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  Chapter 1

  
  




The Whispering Steppe




The wind, a timeless wanderer across the North Asian steppe, spoke in a language older than men, and Urtcha, a boy balanced on the precipice of manhood, was its sole, unwilling audience. It was a voice of rustling grass and powdered snow, a low, mournful hum that seeped into the marrow of his bones, carrying with it the scent of distant ice and the dust of forgotten graves. Perched atop the sacred crag overlooking his village, a lonely cluster of yurts huddled against the immense, silent landscape, he felt the familiar schism within his soul—a chasm between the world of sputtering generators and satellite phones, and this other, deeper reality that whispered to him in the lonely hours.




His hands, calloused from mending nets and carving wood, traced the serpentine patterns etched into the weathered rock of the crag. They were ancient, these carvings, depicting spirals and figures with the heads of wolves and falcons, beings his grandmother insisted were the Grand Ancestors, sleeping beneath the permafrost. Urtcha saw only stone. Yet, when he closed his eyes, the wind’s song would deepen, twisting into something more articulate, a current of spectral energy that pulled at the edges of his consciousness. It was in these moments that the visions came, unbidden and terrifyingly vivid.




Tonight, it was a torrent. Not the usual fleeting images of shadowy beasts or faces in the clouds, but a complete, sensory immersion. The solid rock beneath him dissolved into nothing, and he was falling, spiraling down through leagues of crushing darkness, the air growing thick with the scent of damp earth and glowing moss. He landed without impact in a cavern of impossible scale, where colossal crystals pulsed with a soft, internal luminescence, casting a spectral twilight over a subterranean world. A city, carved from the living rock and draped in luminous fungi, sprawled before him. Towers of polished obsidian scraped the vaulted ceiling, and bridges of woven light spanned a chasm from which a silent, black river flowed. Down below, figures moved—some man-like, others monstrously elegant hybrids of beast and spirit. He saw people with the feathered grace of Aviarans, their arms like wings; hulking Ursidans cloaked in shadow and fur; and the fluid, sinister forms of the Serpentians, their eyes gleaming in the gloom.




A single, piercing note echoed through the cavern, a sound that was both music and a warning. Urtcha’s gaze was drawn to a central temple, a monolith of shimmering quartz where a figure stood, draped in a wolf’s pelt, his face a mask of shadow. The figure raised a hand, not in greeting, but in summons. He felt a profound, ancestral pull, a sense of homecoming that was as terrifying as it was seductive. This was Korga Tana, a name that bloomed in his mind like a black lotus, resonant with power and sorrow. The lost empire. His empire.




He awoke with a gasp, the frigid air of the steppe a physical blow. His heart hammered against his ribs, a frantic drumbeat against the vast, indifferent silence. The vision clung to him like frost, the phantom light of the crystals still dancing behind his eyelids. He was just a boy, he told himself, a boy who spent too much time alone, whose mind played tricks in the thin, high-altitude air. Yet, the conviction of the experience was absolute, an implanted memory.




Scrambling down the crag, his boots dislodging pebbles that skittered into the encroaching twilight, he tried to shake the lingering images. The village below was a comfort of warm, orange light and the smell of woodsmoke. But the world felt different now, thinner. The wind no longer just whispered; it called his name. The shadows between the yurts seemed deeper, no longer empty. As he neared the edge of the settlement, a flicker of movement caught his eye. The old she-wolf that sometimes haunted the periphery, a creature of bone and sinew and wary intelligence, was there. But she was not alone. Behind her, their forms coalescing from the deepening gloom, stood a dozen more wolves, their eyes not the familiar gold of the steppe predators, but a cold, predatory silver that seemed to shine with a light of their own. They stood perfectly still, a silent, disciplined pack, and they were all watching him.




Then, his foot struck something hard and metallic, half-buried in the frozen mud at the base of the crag. Kneeling, his breath misting in the air, Urtcha clawed away the icy soil. It was a medallion, wrought from a dark, unknown metal that seemed to drink the twilight. The same serpentine pattern from the rock above was carved into its surface, but here it was sharper, more intricate, coiling around a single, milky-white gemstone. As his fingers closed around it, the stone flared with a soft, internal luminescence, pulsing in perfect rhythm with his own frantic heartbeat. It was warm, impossibly so, a fragment of a forgotten sun unearthed in the heart of the Siberian winter. From the edge of the shadows, the silver-eyed wolves took a single, silent step forward.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The Vein of the World




Panic, cold and sharp as an icicle, pierced Urtcha’s heart. His instinct screamed to run, to scramble back to the perceived safety of the yurts where the mundane world held sway. Yet, his feet were leaden, anchored to the frozen earth by a force more potent than fear. It was the medallion. The stone’s rhythmic pulse was a second heartbeat against his palm, a steady, calming counterpoint to the frantic drumming in his chest. Its soft, milky light spilled between his fingers, painting the ground in an ethereal glow, and in that luminescence, the pack of wolves seemed to transform. They were no longer just flesh and bone; their edges blurred, their silver eyes holding the depth of ancient stars, their forms woven from shadow and moonlight. They were a message made manifest.




The largest of them, a creature whose grizzled fur was the color of a winter storm cloud, stepped forward. There was no menace in its gait, only a profound and unsettling intelligence. Its gaze met Urtcha’s, and for a heart-stopping moment, the barrier between boy and beast dissolved. Urtcha didn’t hear a voice, but felt a thought impressed upon his own: *The stone has woken. The blood remembers.* It was a communication of pure intent, a resonance that vibrated from the medallion, through his arm, and into the core of his being. He understood, with a certainty that defied all logic, that this wolf had a name, Lupinar, and that he had been waiting for the boy for a very, very long time.




“They do not hunt, child.” The new voice was human, real, yet it carried the same weight of ages as the wind. Urtcha turned, his breath catching in his throat. His grandmother, Anka, stood just beyond the circle of light cast by the medallion. Her face, a beautiful, brittle map of wrinkles, was impassive, but her eyes, dark and deep as a well, held a flicker of something he had never seen there before—not just love, but a kind of solemn reverence. She carried no lamp, yet she seemed perfectly at home in the encroaching darkness, as if the shadows were old friends.




She moved toward him, her worn leather boots making no sound on the frozen ground. Her gaze fell upon the medallion clutched in his hand. “The Heart of the Mountain,” she whispered, the name a sigh of recognition. “I had thought it lost to the ice, buried with the First Shaman.” Her hand, frail and knotted, reached out, not to take the artifact, but to hover just above it, feeling its impossible warmth. “It does not choose a keeper lightly. It chooses a path.”




Urtcha finally found his voice, a raw, desperate croak. “Grandmother, what is this? The vision… the wolves… they know my name.”




“They know your blood,” she corrected softly. “They are the Phantom Guardians, the spirits of our ancestors bound to the lineage of the Wolf. They do not guard this village, Urtcha. They guard the way. They guard you.” She looked from the medallion to his eyes, and he felt as if she were seeing not a boy, but a long, unbroken chain of souls stretching back into the mists of time. “The world you saw in your sleep is real. Korga Tana is not a myth. It is the root of our world, and it is dying. The whispers on the wind are its fever dream, its cry for help. The Heart is a key, but it is also a map, and a burden.”












