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The birds did not sing that morning. Not the crow, not the wren, not even the restless bluejay that usually pierced the forest silence with shrieks and gossip. There was no breeze. The trees stood like mourners around a forgotten grave, their branches still, heavy with knowing.

Koda opened his eyes.

For a time, he didn’t move. He lay upon a bed of moss older than most rivers, his massive body half-buried in pine needles and damp stone. He had not stirred in days. Maybe weeks. He no longer counted time like men did. He measured it by root growth. By the scent of decay in the leaves. By the feel of the Earth’s hum through his bones.

But today... the hum had changed.

He rose with slow, deliberate movement, like a mountain shifting in its sleep. Muscles bound with fibrous strands creaked softly beneath fur matted with sap and ash. His breath steamed in the cool morning air. Not from cold. From tension.

The air was still—not calm, but tight. Pregnant with something unseen.

Koda moved without sound, placing one enormous hand against the trunk of a cedar that had stood longer than the oldest human settlement in the valley below. He leaned in close. His brow brushed the bark.

Speak, he thought. What do you remember?

The cedar answered in feeling, not words. A pulse through his palm. A memory of burning roots and split sky. Of great vessels that moved like thoughts and brought silence to all they passed over. Of creatures that walked without scent, eyes too deep, too still.

Koda growled low. The sound didn’t echo—it sank into the soil, swallowed by a listening Earth.

They were returning.

He turned his gaze eastward, toward the ridgeline that marked the forest’s border. There, in the pale light of morning, a silver flicker danced above the trees. It moved too quickly to be a plane, too gracefully to be a drone. No sound. No trail. It simply was, and then it wasn’t—blinking in and out of space like a thought trying to remember itself.

The animals had felt it first. Their absence now was a scream in silence. The deer had vanished three nights ago. The coyotes two before that. Even the owls had gone still. Their voices stolen from the dark.

Koda stepped forward, branches parting in deference. His path led him to the riverbend where he often drank, where turtles sunned themselves on fallen logs, and kingfishers flitted like blue fire above the water.

But the logs were empty.

The river itself... slower.

He knelt beside it, scooping up a handful of water. It shimmered as it ran through his fingers, but carried no scent. No life. It was clean, too clean—as if sterilized. As if something other had touched it.

A whisper brushed the edge of his mind. Not words, but memory. Ancient. Feral.

“They do not walk the world as you do. They bend it around them. They take, and twist, and unmake.”

It was the Earth. Not a voice, but a presence, ever there beneath the skin of the world. A thing older than language.

“They come again,” Koda rumbled aloud, voice low as thunder buried beneath stone.

He stood, taller than most men by more than half, shoulders broad, frame cloaked in moss-draped fur the color of wet bark. His eyes, dark and ancient, scanned the forest like a sentinel carved from myth. He did not fear. He endured.

He had seen the skies tear open before. He had battled the things that fell from them. He bore their scars—burns that never fully healed, a mark beneath his ribs that glowed faintly when they were near.

And now, after decades of quiet, they had returned.

But this time... something was different.

He climbed the ridge at a careful pace, one hand dragging along the trunks he passed, pulling strength from bark and root. The trees whispered their warnings in pulses, in tremors. Not in fear. In urgency.

Near the top, he paused, still and hidden beneath a sweeping cedar.

Below him, across the valley, lay the town—Fox Hollow. Human lives flickering like candle flames behind windows and asphalt. So fragile. So unaware. They did not see the sky watching them. They did not know what was coming.

He did.

There—far above the city skyline—a shape, like a pill made of light, hovered in defiance of physics. No engines. No wings. No sound.

A Tic-Tac.

He narrowed his gaze. Not a drone. Not a trick. These shapes were the same as the ones that had fallen in the First War—when the Earth had bled beneath fire and steel. When the Anunnaki had tried to claim dominion again. When the forests cried out, and the Earth had made him.

He still remembered the sounds they made. Not language. Frequency. Feeling. They could pull minds from bodies. Rearrange thought. Bend animals to their will. Even trees had split open trying to flee.

But the Earth had fought back. Through him. Through others. He did not know if any still lived.

A low vibration pulsed through the soil beneath his feet. He knelt, pressing a hand to the stone. From deep below, he felt it: movement. Not tectonic. Not natural.

Digging.

He closed his eyes.

Somewhere beneath the forest, something alien had awakened.

Koda opened his eyes again, and the sky had changed.

The Tic-Tac was gone.

But the trees still leaned eastward, as if pulled by an unseen tide.

And far below, in the quiet town of Fox Hollow, the first of many lights began to flicker.
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They found the boy’s shoe three feet above the ground, impaled on a broken branch. No footprints led to it—no disturbed grass, no drag marks. Just the single black-and-white sneaker, skewered clean through, as if dropped from the sky.

The search party had been out since sunrise. Sheriff Dalca had called in every volunteer in Fox Hollow, combing the woods behind the Hargrove property. Dogs refused to track. Flashlights shorted out with no clear reason. And then there was the smell.

It hit like copper wire in the nose. Metallic, dry, and strangely electric. Not blood. Not ozone. Something in between.

Inside the Hargrove house, the mother sat in the hallway closet, rocking, eyes wide and unblinking. Her fingernails were gone, scraped down to raw beds. The floorboards beneath her hands were shredded, deep grooves cut into the wood like she’d tried to claw her way downward.

She hadn’t screamed. Not once.

Deputy Marla Vicks stood beside the sheriff, trying not to gag at the thick air in the house. It wasn’t just the smell—it was the feel. The kind of pressure that built during a thunderstorm, right before the lightning hit. Like the air itself was vibrating.

“She hasn’t said anything?” Vicks whispered.

Dalca shook his head. “Not a word. Not since we found her. EMT said she was dehydrated. Like she’d been there all night.”

The woman rocked once, twice, then slowly turned her head toward them—mechanical, too slow to be natural. Her eyes didn’t focus. They stared through the deputy like she wasn’t even there.
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