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      The perimeter had shifted.

      Aldrich noticed it the way you noticed a loose tooth—with a small, persistent awareness that something familiar was wrong, and the uneasy certainty that touching it would make everything worse.

      He stopped at the edge of the marked path and crouched, balanced and sure-footed, the posture instinctive now. Aldrich wore what all of the survivors of the crash wore—boots scuffed, cut down and resoled to handle the inhospitable terrain, and a rough loincloth of cured hide tied at his waist, frayed and scant. It left him bear to the elements, chest and limbs exposed, skin toughened and browned by sun and wind.

      He was lean and strong for his twenty-one years, built for endurance more than impact, muscle drawn tight along his frame from climbing, hauling, and helping rebuild the broken hull of the Vanguard into the small settlement they now called home.

      His body bore the small, honest scars of survival—nicks, burns, old cuts that had healed without complaint. Nothing about him felt over-burdened anymore, at least not since the crash. He carried only what he needed to survive. They all did.

      He looked up ahead now.

      The forest was quiet, as though it was listening, watching.

      “That wasn’t there yesterday,” he said.

      Oren, his nineteen-year-old companion, didn’t answer immediately. He stepped closer, eyes tracking the line of bone markers half-buried in the dirt. The nearest one leaned at a new angle, its lashings pulled tight in the unmistakable way of orc work—recent, deliberate.

      Aldrich frowned.

      The orcs didn’t adjust boundaries without reason. They were territorial, yes—but precise. Methodical. If a marker had been reinforced instead of removed, it meant something had gone wrong on their side of the line.

      Something was out there.

      Something big enough to make them tighten the perimeter rather than push it outward.

      Aldrich clenched his grip on the scanner. Had the orcs detected a threat before the humans had? Were they trying to contain something—hold it away from everyone else? The idea settled cold and heavy in his gut.

      “Do you think the orcs moved it?” Oren asked, concerned. “Why would they move it?”

      “I wish I knew. Who knows what the hell goes through an orc’s brain.”

      Oren huffed out a laugh. “If they even have one.”

      Aldrich side-eyed him. “Oh, they have a brain alright. Never underestimate that. We might not know much about them, but if they went to the trouble of moving markers, they did it for a reason.”

      He lifted the scanner and angled it toward the disturbed ground beyond the marker. The screen flickered, stabilized, then delivered a reading that made his stomach drop.

      “Energy spike,” Aldrich said. “Localized. Recent.”

      Oren exhaled slowly. “How recent?”

      Aldrich glanced up at the trees, at the snapped branches and gouged bark farther downslope. “Close enough that I’d rather not guess.”

      They stood there for a moment, both of them weighing the same unspoken options.

      The rules were simple. They always were.

      You mapped. You recorded. You stayed on your side.

      The rules were also the only thing keeping the settlement alive.

      “We should probably mark it,” Oren said.

      “Definitely,” Aldrich nodded. He reached for the folded paper map tucked into his belt. He balanced it against a rock and began to sketch, noting the shift in terrain, the angle of the marker, the disturbance beyond.

      The pencil tip snapped.

      He stared at it for a beat, then sighed and reached for another.

      “That’s a bad sign,” Oren muttered.

      Aldrich didn’t disagree.

      Suddenly the ground shuddered beneath them.

      It was subtle at first—more a vibration than a movement—but Aldrich felt it through the soles of his boots, up his bare legs, into his spine.

      He froze.

      Oren’s head came up sharply. “Did you feel that⁠—”

      The second tremor hit harder.

      Somewhere in the trees, something exhaled.

      It wasn’t a roar. It wasn’t a scream.

      It was a sound that carried weight.

      Aldrich’s mouth went dry. “We’re leaving.”

      Oren didn’t argue.

      They turned and ran.

      Branches snapped behind them as something massive crashed through the undergrowth with no concern for obstacles or noise. The forest itself seemed to recoil, birds exploding upward in panicked flight.

      Aldrich ran harder, breath burning in his chest.

      “Ravine ahead!” Oren shouted. “It’s narrow enough to jump… I think.”

      The ground shook again, closer now.

      Aldrich risked a glance over his shoulder and immediately regretted it.

      The thing behind them was huge. Blue skin. Too much muscle. Too many limbs.

      The creature burst into view like an avalanche given form, six arms driving it forward, claws tearing through bark as it closed the distance with horrifying speed. A single horn jutted from its forehead, scarred and jagged, as if it had broken walls before and kept going.

      “Go!” Oren yelled.

      Aldrich lunged for the ravine’s edge.

      His foot caught on a root.

      The world tilted.

      Something slammed into his side with the force of a transport collision, knocking the breath clean out of him. He toppled, tumbled, crashing into the shallow ravine, skin tearing, vision blurring as pain flared hot and bright.

      He tried to move.

      His leg refused.

      “Oren!” Aldrich gasped.

      Oren skidded to a halt at the edge of the ravine, breath ragged, eyes wide with horror as he took in Aldrich sprawled below him.

      “I’m coming for you! Hold tight!” Oren shouted, already scrambling down the rock face. Stones broke loose under his boots, clattering past Aldrich’s head.

      Then the shadow of the beast blocked out the sun.

      Oren froze.

      The creature’s bulk filled the ravine mouth, its attention snapping instantly to movement. One of its massive arms swung toward the edge⁠—

      “Oren, run!” Aldrich yelled.

      “But—”

      “Go! Warn the tribe!”

      Oren didn’t hesitate this time. He turned and bolted, boots pounding away as the creature loomed over the ravine.

      Aldrich looked up.

      The creature lurched at the edge, breath hot and wet, three eyes fixing on him. One clawed arm lifted, slow and deliberate.

      Aldrich squeezed his eyes shut.

      The impact never came.

      Instead, the air split with a sharp, guttural sound—commanding, unmistakable—and metal rang against bone.

      The creature roared, not in triumph but in fury, staggering as something struck it from the side.

      Aldrich opened his eyes.

      A massive figure had stepped between him and the beast.

      Green skin stretched over heavy muscle. Armor scarred by old battles. A long-bladed weapon held with practiced ease, already slick with blood.

      The beast’s attacker didn’t roar or posture. He moved with brutal efficiency, driving the blade deep, twisting away as the creature snapped at empty air. A heavy green fist slammed into its jaw, the impact echoing through the ravine like a hammer on stone.

      The creature reeled back, wounded, angry, and apparently deterred enough to retreat.

      It roared again—this time in pure fury—six arms tearing gouges through bark and stone as it staggered away from the ravine. Blood splattered the ground in thick, steaming arcs. Trees cracked as it smashed through them.

      It vanished into the primeval forest with a final, echoing bellow, a sound that shook the earth and carried long after its terrifying presence was gone.

      The roar made it clear that this was not a victory for its attacker.

      It was a warning.

      The kind that promised the creature would remember this place.

      Above Aldrich, the green-skinned defender stood for a moment, chest rising steadily, weapon still raised. He was enormous—easily a head taller than any human Aldrich had ever seen—all heavy muscle and brutal balance. His skin was a map of battle scars. Thick cords of muscle flinched with every breath, strength held in check rather than flaunted.

      His face was unmistakably orc: broad and angular, with a heavy brow and a blunt, powerful nose. Two tusks curved up from his lower jaw, ivory-pale and worn at the tips, not decorative but used. His mouth was set in a hard line, jaw square and resolute, framed by dark stubble that roughened his cheeks and chin. Long black hair was pulled back from his face, bound tight at the crown of his head so it wouldn’t fall into his eyes when he fought.

      Those eyes—golden and sharp—tracked everything at once. Aldrich. The treeline. The ground where the blue creature’s blood still steamed. There was no frenzy in them, no triumph. Just control. The kind that came from surviving things worse than this.

      Leather and metal guarded his torso and hips, scarred armor shaped for movement rather than display, straps crossing a chest broad enough to look carved from stone. One massive hand still gripped his blade, knuckles thick, fingers stout and steady, while the other hung loose at his side, relaxed only because the danger had withdrawn.

      He didn’t look like a savior.

      He looked like
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