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Chapter 1: The Last Safe Night

[image: ]




Dawn comes soft through the curtains, painting everything gold.

Shadow wakes first. He always does now—some instinct that won't let him sleep past sunrise, some Alpha awareness that keeps him tethered to the rhythms of the pack even in these quiet hours. But this morning, he doesn't rise. This morning, he stays perfectly still and watches Aala sleep.

Her silver hair spreads across the pillow like moonlight made solid, catching the early light and throwing it back in shades of pearl and platinum. One strand falls across her cheek, and he resists the urge to brush it away. Not yet. Let her sleep. Let her have this peace for just a few minutes longer.

The claiming mark on her throat is visible above the collar of her sleep shirt—his mark, the physical manifestation of their bond, the proof that she chose him and he chose her and they chose each other over and over until the choosing became as natural as breathing. He can see his own mark in the mirror every morning, sitting at the junction of his neck and shoulder. Hers is more delicate, more visible. He loves it with a fierceness that sometimes frightens him.

Through the bond between them, he can feel her dreaming. Nothing concrete—just the warm, hazy contentment of deep sleep, the kind of rest that only comes when you feel completely safe. The bond itself is a constant presence now, a golden thread connecting his soul to hers, warm and steady and unbreakable. After the True Merging, after they defeated the Keepers and shattered the old order, the bond had settled into something profound. Not just a connection. A completion.

He thinks: This is everything.

He thinks: This is enough.

They have a home. They have a pack. They have each other. They fought for this. They bled for this. They nearly died for this. And now they have it—this quiet morning, this warm bed, this woman sleeping beside him with her hand curled against his chest like she's holding onto him even in sleep.

This is what they won.

This should be enough.

But even as he thinks it, even as he tries to convince himself, he feels it.

The pull.

It starts in his chest, just below his sternum—a gentle tug, like someone has tied a string around his ribs and is drawing it taut. North. Always north. Toward the mountain that looms over Moonridge like a sleeping giant, its peak lost in clouds even on clear days.

He's felt it for three days now. Maybe longer. Maybe since the moment they completed the True Merging and became something more than wolf, more than human, more than either and both at once.

He tries to ignore it. Breathes through it. Focuses on Aala's warmth, on the sound of her breathing, on the morning light and the bird song outside and all the small, perfect details of this life they've built.

Not today, he tells the pull. Not yet.

The pull doesn't answer. It never does. It just waits, patient and inevitable as the tide.



Aala wakes slowly, the way she always does—a gradual surfacing from sleep, her breathing changing first, then her fingers twitching against his chest, then finally her eyes opening.

Those eyes.

They're brown, mostly. The warm, deep brown they've always been, the color of earth and autumn and home. But threaded through the brown are veins of silver, like cracks in amber filled with mercury. They've been changing since the True Merging, shifting between brown and silver depending on her mood, her power, her connection to the wolf inside her. Right now, in the soft morning light, they're more brown than silver.

But the silver is there. Waiting.

She looks at him, and he sees the exact moment she comes fully awake. Her eyes focus. Her body tenses slightly. And through the bond, he feels her awareness bloom like a flower opening to the sun.

"You felt it again," she says.

Not a question. A statement. Because of course she knows. Of course she feels it too.

Through the bond, the pull echoes between them—his awareness of it triggering hers, hers amplifying his, until it's impossible to tell where his feeling ends and hers begins. The mountain calls to both of them. The hunger. The need. The certainty that something waits for them in the dark beneath the stone, something that knows their names, something that has always known their names.

They don't name it. Don't speak it aloud. As if silence could keep it from being real.

Aala shifts closer, her hand sliding up to cup his jaw. Her thumb traces the line of his cheekbone, and the simple tenderness of the gesture makes his chest ache.

"We have time," she says.

He leans down and kisses her, soft and slow, tasting the lie on both their tongues.

"We have time," he agrees.

They hold each other as the sun rises higher, painting the room in shades of gold and amber. Outside, the pack is waking—he can hear the distant sounds of doors opening, voices calling greetings, the everyday music of a community coming to life. Their community. Their pack. Their home.

Aala kisses him again, deeper this time, and for a few perfect minutes, the pull fades to background noise. For a few perfect minutes, there is nothing but her warmth and her taste and the bond between them singing with love and need and the fierce, desperate joy of being alive and together.

For a few perfect minutes, they can pretend.



Breakfast in the main hall is chaos in the best possible way.

The long tables are crowded with pack members—wolves and humans and everything in between, all of them talking and laughing and passing plates of food in a comfortable dance of familiarity. The smell of coffee and bacon and fresh bread fills the air, mixing with the scent of pine from the open windows and the underlying musk of wolf that permeates everything in Moonridge.

Shadow sits at the head of the main table with Aala beside him, and tries to focus on the normalcy of it all. Mason is holding court three seats down, telling some elaborate story involving a rogue bear and a very unfortunate misunderstanding about territory boundaries. Fenrir sits across from them, reviewing patrol schedules on a tablet while simultaneously eating what appears to be his third helping of eggs. Seth, the youngest of their inner circle, keeps interrupting Mason's story to ask questions about bear behavior that completely derail the narrative.

Everything is normal. Everything is good.

This is what an Alpha's morning should look like—surrounded by his pack, his Luna beside him, his territory secure and his people safe. This is what they fought for. This is what victory looks like.

So why does he keep looking toward the northern window?

The mountain is visible from here, its dark bulk rising against the morning sky. From this distance, it looks peaceful. Majestic, even. Just a mountain. Just stone and snow and ancient trees.

But Shadow can feel it watching him.

He drags his attention back to the table, to Mason's story, to the laughter and the warmth and the life happening all around him. He takes a bite of toast. It tastes like ash.

Beside him, Aala has gone still.

It's subtle—she's still holding her coffee cup, still sitting in a relaxed posture, still smiling slightly at something Seth just said. But Shadow knows her body like he knows his own, and he can see the tension in her shoulders, the way her eyes have gone distant and unfocused.

She's listening to something only she can hear.

Through the bond, he feels it—that pull, that call, that hunger that has no name. It's stronger in her right now, or maybe she's just less practiced at hiding it. Her fingers tighten on her coffee cup until he's afraid the ceramic will crack.

Then she blinks, and she's back. Present. Here.

But her eyes meet his, and in them he sees the same fear he feels.

Not yet, her expression says. Please, not yet.

"You okay, Alpha?"

Mason's voice cuts through the moment. Shadow looks up to find his Beta watching him with concern, the story forgotten. Around the table, other faces have turned toward him—Fenrir's sharp gaze, Seth's worried frown, a dozen other pack members all suddenly aware that something is wrong.

"Fine," Shadow says, and his voice comes out steady and calm and completely convincing. "Just tired. Late night."

He feels Aala's hand find his under the table, her fingers lacing through his. Through the bond: gratitude. Relief. And underneath it all, the constant hum of the pull, like a song played just below the range of hearing.

Mason grins, the concern fading from his face. "Yeah, I bet it was a late night," he says with a suggestive waggle of his eyebrows that makes half the table laugh and the other half groan.

The moment passes. The conversation flows on. Everything returns to normal.

Another lie.

Shadow finishes his breakfast and tries not to count the hours until he can escape back to the privacy of his office, back to the maps and schedules and all the mundane details of running a pack that used to feel important and now feel like elaborate distractions from the only thing that matters.

The mountain.

The pull.

The inevitable.



By midday, Shadow has reviewed the same territory map four times without actually seeing it.

His office is quiet, tucked away in the back of the main house where he can work without interruption. The walls are lined with bookshelves—some holding actual books, others displaying the accumulated detritus of pack life. Photos. Trophies from successful hunts. A child's drawing of a wolf that one of the younger pack members gave him last month. All the small pieces of a life well-lived.

He should be reviewing the patrol schedules. There's been some tension with the pack to the east, nothing serious but enough to warrant attention. He should be planning next month's pack gathering. He should be doing any of the thousand small tasks that come with being Alpha.

Instead, he's staring at the map and feeling the pull grow stronger with every breath.

It's been building all morning—a gradual intensification, like someone slowly turning up the volume on a song. Uncomfortable but manageable. He can work through it. He can function.

And then, without warning, it changes.

The pull doesn't gradually intensify. It yanks.

Shadow gasps, his hand flying to his chest as something grabs him by the ribs and pulls, hard enough that he half-expects to look down and see a physical wound. The map falls from his other hand, scattering across the desk. His vision tunnels, everything going dark at the edges except for one thing—

North.

The mountain.

Come home.

Through the bond, he feels Aala gasp. The sensation echoes between them, amplifying—her shock feeding his, his pain feeding hers, until he can't tell which of them is experiencing what. All he knows is that she felt it too. The same pull. The same intensity. The same sudden, undeniable wrongness of being anywhere but there.

He's moving before he thinks, his body operating on pure instinct. Out of the office. Down the hall. Through the main house. His pack members call out to him as he passes, but he doesn't stop, can't stop, because Aala is outside and he needs to get to her now.

He finds her in the training yard, standing in the middle of the packed dirt with her arms wrapped around herself. She's frozen, completely still, staring north toward the mountain with an expression of such profound longing that it makes his heart crack.

Around her, the training session has stopped. A dozen wolves stand in various states of confusion, looking between their Luna and each other, clearly unsure what to do. Mason is there too, one hand half-raised like he was reaching for her but thought better of it.

Shadow crosses the yard in long strides. The moment he reaches her, Aala turns and buries her face in his chest, her whole body shaking.

"It's getting stronger," she whispers against his shirt.

"I know."

"Shadow, I can barely—" Her voice breaks. "I can barely think about anything else."

"I know."

Through the bond, he can feel what she's feeling—the pull like a physical ache, like hunger and thirst and homesickness all rolled into one overwhelming need. It's not painful, exactly. That's almost worse. It would be easier if it hurt. Instead, it feels like rightness. Like the mountain is where they're supposed to be. Like every moment they spend here, safe and warm and surrounded by their pack, is a moment spent in the wrong place.

They stand together in the middle of the training yard, holding each other while their pack watches in worried silence. The sun is warm on Shadow's back. A breeze carries the scent of pine and earth. Somewhere in the distance, a child laughs.

Everything is perfect.

Everything is wrong.

"What do we do?" Aala asks, so quietly that only he can hear.

Shadow doesn't answer. Because he doesn't know. Because there is no answer. Because the only thing they can do is stand here and hold each other and pretend that they have a choice.

The mountain waits.

Patient.

Inevitable.



That night, they try to sleep.

They go through all the motions—dinner with the pack, evening rounds to check the perimeter, the quiet ritual of getting ready for bed. They brush their teeth. They change into sleep clothes. They climb under the covers and hold each other in the dark, and they pretend that this is just another night, that tomorrow will be just another day, that they have all the time in the world.

The pull has faded to a dull ache, manageable again. Bearable. Shadow focuses on the feeling of Aala's body against his, the way her breathing gradually slows, the warmth of her skin and the silk of her hair and all the small, perfect details that make up the woman he loves.

"I love you," he whispers into the darkness.

"I love you too," she whispers back.

They hold each other. They close their eyes. They try to sleep.

And then the dream comes.



It's not like a normal dream. There's no confusion, no surreal logic, no question of whether this is real or imagined. Shadow knows, with absolute certainty, that he's dreaming. And he knows, with equal certainty, that Aala is dreaming the exact same dream at the exact same moment.

Through the bond, he can feel her presence beside him—not physically, but spiritually, their consciousness intertwined in a way that should be impossible but feels as natural as breathing.

They stand together in darkness.

And then the darkness parts, and they see—

The mountain.

But not from the outside. From within. They're moving through stone corridors that they've never seen but somehow recognize, descending deeper and deeper into the earth. The walls are carved with symbols that hurt to look at, ancient and powerful and wrong in ways that make their wolf instincts scream. But they keep moving, drawn forward by something they can't resist.

Down.

Down.

Down.

Until they reach a chamber.

It's massive—a cathedral carved from living rock, its ceiling lost in shadow far above. And in the center of the chamber, set into the floor like a scar in the stone, is a seal.

Shadow has never seen it before. But he knows what it is. Knows it with the same bone-deep certainty that he knows his own name.

This is what the Keepers were guarding. This is what they died to protect. This is what has been waiting beneath the mountain since before Moonridge existed, since before the packs formed, since before wolves and humans learned to share the same skin.

The seal is covered in cracks.

They spread across its surface like a spider's web, thin lines of light bleeding through from whatever lies beneath. As Shadow watches, another crack forms—a sharp sound like breaking glass, and a new line of light splits the darkness.

The seal is breaking.

And beneath it, something waits.

Shadow can feel it now—not just the pull, but the presence behind the pull. Vast. Ancient. Patient. It doesn't feel malevolent, exactly. It feels... inevitable. Like gravity. Like the tide. Like something that simply is, beyond concepts of good or evil.

A voice speaks, and it comes from everywhere and nowhere at once. Not threatening. Not cruel. Just certain.

"Come home, children."

The words resonate in Shadow's chest, in his bones, in the very core of his being.

"Come home and be what you were always meant to be."

The cracks spread wider. The light grows brighter. And Shadow understands, with terrible clarity, that this is not a threat. This is not a warning.

This is an invitation.

This is a promise.

This is destiny.



They wake together, gasping, their bodies jerking upright in perfect synchronization.

For a long moment, neither of them speaks. They sit in the darkness of their bedroom, breathing hard, their hands clutched together so tightly that Shadow's fingers have gone numb. Through the bond, he can feel Aala's heart racing, can feel her fear and confusion and the terrible, undeniable certainty that what they just saw was real.

Not a dream.

A vision.

A truth.

The seal is breaking. Whether they go to the mountain or not, whether they answer the call or not, the seal is breaking. And when it breaks completely, when those cracks spread wide enough—

Whatever is beneath will be free.

"We can't keep ignoring it," Aala says finally. Her voice is steady, but Shadow can hear the fear underneath.

"I know."

"How long do we have?"

"I don't know. Days? Weeks?"

The silence stretches between them, heavy with all the things they're not saying. Through the bond, Shadow can feel Aala's thoughts racing, can feel her trying to find a solution, a way out, some third option that doesn't end with them walking into the mountain and whatever waits inside.

"What if we just... don't go?" she asks, and the hope in her voice breaks his heart.

"Then it comes here."

The words hang in the air between them, terrible and true. They both know he's right. They can feel it. The seal is breaking. The pull is getting stronger. And whatever is beneath the mountain, whatever has been calling to them since the moment they completed the True Merging—it will not be denied.

They can go to it.

Or it can come to them.

Those are the only choices.

"Are you scared?" Aala asks.

"Terrified."

"Me too."

She turns to him, and in the darkness, her eyes are more silver than brown. The wolf is close to the surface, drawn by fear and uncertainty and the primal need to protect what's theirs. But beneath the wolf, Shadow can see the woman—his Luna, his mate, his partner in all things. The person who has stood beside him through every battle, every loss, every impossible choice.

They hold each other in the darkness, and neither of them sleeps.

Outside, the night wears on. The pack sleeps, safe and warm and unaware of the storm gathering on the horizon. The mountain looms against the stars, patient and eternal.

And deep beneath the stone, something waits.

Something that knows they're coming.

Something that's always known.



The next dawn comes too soon and not soon enough.

Shadow wakes before the sun again, though he's not sure he ever really slept. Aala is curled against him, her breathing even but her body tense even in rest. Through the bond, he can feel her hovering in that space between sleep and waking, aware but not quite present.

He doesn't move. Doesn't speak. Just lies there in the pre-dawn darkness and traces the lines of her face with his eyes, memorizing every detail. The curve of her cheek. The sweep of her lashes. The small scar above her left eyebrow from a training accident years ago. The claiming mark on her throat, his mark, the proof that she's his and he's hers and they belong to each other in ways that transcend pack law and wolf instinct and everything else.

"I love you," he whispers, so quietly that he's not sure she can hear.

But her eyes open—silver now, fully silver, glowing faintly in the darkness—and she looks at him with such profound love and fear and understanding that he feels it like a physical blow.

"I love you too," she whispers back.

And in that moment, they both understand.

This is the last safe morning they'll ever have.

Because tomorrow, or the day after, or the day after that—they'll have to go. Into the mountain. Into the darkness. Into whatever destiny has been waiting for them since before they were born.

They'll have to answer the call.

And neither of them knows what will come back out.

The thought should terrify him. It does terrify him. But underneath the fear, Shadow feels something else—a strange, terrible acceptance. This is what they are. This is what they've always been. The True Merging didn't create something new. It revealed something that was always there, waiting.

They are not just Alpha and Luna.

They are not just wolf and human.

They are something more. Something other. Something that the mountain recognizes and calls to and claims as its own.

And they can run from it, or they can face it.

Those are the only choices.

Aala shifts closer, her hand sliding up to rest over his heart. Through the bond, he feels her thoughts align with his—the same realization, the same acceptance, the same terrible understanding that their time is running out.

"One more day?" Shadow asks, and he hates how much hope he puts into those three words.

"One more day," Aala agrees.

But even as she says it, they both feel the pull intensify. Not a yank this time. Just a steady, insistent pressure, like a hand on their backs, gently but firmly pushing them north.

Soon.

Very soon.

They rise together as the sun breaks over the horizon, painting their bedroom in shades of gold and amber. They dress in silence, moving around each other with the easy familiarity of two people who have shared a life and a bed and a soul. They don't speak. Don't need to. Through the bond, everything that needs to be said passes between them in the space of a heartbeat.

I'm scared.

Me too.

I don't want to lose this.

I know.

But we don't have a choice.

I know.

They walk to the window together and look out over Moonridge. The compound is waking—lights coming on in windows, smoke rising from chimneys, the first early risers emerging to start their day. Their pack. Their home. Their life.

Everything they fought for.

Everything they're about to risk.

The sun rises behind them, warm on their backs. But when Shadow looks down, he sees their shadows stretching long across the floor, pointing north. Always north. Toward the mountain.

The mountain's shadow falls across the compound, dark and vast and inescapable.

And somewhere deep inside it, something waits.

Something that knows they're coming.

Something that's been waiting for them since before the world was young.

Something that whispers in a voice like stone grinding against stone:

Come home, children.

Come home.

Shadow takes Aala's hand. She squeezes back, her grip tight enough to hurt.

"One more day," he says again.

But they both know it's a lie.

The pull is too strong now. The seal is breaking. The call cannot be ignored.

Tomorrow, they'll have to decide.

Tomorrow, they'll have to choose.

Tomorrow, they'll have to go.

But today—just for today—they stand together in the morning light and hold onto this moment, this peace, this last safe morning before everything changes.

The mountain waits.

Patient.

Inevitable.

Eternal.

And in the depths of Shadow's chest, in the place where the bond lives and breathes and connects him to Aala in ways that transcend flesh and bone, he feels the pull settle into something like certainty.

Not today.

But soon.

Very soon.

The sun climbs higher. The pack wakes. Life goes on.

And the mountain watches.

Always watching.

Always waiting.

Always knowing.

Come home.
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CHAPTER 2: INTO THE MOUNTAIN
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Tomorrow becomes today faster than either of them expected.

Shadow wakes before dawn, and Aala is already awake beside him. They haven't slept. Not really. Just lay together in the dark, holding each other, memorizing the shape and warmth and weight of this moment.

Because they both know.

Today.

It has to be today.

The pull has become unbearable. Not painful—worse than painful. It's become necessary. Like breathing. Like the beat of a heart. Something that cannot be denied or delayed or reasoned with.

Shadow sits up. Aala follows.

Neither speaks.

They dress in silence. Shadow buckles his weapons belt—knives, the short sword he's carried since he was sixteen. Aala braids her hair with practiced efficiency, weaving it tight against her skull the way she does before a fight.

Through the bond: resignation. Determination. Fear coiled tight beneath both.

Shadow pulls on his boots. Aala checks her pack—water, dried meat, bandages. Supplies that won't matter. They both know this isn't a fight they can win with claws and teeth.

But they pack them anyway.

Because it's something to do with their hands.

Aala stands. Looks at him.

"We tell them together," she says.

"Together," Shadow agrees.

They walk to the door. Shadow's hand on the handle.

One breath. Two.

Then he opens it.

And they step into the last morning of their old lives.



The war room is already full when they arrive.

Mason stands at the head of the table, arms crossed, jaw tight. Fenrir leans against the wall, eyes sharp and assessing. Ryder sits with his elbows on the table, hands clasped. Eloen stands beside him, her healer's instincts already on alert. Seth paces near the window, restless energy radiating off him in waves.

They all look up when Shadow and Aala enter.

They all know.

Of course they know.

Shadow doesn't waste time with preamble.

"We're going into the mountain," he says. "Today."

Silence.

Then eruption.

"The hell you are," Mason snaps, pushing off the table. "Not without backup. Not without—"

"Alpha, this is insane," Fenrir cuts in. "We don't know what's in there. We don't know—"

Aala's voice cuts through the chaos like a blade.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
it
i1

AMY WEBSTER EDMONDS

s






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





