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​Chapter 1 - True Alpha
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Twilight bled up from the gorges and forests and wound itself through the cut-glass towers of Thunderguard’s citadel, the blue-white edges of evening sharpening the air. Michael stood on the balcony of his private chamber, forearms bracketed against the synth-marble balustrade, visually scanning the courtyard’s geometries below, mentally aware of every facet of the kingdom. The breeze off the Columbia River hauled the scent of ozone and pine up thirty stories and plastered it to the sweat cooling on his neck.

From this vantage, the fortress-state’s perimeter bristled with intent; like the 30-foot plasteel fencing, fused to a molecular shimmer, and the automated defense towers strobing warnings to any flyer or projectile fool enough to test the borders. Beyond that, the concrete-and-glass veins of New Portland trembled with civilian traffic—bikes, sleek self-driving trams, packs of off-shift workers slouching home under the indigo glow of floating holo-arches. In the central quad directly below, three squads of Shadow Wolves in sleeveless compression gear ran through kinetic sparring drills, their movements so precisely choreographed they appeared time-lapsed against the sluggish drift of evening pedestrians.

Michael’s gaze drifted, not to the disciplined ranks of his own, but to the dissonant slice of reality on the far end of the quad. A cluster of civilian children had managed to slip past the guards during shift change and now huddled near the base of a kinetic sculpture, faces illuminated by contraband SmartGlass screens, giggling at something viral and ephemeral. A Shadow Wolf patrolman spotted them, barked an order, and the kids scattered, laughter evaporating into the chilled air. The patrolman shook his head, a flicker of exasperation visible even at a hundred yards, then resumed his circuit.

Beneath the city’s calm facade, the machinery of war waited, silent and coiled. It had to be, in the era of siege and extinction. Three weeks since the last Coalition incursion, and even that had been more of a probing raid than a full-scale assault. But Michael felt the tension beneath the quiet, the anticipation of violence coiling in every sinew of the kingdom. He tasted it in the blood-tinged afterburn of his own pulse.

He flexed his left hand and brushed his fingers against the side of his neck, where a thin line of scar tissue still marked his encounter with Malakai and that cursed blade. It was the only visible mark on an otherwise unbroken form. A reminder that while he could heal from virtually anything, a magic weapon like the one Malakai used could still leave a mark. He touched the scar at his throat, expecting the familiar numbness, but instead a spike of pain flared outward, white-hot and precise.

He closed his eyes. The air around him didn’t merely cool; it crystallized, and the sounds of the city receded until all that remained was the pulse—steady, unstoppable, and alien.

When Malakai’s blade had gone in, it hadn’t merely split muscle or ruptured veins. It had unlocked the block on his DNA from the human side of him that inhibited his transformation. Michael remembered the moment too well; the flash of steel, the smell of rune magic as the curse-wrought edge parted flesh, the microsecond of true clarity as he realized his own mortality was being overwritten by something monstrous. He’d fallen to his knees, adrenaline drowning out even the pain, and felt the thing writhing under his skin, eager for daylight.

The transformation had been exquisite and catastrophic*.* He’d gone into the duel with a tactical plan; he’d left it a barely restrained animal; every human instinct battered to submission by the wolf’s primal command. He tried so hard to keep the beast leashed, to maintain the fragile consensus of self that had gotten him this far. Most nights, it rested at the edge of his awareness—not pleading, not threatening, simply present and contained. White Wolf told him it would fade in time, but for now, it was a stark reminder of the power he holds and the devastation he could unleash.

He heard her heartbeat before she entered the room. Michael opened his eyes as he looked over his shoulder, acknowledging her presence. It was Angela, his mother, hair tied back in a bun and carrying two mugs of coffee.

“Thought you’d be here,” she said, setting one mug beside his elbow. She lingered, scanning the skyline as if she could spot the threat that occupied his mind. “Arthur says the War Room has something for you. Another border incident?”

Michael grunted. “Probably. If the Coalition so much as sneezes near sector five, they’ll want a full council. Arthur’s paranoid, but he’s usually right.”

Angela sipped her coffee, watching him over the rim. “You’ve been running yourself thin.”

He rolled the scar between his thumb and forefinger, refusing to meet her gaze. “It runs in the family.”

She made a face. “It comes with responsibility.” She gave the courtyard a sideways look. “You ever wish you were still on tour with the band?”

“Does it matter?” Michael asked, tone flat.

She let it hang between them, the question and the answer both, then leaned in. “You know, it’s okay to be proud. Even the hard things. Especially the hard things.”

He exhaled, a laugh stripped of all mirth. “Was that in the Parents’ Manual, or did you come up with it yourself?”

Angela’s smile flickered, soft but indomitable. “You’re not as unique as you think. Everyone has a monster inside that keeps them safe.”

She set her mug down beside his, squeezed his arm above the scar, and slipped back inside, leaving him with the hush of evening and the memory of what he’d become.

For a moment, he listened to the city breathe. In every direction, his wolves patrolled and drilled and watched for weakness, all of it underwritten by the faint promise that, if the perimeter ever broke, Michael would be the first into the breach and the last to crawl out. He was their Alpha, in name and function, but even the Alpha needed his pack.

The scar at his throat flared once, sharp and insistent, and the memory dragged him under—back to the night Malakai’s blade made him more than man, and infinitely less.

The memory uncoiled like a snake in his brain, injecting poison and clarity in equal measure.

He was sprawled on shattered earth, the glade around him obliterated by storm and flame. Blood welled from the gash in his neck, painting the grass red with each drop under a sky the color of fresh arterial spray. The air stank of ozone and torn roots. He clawed at the dirt, teeth gritted against the hunger that shrieked through every nerve. The wound did not close. It gaped wider, the edges writhing with a life independent of him, each heartbeat feeding the curse deeper into his marrow.

He looked up. Around him, the tree line bent at impossible angles, trunks twisted by some supernatural wind that howled but never touched his skin. Each gust carried the scent of things that should not live, like hot metal, rotting fur, and the sulfuric aftertaste of psychic violence. The world juddered with Michael’s own pulse, alternating between exquisite hyper-reality and the blurred speed of instinct.

His hands were already wrong. Nails gone obsidian and curved, fingers lengthened, black fur spreading in a fan up the back of his hands, over the knuckles, disappearing into the torn cuff at his elbow. It crept up his shoulders, merged with the dark already pooling in his vision. The old self—the one that kept schedules, passwords, and names— shrank to a dot of consciousness, dwarfed by the new predator that howled for release.

He spotted movement in the glade—a ripple, then a shape, and then her.

White Wolf was never just one thing. Her outlines blurred between muscled woman and alpha beast, her face a mask that kept shifting with each breath. Her fur, where it existed, was luminous and pure, so bright it made the rest of the scene look charred by comparison. When she locked her eyes on him, they were the color of drowned sunflowers; so bright, unyielding, and ancient.

“Stop fighting it and take control,” she said, voice vibrating the molecules of air between them. Each word was a low-frequency command, not quite spoken and not quite in his head, either.

He tried to snarl at her, but it came out as a choking sob. He collapsed, elbows buckling, face in the dirt; the taste of loam and blood, impossibly sharp.

“You’re not dying,” White Wolf said, stepping closer. Her weight didn't disturb the grass. “You’re being reborn.”

Michael thrashed, trying to dig away from her, but his arms didn’t obey. They jerked spastically, caught between two conflicting blueprints, the human and the beast. His back arched, every vertebra crackling with sudden growth, fur tearing the shirt from his spine.

White Wolf knelt beside him, grip like iron on both his shoulders. “Look at me.”

He did, more out of compulsion than will. The power in her gaze hit him like a drug—every impulse to flee or fight simply froze.

She pressed her muzzle to his ear, her breath icy. “The beast wants to run wild. That’s its trick. It thinks freedom means destruction. But that’s not why you’re here.”

Michael’s jaw snapped open. He tried to speak, but his tongue was swollen, halfway to an animal’s. All that came out was a guttural, wordless plea.

White Wolf bared her own teeth—not a threat, but a demonstration. Her jaw flexed with terrifying control. “You’re still you. Focus on the senses. What do you see? Say it.”

“Blood,” he gurgled, spittle pink and frothing on his lips.

“What else?”

He blinked, forcing his pupils to contract. The world was more than blood. The wind moved in layers, carrying news from a hundred miles away. He sensed the rain in the south, a predator on the ridge, and the slow burn of pine sap somewhere out of sight. He felt every molecule of air on his raw skin, heard every flex of muscle in White Wolf’s arms, every intake of her breath.

“Everything,” he managed.

“That’s right. Now, let the power in. Don’t fight the shape. Take it and make it yours.”

He roared. Not a man’s scream—a sound that vibrated trees at the roots, that called to every predator for miles. The fur grew up his neck, fusing jaw to chest. Claws shredded the grass as his hands found purchase. Then, new clarity came. His field of vision widened, the colors doubled, tripled, spiked into frequencies he’d never known. He could see every detail of the world around him, from a quantum dot to a data point, or a vulnerability.

He flexed, and the wolf came—massive, trembling, barely leashed. But it did not break him. It sat behind his eyes, furious and waiting, but leashed.

White Wolf let go, circling to face him. She moved with a dancer’s fluidity, one foot in the world of men, one always somewhere else. “Now move. Show me you can.”

He lurched upright. No longer a man, but not quite an animal—his body an engine of contradictions. He tried to run, and his legs bent wrong, digging in and hurling him forward so fast the wind stripped tears from his eyes. He skidded, pivoted, and came up short in a fighting crouch. The new instincts were a song in his head, loud but comprehensible.

“Good,” she said, and when she smiled, it was a death mask. “Remember this. The beast is not the enemy. It’s the shield.”

He panted, chest heaving. Slowly, his limbs responded to his will. He turned to look at his hands—still furred, still clawed, but under control. He could retract them, he realized, with a thought. He did, and the fur sank back, leaving pale human skin dusted with fine hair. The claws withdrew into fingers, blunt and ordinary.

“See?” said White Wolf. “You are both.”

For the first time, the world felt like it belonged to him.

White Wolf approached again, crouching to his level, meeting his gaze on even footing. “Don’t forget this lesson, Michael. The world is full of enemies, but the one inside is yours to command.”

She pressed her forehead to his, an electric jolt passing between them. The glade blurred, sky streaking into a howling white.

The memory ended not with a whimper, but with the sense of a new boundary, a perimeter he would never allow to be breached.

The world rematerialized in razor focus. He could feel the wind in the glade, the phantom ache of torn flesh already sealing under the dictate of his DNA, and he saw White Wolf standing just out of striking range, arms folded, her own features oscillating between human severity and something far more dangerous.

Michael crouched, breath ragged, then straightened. The beast inside crowded his every cell, but it wasn’t pure violence now—it was purposeful. White Wolf nodded, as if she could read his intent in the tension of his shoulders.

“Test it,” she said. “See how far you can push before you snap.”

He took a step forward. With each motion, he sensed the musculature shifting, micro-adjusting for balance, speed, economy of force. He could choose how much of the wolf to wear, whether it be a flicker of claws, a rush of fur, or the pupils widening to harvest every photon in the low light. He tilted his head and caught a dozen more scents than before. The world was mapped in vectors: threat, opportunity, and prey.

White Wolf circled, eyes narrowing. “You’re not bleeding anymore.”

He glanced down. The gash on his arm had closed, skin knitted with the faintest silver seam. He flexed, and the seam dissolved to nothing.

She darted at him—a blur even by beast standards—and Michael reacted, not with the panicked violence of their earlier encounter, but with measured precision. He sidestepped, anticipating her angle, brought his arm up in a block that would have shattered bone if she’d been ordinary. She pivoted midair, landed behind him, and threw an elbow toward the base of his neck.

He ducked and twisted, grabbing her wrist with a grip that was neither human nor animal, but a hybrid of both. It was easy, suddenly, to hold back just enough to prove dominance without injuring her. He met her gaze as she spun out of the hold.

“Better,” she said, and there was something almost parental in the pride she didn’t bother to mask.

He felt it then—the switch, the axis of control. He forced the fur down, made the claws retract, and returned his breathing to normal. The hunger in his belly faded to a background urge, like caffeine withdrawal. His voice, when he spoke, was hoarse but unmistakably his own.

“I can turn it off,” he said, awed.

White Wolf showed her teeth, but in this context, it was a sign of approval. “You can dial it. Most never learn.”

He glanced at his hands, then back to her. “And the next time someone tries to gut me?”

She shrugged. “Gut them first. Or don’t. You control the beast.”

Michael exhaled, feeling the synaptic storm inside finally settle. The glade—once a hallucination of terror—was now just a place, beautiful in its violence.

He scanned the horizon, fully embracing his senses, and realized he could hear the distant sound of water, the grind of stones beneath earthworms, the faint footfalls of some rodents along the tree line. He could feel the pulse of his own heart, steady as a war drum, and knew with a certainty that scared him that the wolf was a weapon he could draw and sheath at will.

He turned to White Wolf, who watched him with an unreadable gaze.

“You’ll have to go back,” she said, tone gentler than before. “You know that.”

He nodded. “But I don’t have to go alone.”

The flashback began to fade, colors desaturating, details going soft around the edges. Michael took one last breath, memorizing the shape of power in his chest, then let the memory collapse inward, returning him to his body on the balcony above Thunderguard, the scar at his throat still humming with aftershock, but nothing more.

He opened his eyes to the indigo night, every sense alive, every boundary intact.

The world was waiting, and he was ready to meet it—on his own terms.

He leapt from the balcony and let gravity take him for a moment of exhilaration in the freefall, enjoying the wind rushing past his face. He loved the sensation—not the fall itself, but the discipline of restraint it required—waiting almost to the point of impact before slowing his descent with a thought. He touched down lightly, adjusted his cloak, and chose to walk the final distance to the war room, letting the kingdom see its Alpha moving among them.

The Thunderguard war room was a cavity of cobalt and chrome— every surface programmed to project and absorb information, every angle calculated for both intimidation and efficiency. Tactical displays flickered along the walls, updating live from the satellite mesh overhead and the embedded sensor grid at the perimeter. The light in the chamber was always a few shades colder than necessary, a design choice meant to keep its occupants alert, slightly off-balance.

Arthur entered with the singular momentum of a man who refused to exist in half-measures. The echo of his boots on the polished stone floor outlasted him by at least three beats, announcing his presence long before he stopped at the war table in the center of the room. He wore the new iteration of the Shadow Guard uniform, a matte gray with adaptive camo paneling and the stylized wolf’s head stitched in navy thread over the left breast. The only visible weapon was a sidearm, but his gait and carriage suggested every other part of him was a weapon too.

Michael was already there, leaning forward on the edge of the war table, fingers splayed against the cool projection surface. The map of the kingdom’s borders glowed beneath his hands, boundaries writhing with color-coded data streams. Michael tracked Arthur’s approach in the glass reflection, not bothering to turn until Arthur was within arm’s reach.

“Report,” Michael said, voice low but edged.

Arthur gave a short nod, then set down a flex-sheathed holo-pad and pulled up a secondary projection. The map responded instantly, layering topography and thermal imaging over the standard political boundaries.

“We’ve got three new incursions along the eastern ridge,” Arthur said, fingers moving in a blur as he expanded red glyphs that marked the hotspots. “Small units. In and out in under two hours. They’re not probing, they’re disrupting—hit and fade on our supply chain, targeting civilian refugee routes.” He jabbed a finger at a cluster of pulsing red dots. “We lost two comm relays and a water station outside Wanapum. Both sabotage, not artillery.”

Michael’s eyes narrowed. “How close to the border?”

Arthur exhaled, short and sharp. “Inside the fence. Someone got through the grid, which means they might have had help from someone on the inside. Possibly a spy masquerading as a tourist. We’re running DNA sweeps, but the bastards are good—left nothing organic except blood.”

Michael turned to face Arthur fully, scanning his features for the tells that even an old soldier couldn’t quite mask. “Is this Coalition, or the Zealots?”

Arthur grimaced. “Coalition signatures all over the first, but the second looks like Zealot wet work. Blade work, not ballistics. Victims got mercy-shot after the job was done.”

A silence stretched, thick and clinical, filled only by the soft hum of the air filtration and the periodic warble of an incoming data packet.

Arthur unfurled the holo-pad and set it between them, keying up a visual from the field units. It showed a nighttime thermal scan of the water station—three heat signatures, masked and gloved, moving with military precision. The feed stuttered, glitched, and the next frame was just cooling bodies, the attackers already gone.

“Anything from the Wolf Priests?” Michael asked, voice a fraction softer.

Arthur shook his head. “Rain Wolf says no sign of psychic interference or demonic possession, so we’re dealing with baseline butchers this time.”

“Baseline,” Michael repeated, and there was no missing the displeasure in his voice. “Any progress on the mountain valleys?”

Arthur expanded the projection with a sharp gesture, blue-highlighted canyons unfolding across the map. Before he could speak, Michael felt it—the thin, sour static clinging to the valleys like residue after a storm.

Rain Wolf inhaled softly. “Death,” he said. “Old. Masked. Moving in circles.”

Arthur glanced between them, then nodded once. “Training camps. Coalition, for sure. But they’re hiding something up there—jamming isn’t just electronic. It’s layered.” He tapped the display, pulling up vanished recon pings. “We’ve lost drones and a deep team at the first waypoint. No bodies. No signal. Just... absence.”

Michael flexed his hand, the scar at his throat itching with memory.

“Call the Guard,” he said.

Arthur looked up. “All of them?”

Michael’s eyes lifted from the map, already distant, already measuring terrain that didn’t yet exist in three dimensions. “I want eyes on this personally. No drones. No probes. We go in close.”

Rain Wolf inclined his head, understanding immediately. “Then the shadows will follow.”

Within minutes, the war room shifted. Tactical projections collapsed inward, replaced by a single moving overlay of the eastern ridge. Michael stepped away from the table as figures emerged from the adjoining corridor—his Shadow Guard answering the summons without ceremony.

Arthur was first, the nanotech harness resting dark against his chest, helm disengaged, posture squared by decades of war. Shade followed, the massive obsidian form resolving out of the lights themselves, white eyes igniting as if someone had struck flint in darkness. Shadow Blade appeared without announcement at Michael’s right, already present before anyone remembered seeing her enter, black eyes unreadable. Rain Wolf joined them last, rune-light crawling faintly along his forearms.

High above Thunderguard, unseen but unmistakably felt, The Raging Fang adjusted its orbit. Michael sensed Eyeball’s attention settle over him like a targeting reticle—steady, protective, patient.

“We move together,” Michael said. No speech. No flourish. Just a fact.

Arthur nodded once. Shade’s hammer coalesced from shadow with a low gravitational thrum. Shadow Blade drew both katanas in a single fluid motion, the air parting around their edges. Rain Wolf closed his eyes, already listening beyond the world.

Michael turned toward the exit. “I want to know what’s hiding in those valleys before it decides to come knocking.”

He stepped forward—and the shadows moved with him.

The deployment bay opened like the throat of a great beast. Wind and ozone rushed in as the shuttle descended from its cradle. Michael boarded first, the Guard falling in around him with practiced precision.

As the craft lifted free of Thunderguard, the city fell away beneath them, lights dimming into constellations.

Michael didn’t look back.

Whatever waited in the eastern ridge had already been found.

And this time, it would not be watching from the dark.
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​Chapter 2 - Terra’s Journey
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The new world reeked of cold, rot, and tree sap, but at least it felt honest. Terra crouched at the center of the clearing, the damp of the frozen dirt seeping into her knees, hands pressed to the black loam as if she could wring secrets from the earth itself. Around her, the evergreens stood in mute witness—sequoia and pine, their uppermost needles frosted white, their trunks swaddled in hanging moss that caught the light. She liked to imagine they were watching, that the old gods of timber and root cared enough to judge her progress.

No one in the clearing spoke. They never did, not during the lessons. Instead, they waited at a comfortable distance. Wind Fang, in the wolf-priestess robes she never seemed to remove; Adam Davies, bundled in layers of Thunderguard-issue fleece and already scribbling into a field notebook; and, farther out, the Sasquatch, a silent silhouette camouflaged in the edge shadows, all patient bulk and reflective eyes. The three of them staked out a careful triangle around her while she trained, a grounding formation meant to contain backlash if her control slipped.

Terra closed her eyes, inhaling the scents beneath the ambient stink of dry needles, the deep iron tang of soil, and the faintest undertone of ozone from the frost. The wild wanted to crawl into her pores and colonize the space inside, but she needed to keep her mind clearly focused. It was hard, with the nervous shuffle of Adam’s feet and Wind Fang’s constant, predator-alert scanning of the perimeter. Even the Sasquatch, unmoving, radiated a gravity of expectation.

She pressed harder. The skin at the heel of her palm split minutely— leaking a drop of fluid that was only incidentally blood—most of it, these days, was chlorophyll, viscous and dark, pooling beneath the callus before being wicked up by the moss. She wondered if the others could see it; if they would flinch at the sight.

No. Not these three. They had seen stranger things.

The ground below her vibrated, a bass note she felt in her teeth. She let her mind open, and the world responded: the soft, shivering click of root systems deep below, the hydraulic push of water from somewhere down-canyon, the tectonic complaint of rock as it shifted in its sleep. She gripped the energy and twisted it upward, her knuckles whitening, and in response, the clearing convulsed.

A slab of basalt tore free from the earth in front of her—not massive, but deliberate, erupting with a shower of frozen mud and last year’s leaf litter. The pillar grew at a speed that would have pulped a lesser being, shooting skyward until it hung suspended a full fifteen feet above the ground, almost scraping the lower branches of the pines. Another followed it, and then a third, spaced in a neat arc around her position. Each one rose perfectly and straight, the grain of stone cleanly defined, as if the planet had meant to grow them here all along and simply forgotten until she reminded it.

She opened her eyes, registering the sharp new shadows thrown by the pillars and the subtle, collective intake of breath from her audience.

Adam snapped a photograph with his phone, the light briefly blinding, and muttered into his sleeve. “Day 22, the subject has increased both output and precision. Note the parallel vein patterns—possible geomantic resonance at play, but also—” He trailed off, squinting at the rocks with unfeigned awe.

Wind Fang approached, boots silent even on the crisp detritus of the forest floor, the edge of her robe catching the wind and snapping like a banner. She circled the formation, fingers flicking through the beads on her left wrist—each one carved from bone, each carrying a runic scrawl. She traced the air near the stone, as if reading residual heat from a dying flame.

“Less force, more intent,” Wind Fang said, her voice the low rasp of someone who spent more time howling than talking. “You’re not splitting the earth, you’re waking it up. Let it want to move.”

Terra swallowed the sharp retort that rose to her tongue, and instead let the criticism settle into the pit of her stomach. It wasn’t wrong. But it didn’t help.

Adam’s pen scratched frantic notations. He muttered, “The Sasquatch seems agitated,” and looked over his shoulder, where the huge shape still waited. The Sasquatch’s arms dangled to its knees, its knuckles sunk deep into the needle-bed, but it didn’t move. Terra could feel its attention—sharp, dissecting.

She rotated her wrists, feeling the resistance of newly thickened ligaments and tendons, and reached for a new thread of power. This time, she aimed not at the bones of the world but at the thin crust just beneath her. The dead litter of last autumn—seeds, husks, fragments of bark—was all a library of biological memory, and she could read it if she tried. She flexed her hands, claws surfacing, and gently coaxed the smallest roots to the surface.

The snow between the pillars rippled, bulging in spots, and then a dozen small flowers forced their way up, their stems pushing through the crusted frost. They were impossible here—defiant against the season, their petals blue and crimson and canary yellow, standing like paint splotches on a sheet of white. Some were daisies, some were something stranger, the kind of bloom found only in fossil records or the spore memories of extinct prairies.

She felt a surge of triumph, followed by a dull backlash—a cold in her spine that radiated outward, every nerve ending raw.

Wind Fang’s face softened, just for a moment. “That’s better,” she said. “Less violence. More beauty.”

Adam knelt to get a closer look at the flowers, phone forgotten, his voice tight with excitement. “How are you... How do you select the species? Is it instinct, or do you—”

“Neither,” Terra said, her own voice smaller than she wanted. “It’s just needed. They needed to be here, so I made them.”

Wind Fang nodded. “That’s how Gaia works, you know, and you being her Herald, a living conduit of her power, are learning by listening before acting. Not through domination, but through persistence. You're doing great.”

Terra flicked her eyes at the priestess, catching the faintest gleam of satisfaction there. It made her want to smash all three pillars and walk away, but she suppressed it. Wind Fang would only see it as more evidence that she wasn’t ready.

Adam crouched next to one of the flowers, brushing it with a gloved finger. “You’re not photosynthesizing, are you?” he asked, almost breathless.

Terra shrugged. “Not completely. But it helps.”

Adam looked up at her, scientific curiosity warring with genuine worry. “That explains the green tinge under your skin. You’re making more chlorophyll every day.”

Wind Fang gave him a look of bored patience. “She’s the Herald. The changes are necessary.”

Adam, emboldened, asked, “Necessary for what?”

Wind Fang smiled, “For what comes next.”

Terra ignored them, focusing on the new pressure at the base of her skull. She recognized the feeling—it was a migraine, except not for her own brain, but for the collective mind of the clearing. The trees vibrated with it, the moss shriveled at the edges, the dirt hissed as a bubble of air forced its way up. The earth refused to move anymore. She’d asked too much.

She relaxed her grip, letting the slabs of basalt collapse back into the ground. They shattered on impact, splintering into thousands of shards that ricocheted in a tight circle. Adam flinched, but Wind Fang stood motionless, only the beads on her wrist chattering.

The Sasquatch finally moved, a single step forward; the noise of its motion like a soft landslide. It reached out a hand—palm up, fingers open, nonthreatening. There was wisdom in the gesture, an ancient peace offering. Terra met its gaze, and for a moment, she felt the old animal comfort of belonging to something larger.

The headache faded.

She stood, dusting loam from her leggings. When she looked down, her knuckles were caked with mud and streaked green. The wounds from her work had already closed, leaving faint seams of scar tissue that appeared more like bark than skin.

Wind Fang approached and offered her a canteen. “Drink,” she insisted. “It helps the reset.”

Terra took it, the metal cool and battered, and drank deep. The water tasted like moss and glacier runoff. It calmed the burn in her throat.

Adam straightened, brushing snow from his knees, and fumbled for his voice recorder. “Subject displayed new control over both mineral and floral domains. Emotional state appears more irritable than baseline, but physical exertion correlates with improved empathy and reduced aggression.” He looked at her. “Is that accurate?”

Terra rolled her eyes. “I’m always irritable. That’s not new.”

Wind Fang smirked, as if proud of the shared joke.

Adam, undeterred, pressed, “Is it...getting easier?”

Terra considered. “Not really. It’s like learning to walk with someone else’s legs. Stronger, but always a risk you’ll trip and break something.”

Wind Fang capped the canteen, tucking it into a pouch. “You’re progressing fast, but you need to let the earth rest, too.”

Terra made a noncommittal sound. “Tell that to Gaia. She never sleeps.”

Wind Fang nodded and smiled with an expression like she knew the answer to a question Terra didn’t know existed. “But she has been sleeping. She’s been slumbering for millennia ever since the Great War was pushed out of the Earth Realm and left her drained. The only reason she woke momentarily and made you her herald was because the Yellowstone eruption jarred her awake, and your untimely death created a convenient vessel for her Herald.”

Terra glared; she didn’t like being corrected in such a smug way.

Adam’s phone pinged with an alert. He checked it, face suddenly tense. “There’s another storm coming. We should get back to the ridge before nightfall.”

Wind Fang nodded, already walking toward the tree line. “Pack up. We move now.”

Terra glanced at the ruined clearing, the flowers already wilting in the sudden cold, and felt a pang of guilt. She wondered if the other elementals ever learned to stop breaking the world as they tried to fix it.

The Sasquatch waited for her at the path’s edge, a sentinel in the dusk. Terra brushed past, and it nodded, a slow gesture heavy with meaning.

They moved single-file through the narrowing light, Wind Fang in front, Adam in the middle, Terra just behind, and the Sasquatch closing the distance at the rear. The snow fell harder, muffling the world and lending the procession a strange, ceremonial air. Each step pressed their tracks deep into the earth, leaving a story for the next storm to erase.

By the time they reached the safety of the cave, Terra’s hands had stopped shaking. She flexed her fingers, feeling the new strength in them, and wondered how much more of herself she’d have to lose before she became what the others wanted.

Wind Fang knelt at the cave’s entrance, drawing a sigil in the snow with her finger. Adam ducked inside, unpacking gear with the obsessive neatness of a chronically anxious scientist. The Sasquatch waited outside, unbothered by the wind.

Terra lingered at the mouth, staring out into the darkness, and for a moment let herself believe that if she called hard enough, the world would answer with something gentle.

It did not.

Instead, the wind spat snow in her face, and from somewhere far away she heard the shriek of a hunting bird, a cry of blood and hunger.

She smiled, baring her teeth to the night, and then went inside.

Night brought with it a truce, enforced not by consensus but by the brute fact that everyone needed warmth, calories, and—eventually—sleep. The cave wasn’t much, just a shallow gouge in the hillside lined with centuries of damp moss and animal droppings, but the fire at its center transformed it into something almost human. The flames, blue and orange and occasionally licked with green, leapt higher than they had any right to. Ecstasy Inferno sat cross-legged at the base of the blaze, her eyes reflecting every spark, her lips twitching in amusement as she nudged the fire with a stick and made it pirouette.

Jenna Syde perched on a granite outcropping a few feet from the fire, legs folded with the inflexible dignity of a queen, hands tucked into the sleeves of her borrowed parka. Her profile was all angles: nose sharp enough to slice glass, chin tucked in perpetual judgment. She and Terra shared a thin wool blanket—mostly for the pretense of intimacy, since neither of them seemed to feel the cold anymore.

Adam Davies huddled on a sleeping mat, a dome of readouts and monitors blossoming around him like the petals of an anxious flower. He gnawed protein bars in measured bites, pausing every few minutes to enter notes or check the ambient temperature.

The Sasquatch never entered the cave, but its presence hung just beyond the ring of light. Occasionally, the beast’s shadow would pass over the entrance, prompting Adam to mutter about “behavioral anomalies” and “possible sentience.”

Wind Fang took up her post at the threshold, framed by darkness. She didn’t so much sit as crouch, knees up, the curve of her spine bent in perpetual readiness. She watched the others with an intensity that bordered on religion.

Terra shifted her weight, knees pulled to her chest, chin resting atop them. The day’s exertion had left her skin flushed and her pulse still high. She waited until Ecstasy had tamed the fire and Adam’s muttering had faded before speaking.

“I don’t know how much longer I can take someone staring at me,” she whispered to Jenna, voice pitched low.

Jenna didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she uncorked a flask, sniffed it with exaggerated caution, and offered it to Terra. “You mean the wolf or the scientist?”

Terra smirked, taking a pull. The liquor was sharp, burning down to her toes. “Both, but mostly Wind Fang. She looks at me like I’m a grenade that’s already lost its pin.”

Jenna cocked her head, considering the priestess’s outline against the snow. “She’s worried for you.”

“She’s worried for everyone else. I understand why Michael sent her, but it feels like I’m suffocating.” Terra dug her fingers into the dirt, nails turning green as she fought to keep the frustration out of her voice. “How do you deal with it, having someone that close all the time?”

Jenna’s mouth quirked. “You mean Ecstasy?”

Terra nodded. The fire cast shifting patterns on the two women’s faces, drawing them into conspiracy.

“I don’t ‘deal’ with it,” Jenna said, rolling her eyes. “It’s a fact of life. Like hunger, or gravity, or the inevitable need to pee just as you're about ready to drift off to sleep.” She leaned in, lowering her voice even further. “But you get used to it. Besides—” Here, her eyes flicked sidelong to Ecstasy, who was humming to herself and shaping the fire into little whorls— “sometimes it’s nice, knowing that someone is bound to you. Even if the binding is mutual annihilation.”

Terra let out a long, soft laugh. “You two are good together. I’m not sure anyone else could survive your brain.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere,” Jenna said, grinning, “but it won’t make me less jealous of you.”

“Jealous?” Terra barked a laugh, then clamped a hand over her mouth. “Of what?”

Jenna shrugged, the motion elegant despite her hunched posture. “You’re the Herald. Chosen by the planet itself. You could probably order me to walk off a cliff, and I’d thank you for the privilege.”

Terra snorted. “You’d make it sound like it was your idea first.”

This time, Ecstasy chimed in, voice dreamy but clear. “She would. She likes to think she’s the alpha.” Ecstasy glanced at Jenna, and a tiny smirk flickered. “But we all know who does the dirty work.”

Jenna rolled her eyes, but her smile softened. “Ignore the firebug. She’s in love with your husband, you know.”

Terra shot a look at Ecstasy, who shrugged with exaggerated innocence. “It’s true. He’s hot.”

Terra jabbed a finger at Jenna, mocking severity. “Just remember, no getting naked around my husband.”

Jenna bit back a grin, fighting a blush. “Noted, Professor. But you might want to worry more about Wind Fang.”

At the mention of her name, Wind Fang’s ears seemed to twitch. She didn’t turn, but Terra was sure she’d heard every word. “See? Even when she’s not looking at me, she’s listening.”

Jenna’s voice dropped to a whisper, serious now. “That’s what makes her good at her job. She can’t be caught off guard. But she does know restraint. Unlike some people.”

Terra’s hands tightened on her knees. “I’m not reckless.”

“No, but you’re still learning how strong you are. That’s always the most dangerous phase. Remember, even the best predators trip over their own paws the first few hunts.”

They fell silent for a moment, the crackle of the fire filling the air.

Adam piped up from behind his screen, oblivious to the subtext. “If I can ask a question—”

“You always do,” said Jenna, not unkindly.

He ignored the jab. “Terra, when you... connect. What does it feel like? Is it electrical, chemical, or something else? Do you sense pain, or is it just... information?”

Terra thought about it. “It’s not painful. It’s more like pressure. Or hunger. Like the whole world is waiting for me to decide what happens next, and if I hesitate, I’ll starve.”

Adam scribbled furiously. “Fascinating. That lines up with some of the Gaian mythos I’ve been reading. The urge to growth, the avoidance of stasis—”

Jenna cut in, “The planet wants to eat us, Adam. Or at least, it wants us to feed it.”

He made a face. “That’s grim, even for you.”

Jenna’s teeth flashed. “I’m all about the circle of life.”

The Sasquatch, still silhouetted in the entrance, made a soft hoot. Without warning, it ducked inside, moving with impossible delicacy for something so massive. It produced a battered thermos, filled rough wooden cups, then handed one to Jenna and one to Terra.

Terra accepted, sniffing the contents. It smelled like pine, smoke, and something floral. She took a sip; it was herbal, slightly sweet, and left her tongue tingling. “Thank you,” she said, in the Sasquatch tongue; it grunted a reply and settled itself in the far corner, content to simply watch.

Jenna eyed her cup with suspicion. “If I wake up with fur, I’m blaming you.”

Ecstasy slid closer to Jenna, her hand finding the other woman’s without thought. The move was unselfconscious, automatic, and Terra felt a strange warmth at the sight. Even in this post-everything world, people still reach for each other.

The fire burned lower, the blue in its heart fading to red. Outside, the wind keened through the pines, carrying with it distant sounds of the living and the dead.

Terra’s mind wandered to Michael—whether he felt this cold, whether the Shadow Wolves had fires of their own, or if they simply ran until they collapsed in a heap. She pictured him somewhere, hunched over a map or a war table, trying to shoulder the whole broken world.

Jenna’s voice, quiet now, pulled her back. “You miss him.”

Terra nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

Jenna squeezed her hand. “He’s the only person I can’t influence. Do you know how maddening that is? My whole life, if I told someone to jump, they’d do it. But with Michael, it’s like shouting at the ocean. It makes me feel... naked.”

Terra smirked, just a little. “No getting naked around my husband.”

Jenna laughed, low and bitter, then shook her head. “You’re good for him, you know. You anchor him.”

Terra watched the fire. “I hope so.”

Wind Fang finally broke her silence. “Rest now. Tomorrow will not be gentle.”

Everyone took that as gospel, and the talk ebbed away, replaced by the small, private rituals of winding down—flasks uncapped, cups drained, equipment checked and double-checked. Even the Sasquatch yawned, showing canines bigger than Adam’s thumbs.

Terra stayed awake the longest, watching as the others drifted into uneasy sleep. She could feel the eyes of the world on her, pressing, always pressing, wanting her to become
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