treeline.




The forest seemed to breathe in. Then—nothing. The smell receded, sudden and sharp, like a claw drawn back into the dark.




Ace’s wolf snarled into the emptiness. Archer’s hackles bristled, tail lashing. The silence remained unbroken.




“It’s toying with us,” Archer said once he’d shifted back, his voice harsh. His chest rose and fell with restrained fury. “Whatever it is, it knows we’re hunting it. And it wants us to know it’s hunting us.”




Ace returned to his human form, sweat sheening his brow despite the chill. He looked to Phaedra, who rocked Nyxaria gently to keep her calm. “We can’t outrun this thing. Tuskahoma was right—Skoll’s shadow is already moving.”




Phaedra’s eyes met his, steady despite the child in her arms. “Then our people must be warned. If Sunstone and Silverwood aren’t prepared, this darkness will consume more than just the forests.”




Archer’s gaze swept the trees one last time, his voice a growl of agreement. “Then we continue home and let them know. Tonight.”




They remounted and pressed on through the silence. The night did not relent, nor did the weight of what stalked them. And though no more sound came from the trees, all three carried the same cold certainty in their chests—Skoll’s shadow was no longer a distant threat. It had found them.




Nyxaria stirred faintly against her mother’s chest, caught between sleep and waking. In that fragile space, a voice filled her mind—vast as the heavens, intimate as a whisper against her ear.




“Wolf and moon together can wound the devour-er.”




She gasped softly, her small hand curling into Phaedra’s tunic, but when her mother looked down, the girl’s eyes were already closing again. Only the echo of the words lingered, as heavy as the silence around them.








  
  
  Chapter 7

  
  




Sunstone slept beneath the stars, the village alive with the faint glow of lanterns and hearth fires. Wolves patrolled the edge of the settlement, their paws soft against the earth, eyes gleaming with reflected moonlight. It was the kind of night that should have been safe, ordinary—families gathered around flames, children drifting to sleep, the rhythm of life unbroken.


But that rhythm faltered when the riders returned.


Ace led the way into the clearing, his golden hair damp with sweat, his shoulders rigid with unspoken strain. Archer rode close at his side, his expression carved in stone, while Phaedra held Nyxaria protectively against her chest. Even the child, normally restless on long rides, slept as though weighed down by the same dread that pressed against her parents. Archer’s hand lingered briefly on her back before dismounting, a father’s instinct unwilling to let her go even in sleep.


The sentries stiffened, catching the look in their Alphas’ eyes. One of them darted off into the heart of the village, calling out for the others. By the time Ace swung down from his horse, half the pack was awake and gathering, their faces pale in the firelight.


Alaricus was the first to meet them. Broad-shouldered and sharp-eyed, he moved with the surety of a Beta who carried his pack’s weight without falter. But when his gaze found Phaedra, his expression shifted—brother before soldier. His eyes swept over her, then to the small form of Nyxaria cradled in her arms. Relief, tempered with fear, softened his jaw.


“You’ve returned,” he said, voice steady though threaded with urgency. “And not empty-handed. What did you find?”


Before Ace could answer, Atlas pushed through the crowd as well. Broad-shouldered, his dark hair tied back, he carried himself with the confidence of a wolf who had seen war and survived it. His sharp eyes found Ace’s, searching, already reading the tension.


“You found something,” Atlas said quietly. It wasn’t a question.


Ace nodded once. “Something—and more than that, someone who knows what it means.”


Murmurs rippled through the pack. Phaedra descended gently from her saddle, passing Nyxaria into the arms of Leysha, who had hurried forward with Rivka close behind her. The sisters crooned softly, soothing the child while Phaedra stepped to Ace’s side. Her face was pale, but steady, scars along her arms catching the firelight like inked warnings.


“Tell them,” Archer urged, his arms crossed, voice rough. “They need to hear it from you.”


Ace looked out over the gathered pack. His gaze passed over familiar faces—wolves who had bled with him, who had buried their dead and rebuilt after war. They were strong, but strength frays when it is left in darkness.


“What we found on the border was no ordinary threat,” Ace began, his voice carrying through the still night. “Tracks larger than any wolf’s. A stench that eats into the lungs and won’t let go. Silence where the forest should be alive. We sought Isubba, and from her, we were sent to Nashoba Grove.”


Gasps met the name, for Nashoba Grove was old, and the Choctaw wolves who lived there were respected keepers of stories long forgotten.


“There,” Ace continued, “Chief Tuskahoma spoke of a shadow. A creature older than kings and queens, older than bloodlines. A wolf from beyond the veil of this world.”


The murmurs swelled into fearful voices, some muttering prayers, others pressing their children closer. Archer’s jaw flexed as he watched them, fury sparking at how quickly fear could unmake even seasoned wolves. His gaze shifted to Nyxaria where she rested in Leysha’s arms, and his chest tightened. She must never see her people break like this.


“Skoll,” Archer cut in, his voice a growl that silenced them. “The Sun-Eater. That’s the name we were given.”


The effect was immediate. The name spread like poison through the crowd, carried on lips that trembled to speak it. Fear pulsed through the air like a second heartbeat.


Alaricus stepped forward now, his voice sharp with authority. “Then it’s true. The old stories weren’t just stories.” His gaze swept the pack—reminding them of discipline, of unity. His presence steadied some, even as dread coiled in their eyes.


Ace inclined his head. “The rare eclipse Tuskahoma spoke of—it draws near. When it comes, Skoll will grow stronger. Strong enough to tear through the balance that keeps our world whole.” His eyes swept
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