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CHAPTER 1: The Archive
A throb started in Kenna’s left temple, a dull jackhammer keeping time with the tent’s groaning air conditioner. Red dust motes swam in the shafts of sun that pierced the canvas. Her phone, hot and slick with sweat, dug into her ear. Dr. Albright’s voice, a tinny drone of infuriating calm, leaked from the speaker, reciting budget codes and institutional priorities. A knot of muscles tightened low in her gut, pulling everything taut up to her jaw.
“—unprecedented fiscal pressures, Dr. Jordan, you must understand,” Albright said.
Kenna’s eyes squeezed shut. A deep breath pulled the metallic tang of old earth and sweat into her lungs. “With all due respect, Alan,” her own voice was a low growl, slicing through his modulated tones, “this isn't just another grid. This is a Freedmen's settlement. A sovereign community built from nothing after the war. This is a physical archive of refusal.”
A beat of digital silence. “Its historical import isn’t in question. It’s the—"
“The funding,” Kenna snapped, her knuckles straining white against the phone’s plastic casing. “My funding. Because it doesn’t fit. Because it’s too Black. Too Indigenous. Too goddamn real.” The words hung in the oppressive air, thick as the Oklahoma heat. A band cinched around her ribs.
“Those are inflammatory conjectures, Doctor,” Albright clipped, the composure finally cracking.
“Impact?” A dry, bitter sound escaped her lips. “You want impact? These are the people erased from the textbooks, and this is the proof. They carved out their own liberty. They refused to be defined by loss. This dirt speaks to the human need for self-determination. For sovereignty. How is that not impactful?” The last words were sharp, frayed. Heat flooded her neck, a prickling tide rising to her scalp.
She shoved back from the folding chair, the metal legs scraping the canvas floor. Pacing. Three steps one way, three steps back. Dust puffed up from under her boots. Albright, in his climate-controlled office, his sterile world, would never understand the texture of this ground, the layers of ghosts just beneath her feet.
“The board views the allocation as… excessive,” Albright continued, his voice regaining its smooth, bureaucratic surface. “The new biotech initiatives, for instance, require significant—"
“Biotech,” Kenna scoffed. “You’ll fund gene-splicing but not the stories of the people whose genes built this nation. The irony is a physical burn.” Her tongue was a dry rasp in her mouth. A single bead of sweat traced a slow path down her temple, and she swiped it away with a vicious flick of her fingers.
“This isn’t productive, Kenna.” A warning. “The decision is final. You have enough for basic preservation. The deeper excavation is off the table.”
Her breath caught, a ragged tear in her throat. Basic preservation. Containment. A hot pressure built behind her eyes, blurring the edges of the tent. All the hours, the grant proposals, the bone-deep exhaustion for a breakthrough just within reach. All of it reduced to a line item. History strangled with red tape.
“You know what that means,” Kenna forced the words past the tightness in her throat. “It means their stories get buried again. Because they’re inconvenient. Because they don’t serve the current narrative.” The phone groaned in her grip, her fingers aching.
“The university is not in the business of narrative, Dr. Jordan. It is in the business of research within budgetary parameters.” The placid tone returned, a deliberate slap. “I suggest you compile your existing findings for a preliminary publication.”
A preliminary publication. A footnote. An institutional pacifier. The injustice of it was a physical sickness, churning acid in her stomach. Her brain fired, a rapid cascade of rejected options—other grants, private donors, pleading. All of them dead ends against the monolithic machine.
“No,” Kenna whispered, the word a vow to the dust and the heat. Not to him. She wanted the whole truth. Every stone, every voice. A cold certainty solidified in her marrow, pushing back the burn of frustration. She would find a way. She always did.
“Excuse me?” Albright’s voice, sharp again.
Kenna inhaled the scent of damp earth and sun-baked canvas. The tent’s atmosphere was a pressure cooker, but her mind was ice. “Nothing, Dr. Albright. Message received.” Her thumb stabbed the end-call icon. The screen went dark, throwing back a distorted reflection of her own face, jaw set, lips a thin line. The sudden absence of his voice was a physical presence, a booming quiet.
She stood, hands on her hips, shoulders squared. Her heart hammered a frantic, desperate beat. Outside, the sun bled across the horizon, painting the canvas in streaks of bruised orange. This work, her life, was exposed. Fragile. But the opposition made it solid. She would dig these stories from the ground with her own hands. The university could cut her loose. She would just dig deeper.
Hours later, daylight had drained from the sky, leaving the pit submerged in the deep violet of dusk. Kenna knelt in the trench, the red earth now cool around her knees. The ghost of Albright’s voice was a faint static, drowned out by the rhythmic scrape of her trowel. A low ache pulsed in her back, a familiar complaint from muscles pushed past their limit. This was her sanctuary. Her war room.
She worked with a focused precision, shaving away layers of time. The air, thick with the smell of coming rain, drew the hum of mosquitoes to her ears. She swatted at her arm, leaving a small smear of red on her skin, the sting a distant fact. A hollow pang in her stomach went unanswered.
Her trowel struck something that was not rock. A solid, resonant thud traveled up the steel, a jolt that shot straight to her wrist. Her breath stopped. Every hair on her arms went rigid. A strange current prickled across her scalp.
Setting the trowel aside, she took up a soft-bristled brush. Slow, deliberate sweeps. A surface appeared, impossibly dark, drinking the fading light and giving nothing back. It was a patch of polished night embedded in the clay. Not stone. Something other. The dirt pressed into the denim of her jeans, a gritty, grounding texture.
More brushing revealed a smooth curve, then an edge so sharp it seemed machined. No natural formation. Something crafted. A clean, cold charge shot through her, erasing the day’s frustrations. This was the hunt. The revelation. Her pulse picked up, a quick, heavy beat against her ribs.
The object emerged from its earthen womb: an ovoid shape, elongated like a teardrop, sized to fit a human palm. Its surface was a perfect void. As she cleared the last of the soil, a low-frequency hum rose from it, a vibration that bypassed her ears and went straight into her bones. It wasn't sound. It was a pressure change in her chest cavity. She froze, brush hovering, as a tremor that had nothing to do with the evening chill traced a path down her spine.
She leaned in, the obsidian-dark surface inches from her face. No seams, no tool marks. Only that profound, silent thrumming. The thing was alive. A captured energy vibrating just out of phase with the world. Caution, protocol, documentation—her training screamed at her. But a deeper, more primal curiosity pulled her forward.
She reached, her fingers unsteady. The air around the artifact was dense, charged with static. The hum deepened, vibrating in her teeth. Her hand paused, inches away. The surface of the obsidian seemed to shift, a liquid quality in the twilight. A dizzying sensation washed through her, the walls of the pit seeming to warp and swim. She blinked hard, shaking her head to clear it.
The hum grew, a bass note plucked deep inside the planet, a resonance that was both a warning and a summons. A part of her, the academic, recoiled. Another part, one she didn't know existed, strained toward it. All her research into Indigenous cosmology, into the animate nature of sacred objects, snapped from theory into a terrifying, immediate reality.
Her fingertips brushed the surface.
The contact was a shock of impossible coolness. The hum surged, an invasive current that shot up her arm and flooded her torso. A faint, internal light bloomed within the stone, a deep turquoise glow that existed only at the edges of her sight, a corona she could never look at directly. The object radiated an antiquity that made the pit, the state, the entire continent feel like a recent event.
Her thin archaeological glove was no barrier; the energy passed through it as if it weren't there. A gasp tore from her lungs. Her muscles locked, her body refusing the command to pull away. This was a connection, a circuit being completed. A strange, penetrating warmth spread from her palm, up her arm, and pooled behind her sternum. Her breath hitched, shallow and fast.
The air around her shimmered, warping into a visible heat-haze. The first stars to appear in the sky seemed to streak and bend. A wild, fierce exhilaration collided with a surge of raw, absolute terror in her gut. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic prisoner. But her hand was fused to the stone, a silent accomplice.
She yanked her arm, a panicked, useless spasm. The artifact held her fast. The hum became a roar inside her head, annihilating all other senses. The ground itself began to glow, a faint, impossible turquoise light seeping from the earth around the obsidian. Her world, built on evidence and reason, was coming apart at the seams.
The turquoise hum erupted into a blinding, silent detonation of light. It pulsed from the artifact, a physical wave that tore through the pit. A scream was ripped from Kenna’s throat but made no sound, consumed by a roaring static that filled her skull. Her eyes slammed shut, but the light burned through her lids, an incandescent cyan seared onto the backs of her retinas. It was an internal fire, the light itself a catalyst igniting her synapses.
Her fingers, welded to the obsidian, were no longer her own. They were conduits, rigid and cold. The vibration was in every cell now, shaking her apart atom by atom. Her teeth chattered, a violent, uncontrollable clicking. Nausea churned, hot and acidic, climbing her throat.
Across the sky, a solar storm flared, a silent, cosmic violence. The thought was a single spark before the overload shorted out all logic. The air crackled, visible ripples of energy distorting the horizon. The moon swelled, fractured, and bled the same impossible turquoise. The ground bucked beneath her, a violent tremor that threw her forward, arms locked, body a taut, terrified bridge between the earth and the stone.
The light became a wall of churning, liquid color. It had texture, a searing heat that licked at her skin. The fabric of her shirt prickled, a thousand tiny needles of electrostatic charge making every hair on her body stand on end. Vision, even through closed eyes, became a cascade of shattering geometries, hyper-saturated angles folding in on themselves. The sensory barrage peeled her consciousness back to its rawest, most primitive form.
A tearing began, not of skin, but deep in her core. An invisible hand seized her spine and pulled. Her muscles convulsed, locking her into a twisted arc of agony. A sharp, crystalline pain shot through her chest, stealing her breath. She thrashed, a useless struggle against an irresistible force. Her body was being stretched, thinned, extruded through an impossibly small aperture. Every tendon screamed.
The static in her head escalated to a shriek that obliterated thought. There was no Dr. Kenna Jordan. There was only the tearing, the burning light, the crushing pressure. Time stretched into a rubber band, held for an eternity, then snapped. The ground beneath her ceased to exist. She was in a freefall, a chaotic tumble through a tunnel of pure, kinetic color. Not falling. Unraveling.
Her lungs burned for air in a vacuum. Her ears popped, a piercing whine driving spikes of pain into her brain. The sharp, metallic taste of copper flooded her mouth. A final, fragmented thought—temporal displacement?—was annihilated by the sheer force of the event. She was a particle scattering into an unknown equation, her name, her history, her self, dissolving into the roar.
The pressure built to a singularity, then imploded. The roar collapsed into a crushing, absolute silence. The tearing stopped. A jarring impact slammed through her entire frame, rattling her teeth in their sockets. The world snapped to black. The last thing was the scrape of grit on her cheek, the faint, resonant hum deep in her bones, and then nothing.

CHAPTER 2: Neon Dust
A coarse abrasion scored her cheek. Grit dug into skin, a tiny, insistent agony beneath her earlobe. Her skull throbbed, a relentless beat pulsing behind her eyes. A deep, resonant hum vibrated up from the ground, tunneling into bone, an echo of the final sensation before oblivion. The tang of copper coated her tongue, thick enough to churn her stomach.
Her eyelids were lead weights, plastered shut. A monumental effort cracked them open, sending a spear of pain from temple to temple. Above, a sky she had never known bled purple and bruised indigo. Not the vast Oklahoma expanse. This firmament pulsed with shimmering, emerald green filaments, a celestial circuit board crisscrossing the gloom. They writhed, bright and ethereal, stitching the alien atmosphere together.
A groan ripped from her throat. Her body screamed. Every muscle, every joint, seized in protest. The dull ache in her back sharpened into a hot spike. Her fingers, still welded to the smooth, cold obsidian, registered a faint, alien warmth now emanating from the stone. It felt like an extension of her own hand, fused to her palm. The thin archaeological glove was no barrier to its strange current.
Her vision swam, the impossible world refusing to resolve. The red Oklahoma earth was gone. The dust that caked her boots, her denim jeans, her shirt—gone. The trench she had meticulously excavated—gone. Her gaze swept across an expanse of glassy, fractured terrain. Shards of obsidian-like material, polished to a dark sheen, stretched to a horizon reflecting the sky's unsettling light. The ground remembered a violent vitrification, melted and reformed. Heat radiated from it, suffocating, prickling sweat from her scalp.
This wasn't right. A fortress of facts and historical certainty crumbled against the impossible vista. She tried to sit up. Muscles shrieked. Her white-knuckled fingers, fused to the artifact, trembled. The world tipped sideways, then jolted back into place. She tasted vomit, swallowed it down, a burning trail.
Her arm. A small smear of red, a gash from a sharp stone in the old trench, still marked her skin. A single thread of continuity. Her phone, miraculously, remained tucked in her pocket, a cold lump against her thigh. Her trowel and soft-bristled brush lay scattered beside her, relics from another lifetime, useless here.
Her teeth chattered, a staccato beat against the internal furnace that now consumed her. A fever. Not from infection. This was a deep, fundamental reordering, a fire building behind her sternum, humming in sync with the artifact’s low thrum. It wasn’t a pain, not precisely. It was a profound, overwhelming wrongness. Her control, the absolute dominion she held over her own body, fractured. Her body had its own agenda now, its own reactions, outside her careful, academic command.
She pushed herself onto her knees, bracing hands against the glassy surface. The desert stretched out, empty but for occasional jagged outcrops. A cold hollow opened in her stomach, a primitive warning. Not a dream. Not a hallucination. The raw, desperate truth clawed at her: the artifact had done this. It had ripped her out of time, out of her world, and dropped her here. The spectral, green ley lines above spun a web of silent, cosmic judgment. Her name, her history, her self—a particle lost in an unknown equation.
Something deeper than intellect propelled her forward. The only direction was the distant, towering structure piercing the bruised sky. It wasn't built of steel or concrete, but grown, organic and impossibly tall, its sinuous curves reflecting the purple light in shades of deep violet and plum. A fossilized giant stretching toward the holographic ley lines.
Each step sent a jolt through her joints. Her muscles burned. The fever intensified, coating her skin in a slick film of sweat. Her throat was sandpaper, dry as the glassed desert under her worn boots. She dragged her feet, the obsidian artifact fused to her hand a cold anchor against the heat consuming her. Her brain, a precision instrument, felt dull and clouded, struggling to reconcile the familiar weight of the phone in her pocket with the alien landscape.
The glassed terrain shimmered, creating disorienting refractions. Her head pounded, a relentless drumbeat drowning coherent thought. Her vision blurred at the edges, the towering city wavering like a mirage. Still, she stumbled on. Her body, once responsive to command, was now a foreign entity pushing her without permission, driven by an instinct she couldn't name. The hum from the artifact resonated with a new vibration inside her core, a low frequency buzz in time with every strained breath.
Her legs threatened to buckle. Nausea rolled through her, making her clench her teeth. She focused on the city, on its impossibly tall, curving structures, seeking some anchor, some sign of intelligent design. Categorize. Document. Understand. But her body screamed a different story, a narrative of overwhelming vulnerability. The intense sun, filtered through the purple sky, offered no comfort, only more heat.
She reached a slight incline. Her breath hitched. The city loomed larger, revealing details unseen from a distance. Its organic architecture wasn't smooth. It pulsed with faint internal lights, like bioluminescent veins. Higher up, holographic totems—a soaring eagle, a snarling wolf—glided around the spires with an eerie, silent grace. They radiated an ethereal energy.
The pulse in her throat hammered. She pressed a hand to her forehead; her skin was fire. A restless agitation surfaced beneath her skin, something stirring, wanting to break free. It was not pain, precisely, but an internal tremor. Her blood felt thick, heavy, coursing with an unfamiliar charge. A scream built in her lungs, a protest against the universe that had ripped her from her life, but only a dry, rattling gasp escaped.
The ground stretched before her, unending. Her knees wobbled. She considered dropping the artifact, wrenching it free, but her fingers remained welded to the stone. It felt heavy, a burden, yet also the only link to the moment everything changed. Logic demanded answers. This raw, untamed reality offered none. Only the burning in her blood, the buzzing beneath her skin, and the distant, impossible promise of the living city.
A low, guttural growl vibrated up from the glassed earth. Her head snapped up, the movement sending a lance of pain through her temples. The city, still a distant promise, felt impossibly far. A hum inside her bones intensified, no longer an echo but a roar. Not the artifact this time. It was her own body sounding a deep, primitive alarm.
The sound grew, a mechanical whirring, closing fast. Two dark shapes detached from the shimmering horizon. They moved with unnatural speed, sleek hover-skiffs kicking up plumes of neon dust. Her stomach plummeted. A cold dread, sharp and sudden, pierced the feverish haze. No longer just disoriented. No longer just sick. Hunted.
The skiffs closed in, flanking her, their engines hissing like predatory whispers. Figures on board became distinct. Three of them. Tall, gaunt, their bodies a fusion of flesh and gleaming chrome. Heavy hoods obscured their faces, but metal glinted around their mouths. Cybernetic jaws. They clicked, a dry, insectile sound, as the scavengers assessed her. Kenna stumbled to a halt, every muscle screaming, every instinct demanding flight, but her legs were lead.
One scavenger, larger than the others, his cybernetic eye a single, red gleam, gestured with a crude, obsidian-tipped staff. The skiffs angled in, a crescent cutting off her path. She clutched the artifact, her fingers locked around it, a useless shield. Her mouth was sandpaper. A single drop of sweat stung her eye.
"Well, well," the lead scavenger's voice grated, amplified by a vocoder, all metallic edge. "Look what the desert dragged in. Fresh meat." He leaned forward, his red eye scanning her. The others chuckled, dry, rattling sounds that scraped her nerves.
Kenna opened her mouth. A rasp. She tried again. "Who—who are you?" Her voice was thin, reedy. Her mind scrambled for a logical explanation, a scientific context, but found only raw terror. The scavenger’s gaze lingered on her clothes, her bare arms, the strange stone in her hand.
"Doesn't matter who we are," another rasped, a lean figure on the right skiff. "Matters who you are. Out here. Alone." He raised a heavy, modified energy rifle, its barrel emitting a faint, blue glow. The clicking of their jaws intensified.
Her mind raced, desperate for an out. "I—I'm an archaeologist. Excavating. I don't know where I am." The words tumbled out, pathetic. A flush of shame heated her face. She sounded insane.
The lead scavenger laughed, a harsh, metallic bark. "An archaeologist? Here?" He spat, a glob of green fluid sizzling near her boots. "Girl, you're lost. Unarmed. And you smell… ripe." He moved his skiff closer. A sharp scent hit her, something feral that tightened her chest and made her vision swim. It was their scent, but something else, too, something in the air her body suddenly craved.
"Please," she tried, her voice a whisper. Her knees buckled. A sudden wave of intense heat washed through her, making her sway. The internal hum roared into a crescendo. Her body was betraying her, weakening her when she needed strength. The artifact in her hand pulsed with her own frantic pulse.
"Please what?" The leader stepped off his skiff, his heavy, magnetized boots clanking on the glass. He moved with a stiff, predatory grace. "Please let you go? Please don't take your scraps?" He chuckled. "Long way from help, little rabbit. And that pretty skin…" He reached for her, his chrome-tipped fingers glinting. A raw, animalistic growl tore from Kenna's throat, a sound she didn't recognize as her own, a sound that startled even her. Her teeth bared, a futile, primal warning.

CHAPTER 3: The Iron Wolf
The scavenger leader’s chrome-tipped fingers reached. Kenna’s throat seized, a guttural sound tearing free that was more beast than human. Her teeth bared in a desperate, feral display. The atmosphere grew thick, heavy with her own sharp terror and something else, a scent her body craved even as her sanity recoiled. A pulse of heat, deep and cellular, buckled her knees. Her vision tunneled, the vitrified desert floor tilting.
A blur of motion, too swift for her fevered brain to process, ripped across the ground. A concussive force rocked the air, blasting grit into her face. A tearing, wet snap was followed by a gurgling shriek, instantly severed. The scavenger leader, hand still outstretched, went rigid. His single red cybernetic eye stretched wide. A massive, charcoal-gray form, rippling with muscle and plated in what seemed to be polished steel fur, slammed into him. The ground under Kenna’s knees shuddered from the impact.
The creature moved with an impossible, brutal grace. Its jaws, huge and lined with metallic glints, clamped onto the scavenger’s midsection. A horrific crunch of metal and bone echoed across the plain. Sparks erupted as teeth met chrome plating. The vocoder voice gargled, a high-pitched, choked static. Kenna’s stomach contracted. A cold vacuum opened in her chest, momentarily extinguishing the fever’s burn. She tried to push back, to scramble away, but her limbs were leaden, unresponsive.
The leader’s energy rifle clattered across the glass, skidding to a halt by her boots. The other two scavengers on their hover-skiffs were frozen, their cybernetic jaws clicking open and shut. The wolf—it could be nothing else—snapped its head to the side. Pieces of metal and a scarlet spray arced through the indigo air. The leader’s bisected torso tumbled to the ground with a wet, heavy sound. The wolf dropped the mangled lower half, its head turning, glowing eyes locking onto the remaining two.
One scavenger, his arm a gleaming chrome extension, raised his weapon. Before its energy could whine to life, the wolf launched. A dark missile of sinew and steel-gray fur struck the hover-skiff in mid-air. The vehicle crumpled, then detonated in a shower of sparks and shrieking metal. The scavenger’s scream was cut short as a massive paw, tipped with claws like obsidian blades, swiped through him. Flesh and chrome separated, flung into the twilight. The last scavenger, his face a mask of distorted terror, spun his skiff in a desperate bid for escape.
He never had a chance. The wolf flowed like a shadow over the vitrified landscape, outpacing the machine. It leaped in a silent, incredible arc, landing squarely on the skiff’s rear. The vehicle bucked, then nosedived, cratering into the ground with a final, booming crack. Thrown clear, the scavenger landed in a tangle of twitching limbs. The wolf landed beside him, a low, guttural rumble vibrating from its chest. Its heavy paws crunched on shattered glass as it stalked closer. A sharp snap, a final whimper, then silence. Only the high-pitched whine deep inside Kenna’s skull, now a throbbing pressure behind her eyes, filled the vast emptiness.
She gasped, a shallow, ragged intake. Her entire body trembled. The fever’s heat returned, stronger than before, as if the violence had burned away her last reserves of adrenaline. She squeezed her eyes shut, fighting a rising sickness. Her cheek ground against the coarse, vitrified earth. The cloying taste of old blood coated her tongue. The artifact, a solid weight in her hand, pulsed with a faint warmth, a quiet thrum utterly alien to the carnage. She opened her eyes. The wolf stood over the final body, its head lowered, a dark, imposing silhouette against the shimmering green sky. Not a scratch marred its metallic hide. Pure, terrifying efficiency. Her heart hammered, a brutal rhythm born not of fear for the wolf, not yet, but of the raw, world-breaking shock of what she had witnessed.
The wolf lifted its head. Its eyes, glowing embers in the twilight, fixed on her. A tremor, not of cold but of some primal recognition, coursed through her. Her breath caught. The artifact in her hand pulsed, a syncopated beat against her own racing pulse. She swallowed against a throat gone dry, the coppery taste thickening. Her gaze slid from the mangled dead to the enormous beast, a predator that had just ended three lives with chilling disinterest. Her own end, she registered with a flat certainty, would be next.
Then it began to move. Not forward, not back, but inward. Its massive frame rippled, the metallic fur seeming to melt and flow like mercury. Bone ground against bone, a low, wet tearing that raised the hair on Kenna’s arms. The charcoal-gray hide darkened, compressed, shrank. The wolf’s head elongated, then pulled back, reshaping into something human. Hands emerged from the shifting mass, then feet, then broad shoulders. The transformation was swift, brutal, and sickeningly natural. A thick vapor steamed off the changing form, momentarily obscuring it. Kenna squeezed her eyes shut, a soft whimper breaking from her lips.
When she opened them, a man stood where the wolf had been. He was tall, his skin the color of rich earth, his hair a dark, unbound mane brushing his shoulders. Muscle corded a chest and arms left bare by the lack of a shirt, revealing intricate, glowing tattoos that pulsed with a faint, green light, echoing the filaments in the sky. Sharp, Indigenous features dominated his face, a stark geometry softened only by a full, dark mouth. His eyes held the same ember glow that had burned in the wolf, now containing an unnerving, predatory intelligence. A pair of worn cargo pants clung low on his hips, and heavy, dust-caked boots covered his feet. The air around him crackled, saturated with a scent that slammed into Kenna with physical force—musk, soil, and something undeniably animal. It pulled at a deep, primitive part of her, a sensation that was equal parts terror and fascination.
He took a step. Kenna instinctively recoiled, her hands slipping on the glassy earth as she pushed herself back. A sharp fire lanced up from the gash on her arm. She bit back a cry. The man stopped, tilting his head, his eyes never leaving hers. A low sound rumbled in his chest, a vibration she felt in her own bones. It was the same frequency the artifact emitted, the same one that resonated inside her, but deeper, richer, more potent.
“Who are you?” His voice was a low growl, rough and edged with a demand that brooked no argument. It vibrated with the hum, a tangible force. Kenna’s jaw worked but produced no sound. Her throat had closed. Her eyes darted from his intense gaze to the mangled scavengers, then back to him. The raw, desperate snarl she’d managed moments ago was a pathetic memory compared to the power radiating from this man.
He took another step. Kenna scrambled backward, dragging herself along the gritty ground. “Don’t—don’t touch me.” Her voice cracked, a reedy whisper. The words felt futile, a child’s plea against a storm. Her body was an alien landscape, burning from within, a low ache gnawing at her back while the gash on her arm throbbed. Fear was a hot drench that soaked her thin shirt, making it cling. The part of her that analyzed, cataloged, and built narratives struggled to gain purchase. A wolf man. A shapeshifter. This was no fever dream.
He knelt, mirroring her position and erasing the distance between them. His eyes scanned her, lingering on the artifact in her palm before sliding up her arm, across her chest, to her face. He took a sharp breath, and a flicker in his glowing eyes betrayed some new discovery. Kenna felt it too—a sudden intensification of the internal humming, a bizarre pulling sensation deep in her abdomen. Her stomach plummeted. This man wasn’t just a threat; he was a phenomenon her entire being was recognizing on an ancient, instinctual level. And that terrified her more than any scavenger ever could.
He knelt before her, his gaze sweeping over her form and lingering on the artifact welded to her palm. His breath hitched—a sudden, ragged sound that snagged Kenna’s attention. His eyes, like molten embers, fixed on her face, then dropped to her throat, her chest. A tremor ran through his powerful frame. The scent of musk and earth intensified, becoming a thick, enveloping cloud. The hum inside Kenna roared, a vibration that resonated through her bones and synced with the frantic cadence of her heart.
A surge of heat, entirely separate from her fever, bloomed deep in her core. Her muscles coiled, a strange, involuntary tension tightening her abdomen. Her palms slicked with sweat. Her pulse throbbed against her own skin. A bizarre, inexplicable yearning rose within her, a physical craving so powerful it was horrifying. Her mind bucked against it, a desperate struggle for control over a body that was no longer its own. This man, this creature, was having an effect on her, a physical reaction beyond her will.
His hand, large and calloused, moved, not to touch, but to cup the air near her face. He inhaled, a deep, shuddering breath, his nostrils flaring. His eyes, moments ago so controlled, glazed over, his pupils blown wide. A raw, guttural sound rumbled in his chest, a growl that vibrated through the glassy earth and up into her kneeling body. It was not a threat, but some primal declaration that stole the air from her lungs. Her mind screamed retreat, but her body betrayed her, leaning into his presence. A low whine escaped her, a sound she did not recognize as her own.
“Mine,” he growled, the word ragged, torn from somewhere deep inside him. It wasn't a question. It wasn't an offer. It was a statement of absolute fact. The hum inside Kenna reached a painful pitch, an overwhelming pressure behind her eyes and in her ears. Her vision swam, the purple and indigo sky blurring. The world tilted violently. A sharp sting, brief and biting, pierced the side of her neck.
Her head snapped back. His hand still cupped the air near her, but his other, moving faster than she could track, had pressed a slender, silver dart to her skin. A smear of red bloomed against her flesh. A sudden warmth, thick and heavy, started in her neck and spread with impossible speed, pulling her down. Her limbs, already burdened by fever, turned to stone. Her jaw went slack. Her eyes, wide with disbelief and fading terror, tried to hold his face in focus. His glowing gaze, though still intense, now held a strange, unsettling reverence.
The world dissolved. Sounds became distant and muffled. The incessant hum faded, replaced by a soft, rushing roar. The glassy desert floor seemed to rise up to meet her. The last thing she registered was the faint warmth from the obsidian artifact in her hand and the powerful, musky scent of the man who now knelt over her, his expression unreadable, as the blackness swallowed everything.

CHAPTER 4: The Sky-Pueblo
Warmth bloomed in her left palm, a low, steady vibration from the thing fused to her hand. A tiny engine idling under the skin. The stale tang of old blood clung to the back of her tongue. Air rasped across a throat dry as bone. A dull thrumming started up in her skull, a persistent pressure building behind her orbits. Her eyelids were weights, sealed with grit. Prying them open took a monumental effort. Light, thin as a blade, sliced in.
The glow was a soft, diffuse amber, not the glare of a lab or the gloom of the trench. It moved, a slow waxing and waning, the air itself seeming to pulse. Shapes swam, blurry and undefined. She lifted a hand to her face, but a sharp, immovable tug arrested the motion. The obsidian artifact, its cold surface a contrast to the heat it generated, remained a part of her. A soft, internal turquoise light echoed the thrum inside her head.
A groan tore from her throat, a raw sound that scraped the tender tissue. Her jaw ached. She tried to sit, but a protest of bruised muscle radiated from her back and down into the gash on her arm. Her gaze dropped. The wound, a jagged tear from a sharp rock, was clean. An almost invisible dressing sealed the angry red edges. Not her work. Who— Him. The man. The wolf. The name Jaxom surfaced, a low rumble in the hollows of her memory.
The bed was impossibly soft, a cloud that yielded to every curve of her body. Cool sheets wicked the fever-heat from her skin. They carried a scent—pine and something else, musky and warm, that stirred an unwelcome tremor deep inside her. The air was clean, stripped of the metallic bite she’d been breathing. Her heart hammered a slow, heavy beat against her sternum. Images flickered: snarling cybernetics, the whine of an energy rifle, the obsidian staff. Then the wolf, a storm of charcoal shadow and obsidian claw, a whirlwind of silent destruction.
She flexed her fingers. The artifact held fast, a dark, foreign extension of her own flesh. The hum deepened, a resonance that sank into her bones. Her sweat-soaked shirt and denim jeans were still on her, but her boots were gone. Her bare toes curled into the silken sheets, a small, futile rebellion. Her phone, her trowel, her brushes—absent. A sharp pang of loss, more acute than the ache in her arm, twisted inside her. Tools. Her connection to her work. To her time.
The room sharpened into focus. Earthen-toned walls enclosed her, but they were not still. Tendrils of faint turquoise light pulsed just beneath the surface, flowing like slow blood through invisible veins. The walls breathed. A subtle expansion and contraction, the softest exhalation. Her mind, sluggish with the tranquilizer's residue, grappled with the impossible. Stone that lived. Not advanced material science. This was… organic. Ancient. New. A chill slid down her spine despite the fever. She reached, her fingertips grazing the surface. It was cool, smooth, yielding like compressed moss over stone. No seams, no joints. It simply was.
She swung her legs over the edge of the bed. The warm, dark wood of the floor met her feet. Her balance hitched, the world tilting from the drug's lingering effects. She dragged in a breath of the strange, clean air. The thrum in her skull was a constant companion, synced to the pulse in her palm. A cold fist closed around her lungs. Oklahoma was gone. Her time was gone. This luxury, this careful wound-dressing, the breathing walls—it was all the architecture of a cage.
Bare feet on warm, polished wood. Each step was a silent question. The thrumming in her palm and head intensified with the movement, a current running just beneath her skin. An archway ahead, not carved but grown from the living wall, beckoned. It opened into a wider space, the air crisper here, tinged with the scent of green, growing things.
Light spilled from hidden sources, illuminating the room. This was no apartment. Holographic totems—wolf, eagle, bear—drifted through the air, their forms shimmering with internal light. They were solid-looking, three-dimensional, moving with a fluid grace that screamed advanced projection. A towering wolf with amber eyes patrolled the far corner, its head turning, its gaze seeming to track her. Not just decoration. Security.
Her fingers grazed a low table, a slab of dark, polished stone floating above the floor. A

