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Chapter One: The Day Before Shifting


Winter’s chill lingered in the morning air,
biting at Kira’s fingertips as she folded back the worn quilt.
Still, somewhere in the muted sky, a brighter softness hinted at
early spring’s arrival, a whisper of change that brushed against
her skin like a promise not yet broken. The faint creak of settling
beams echoed above her, and somewhere near the far wall, the slow,
persistent drip of last week’s rain tapped a rhythm into the
silence.

A medicinal tang clung to the air, sharp and
sterile, mingling with the lingering musk of wood smoke and a
faintly metallic scent, perhaps that of dried blood.

Pale light trickled through the cracked
windowpane, casting her breath in fog as she sat up slowly, pain
thrumming beneath her skin like an old warning bell. A draft crept
in through the poorly sealed window, carrying the faint, acrid
trace of smoke from the woodstove below.

The air smelled of old lavender and
antiseptic, tinged with the iron tang of dried blood. Pale light
slanted through the dusty glass, illuminating specks of floating
dust that drifted like ash.

Somewhere below, a pipe clanged, sharp and
hollow. Kira’s breath fogged faintly in the cold, and every sound
felt magnified by the stillness that pressed in around her. She sat
up slowly, wincing as the bruises across her ribs made their
presence known, dull, aching reminders of the weekend.

She climbed the narrow stairs to the loft
with one arm, her steps slow and stiff. Each creak of the wood sent
a warning through her shoulder and wrist, her body bracing
instinctively for pain that had already arrived. Her foot hesitated
on the second stair, the memory of Garrick’s boot print faint but
burned deep.

She didn’t wince. She just kept going,
because stopping wasn’t an option, toes curling against the cold
wood floor. The scent of pine cleaner and damp fabric filled the
small hallway. Her feet carried her into the bathroom, where the
cracked mirror above the sink stared back at her. She brushed her
pale, strawberry-blonde hair with slow, even strokes, letting
waist-length strands fall like tired silk over her shoulders. One
side of her jaw was swollen.

Myst whined softly from the kitchen. Kira
padded back and knelt by the large, shadow-furred dog, no, not a
dog, but the only soul that ever saw her. She placed raw venison
slices into his bowl. He didn’t eat until she looked him in the
eye.

“I’m okay,” Kira said.

Myst sniffed her wrist, his ears twitching
back. A low, nearly inaudible rumble vibrated in his chest. He sat
close, body tense, tail curled around her leg like a shield. His
head tilted slightly, eyes scanning her face as if assessing the
damage. Then he let out a soft whimper, pressing his side against
her knee.

When she flinched from the contact, he
recoiled slightly, then nudged her again with his nose, more
gently, insistently. For a moment, he looked toward the door, his
hackles raised, muscles coiled, as if expecting danger to
return.

A growl, not loud but deep and primal,
settled in his throat. Then he lowered himself beside her, pressing
into her side like a wall. Still tense. Still guarding. Like a
sentinel who’d seen this all before and would not allow it again
without a fight.

Myst lowered his head and ate in silence.

In the kitchen, Kira moved quickly. She fried
sausage links until they sizzled, cracked five eggs into a cast
iron skillet, and toasted rye slices two at a time. The rhythm
soothed her, even as her shoulder throbbed from the mop-handle
strike Merrik had landed the night before. Velda passed through
without a word, inspecting the countertop with narrowed eyes.
Kira’s shoulders stiffened instinctively, her spine straightening
as if bracing for impact. Kira handed her a plate.

“Salt the eggs next time,” Velda said.

Kira didn’t reply. She never did.

Breakfast plated, she updated the household
supply list in the spiral notebook taped to the fridge: dish soap,
bleach, gauze pads. The last item she underlined. Then she swept
the attic, folded laundry in the upstairs hall, and scrubbed the
upstairs tub with vinegar and lemon rinds. Each task followed the
exact same order every Monday.

Once, when she dusted the shelves before
sweeping the attic, Garrick had yanked her by the collar and
slammed her into the wall so hard that the paint cracked. She still
dreamed about the sound of his boots crossing the floor, measured,
inevitable, and sharp as judgment, a routine carved from necessity,
not comfort. If one step was skipped or done out of order, Garrick
noticed. And when he noticed, pain followed.

She moved through the list like steps in a
ritual, not out of cleanliness, but out of fear, fear that missing
one meant bruises, that disorder would be seen as rebellion.

Repetition and precision became her armor;
every motion had to be perfect, or she’d pay for it. Each task was
performed in silence, with reverence and trembling precision. Each
was a quiet offering.

Each completed chore was a shield, not from
affection, but from the violence that came in its absence. She
remembered the time she missed dusting the baseboards, Garrick had
made her hold a bucket of water above her head until her arms gave
out, and then screamed when it spilled.

Her shoulders had ached for days, but she’d
never forgotten the order again. Her movements were methodical,
almost reverent, not out of pride, but because anything less than
perfect invited another lesson in obedience.

The walk to school was ten minutes through
muddy streets. Despite the mess clinging to her boots, a faint
thread of hope trailed in her wake, a quiet, persistent belief that
maybe this would be the day something changed, something shifted,
even if only inside her. Duskwatch’s trees still bore the naked
shame of winter, their branches like brittle fingers against the
brightening sky. The sidewalk shimmered with puddles and
frostbite.

Jaxon Rell met her at the front steps.

The slap of his sneakers on the concrete
matched the thud in Kira’s chest. Her stomach turned, cold and
tight, and her breath caught like it was trying to hide. His smile
curled upward like a hook.

“Lose a fight with your pillow, omega?” Jaxon
said.

Kira tried to step around him. He grabbed her
arm and twisted.

“You gonna cry already?” Jaxon said.

“Damn it,” Kira muttered under her breath,
low enough that only the sting in her wrist answered.

He shoved her back, and her wrist snapped
against the metal railing. She bit her lip to keep from crying out,
blinking hard against the stinging in her eyes.

A cluster of students nearby paused but
didn’t intervene. One girl laughed nervously and then turned away.
Brinley Cale nudged another student and whispered, “She’s always so
dramatic.”

Dren Halcor snorted behind her, adding,
“Maybe she thinks this is her tragic origin story.

” Mr. Torlin stood at the top of the steps,
phone in hand, pretending not to see. Kira clutched her arm and
ducked her head, forcing herself to walk steadily, shoulders
straight, like nothing had happened.

Every step was a battle not to limp. She
could feel eyes on her back, not with concern, but curiosity, the
kind of people had when watching something break slowly. Their
stares prickled like static, buzzing with judgment and detached
amusement. No one reached out.

No one turned away. She walked into that
silence, head bowed, ribs aching, wishing her steps could vanish
beneath her. The hallway doors loomed ahead like gaping mouths,
ready to swallow her whole.

“I’m fine,” Kira said.

“You’re pathetic,” Jaxon said.

She held her backpack close and entered
Algebra I late. Someone near the door whispered, “Guess the omega’s
too broken to walk straight.” A few muffled laughs followed, sharp
and brief like snapping twigs.

Her steps faltered, but she kept moving, her
jaw clenched, her eyes on the floor. The teacher, Mr. Torlin,
didn’t glance up. Nobody did. Her seat creaked as she slid in. The
chalk squealed on the board. The radiator hissed, as if warning
her.

In Biology, Cassia and Maeve flicked paper
bits at her head. They whispered insults while Evra Knox leaned
back in her chair, her smirk unbroken, her silence somehow louder
than laughter. Rhett Allar threw a balled-up napkin at Kira’s desk,
mouthing something cruel just as the teacher turned their back.

“She smells like copper,” Maeve said.

“That’s fear,” Cassia said.

“Or maybe she’s rotting from the inside,”
Dren Halcor muttered.

Brinley Cale gave a theatrical gasp, loud
enough for half the room to hear. “Gross. She probably thinks that
tragic look is edgy.”

Maeve snorted. “More like contagious.”

Kira’s shoulders tightened, but she didn’t
turn. She focused on the microscope’s lens as if it held another
world, one that didn’t include voices that wanted her to break. She
didn’t speak. Didn’t react. But the words carved their place in her
anyway, like scratches behind her ribs.

The microscope’s eyepiece was sticky. She
focused on it anyway. A drop of water magnified into spinning
bacteria. Something about it felt personal.

Liora Penne brushed past her on the way to
the sink.

“Try not to infect the glassware,” Liora
said.

Kira flinched, her wrist throbbing. She
clutched it tighter.

At lunch, she sat alone. As she passed one
table, someone muttered, “Guess even the cafeteria rats won’t sit
with her.”

A few snickers followed. Another voice called
out, “Careful, she bites.”. The cafeteria smelled like tater tots
and bleach.

The noise was dizzying. Myst’s eyes came to
her mind, grounding, deep, unblinking. She breathed through the
pain in her wrist and focused on the trees beyond the parking
lot.

Her birthday was tomorrow. Sixteen. The word
curled in her gut like a secret too dangerous to say aloud.
Please, she thought, the word so quiet even she barely heard
it.

Let this year be different. Let it mean
something.. The thought settled in her chest like both a weight
and a promise.

She tried not to expect anything, after all,
expectations had always ended in bruises. Still, something low and
trembling inside her wondered: would this finally be the moment her
wolf rose? Would she feel the heat of transformation lick through
her bones like wildfire, or would there be nothing at all?

The unknown gnawed at her ribs. It was hope’s
cruel cousin, anticipation twined with fear. She’d waited for this
her whole life, quietly, desperately, even when pretending not to
care. And now it was almost here. The age when a wolf was supposed
to rise. Everyone else had shifted the moment the moon called, a
moment wrapped in celebration, validation, and a sense of
purpose.

What if nothing came? What if she stayed like
this, broken, human, forgotten? Would she still be part of the
pack, or would they cast her out completely?

Her fingers clenched in her lap. She
remembered watching Kaelin shift at thirteen, surrounded by
applause. Kira had clapped too, even though her hands had stung
from scrubbing the floors. Her wolf, if it existed at all, had been
silent her whole life. No whispers in her chest. No flickers behind
her eyes.

But something had stirred behind the pain
this morning. Just a flicker. Just enough to feed hope. Or dread.
Or both. And that uncertainty scared her more than the bruises ever
did.

Her tray held dry meatloaf and limp peas. She
stared at it, unmoving, the lines of her face frozen in quiet
defiance. The weight in her chest pressed downward like a stone.
Her hand hovered briefly over the fork, then dropped, fingers
curling slowly into a fist. Around her, the cafeteria noise faded
into a low hum, but inside her mind, the silence rang loud and
sharp. She didn’t touch it. The smell alone turned her stomach, but
it was the weight in her chest, thick and leaden, that truly kept
her still.

In Literature, she struggled to grip her
pencil. The pain was spreading up her forearm, sharp with every
movement. The book they were reading sat heavily in her lap, a
story about transformation. She stared at the wolf on the cover.
Her stomach twisted.

By the final period, her vision had started
to blur. She slipped into the bathroom after the bell, cradling her
arm. In the mirror, her face looked waxy. She pulled her sleeve up
slowly. Purple. Swollen. Wrong.

For a moment, her breath caught.

Inside her chest, something stirred, not a
thought, not a voice. It reminded her of the scent of moss after
rain, earthy and unfamiliar, like childhood memories that didn’t
belong to her. The silence around her deepened, and she swore she
heard a faint thrum, like a heartbeat that wasn’t hers. Just a
tug.

It was warm, like the ghost of a breath
against her ribs. Not painful, not sharp, just the faintest hum,
like embers shifting under ash. For a heartbeat, her skin felt too
small for her bones. A presence. Like a shadow pacing behind a
locked door.

Her spine prickled, as though frost traced
the edges of her nerves. The sensation didn’t
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