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​The road into Prosperity Springs wound narrower and narrower, as if the land itself refused to give way. The trees on either side leaned in, gnarled branches brushing the edges of the truck like silent witnesses. Dust billowed lazily in the air, settling into the faded paint of the vehicle and into the fabric of their clothes.

“We should be getting close.” Fred eased the wheel, his elbow resting on the window, eyes fixed on the quiet, unchanging horizon. Beside him, Luke sat stiffly, one knee bouncing with the fatigue of travel.

​They hadn’t planned on staying long—just a quick stop, signing a seasonal labour contract, maybe grabbing directions back to the highway. That was the plan. Simple.

​But as they drew closer, Luke broke the silence. “You notice how there’s no animals?”

Fred glanced out over the fields. “It’s midday. They’re probably in shade.”

​“Always something in a field,” Luke pressed, voice low. “Birds, bugs. Anything.”

Fred hesitated, glancing again. The silence in the truck thickened, heavy with anticipation.

Finally, the town emerged—a disjointed cluster of weathered buildings huddled around a central square that seemed frozen in time. The structures were rough-hewn wood, faded stone, rusted tin roofs catching the sun in dull flashes. No neon signs. No chain stores. Even the utility poles looked ancient—like they’d been there since before either of them was born.

​A hand-painted sign leaned slightly at the entrance: WELCOME HARVEST VISITORS. Smaller words, crudely painted over multiple times, smeared and faded by weather and age.

Fred slowed the truck. “This is it.”

Luke leaned forward, eyes narrowing. “It looks...staged.”

​“Staged how?”

​“Like a set,” Luke said. “For a movie.”

Fred chuckled softly. “What, a corn flick?”

​Even as he said it, neither of them looked convinced. The town felt almost unreal—like a ghost set, waiting for actors to step into the scene.

​They pulled into the square, the engine ticking as it cooled. Silence hung between them. They stepped out of the truck—Fred in his blue-and-green striped shirt, half-buttoned over a green tee, stone-coloured jeans, cowboy boots, a white ballcap shading his eyes. Luke in his dark blue tee-shirt, blue jeans, cowboy boots, and a matching ballcap. Fred’s shirt was rolled up at the sleeves, the fabric slightly wrinkled from the long drive. Luke’s shirt clung to him in the heat, a quiet testament to their unspoken unease.

​They stretched briefly, exchanging a look. That’s when Fred saw them.

​The townsfolk. Not many—maybe a dozen—scattered around the square. They moved slowly, deliberately, as if rehearsed. They stood on porches, leaned against door frames, sat on benches that lined the square like they’d been placed there deliberately—watching, but not staring.

​Before the truck door had fully shut, a man in a faded green vest stepped forward from the general store. His face was weathered, eyes sharp and assessing. ​“You’re the out-of-town farm hands,” he said, not a greeting, but a confirmation.

Fred nodded. “Yeah. Here about seasonal work—irrigation support?”

​The man’s gaze flicked over them briefly—boots, jeans, dust, faces. “You’re early.”

​“Early for what?” Luke asked.

​The man didn’t answer. Instead, he gestured toward the centre of town. “The mayor will see you. It’s time for the briefing.”

Fred exchanged a glance with Luke. “Briefing sounds...official.”

​“Everything here is official,” the man replied, a hint of finality in his tone.

​They followed him across the town square.

As they walked, Luke’s gaze was drawn to the details that seemed out of place—stone basins filled with water at regular intervals, bundles of dried grain tied with red cords hanging from posts like offerings rather than storage, chalk markings in looping, ceremonial patterns on the ground.

​People watched them pass. Not openly hostile, but with an unsettling calm. A woman stepped forward silently and pressed a small woven charm into Fred’s hand—a twisted bundle of twine and husk, shaped like a seed pod. She didn’t meet his eyes; she only nodded once and retreated.

Fred turned it over, confusion flickering. “Protection?”

​“From what?” Luke asked.

​No answer.

​They entered the town hall—doors already open. Inside, the air was cooler, dimmer, carrying a faint scent of old wood and grain dust. A long table stretched across the room, covered with papers, ink stamps, and maps dotted with coloured pins. Everything was meticulously maintained, as if used once a year and then carefully preserved.

​The mayor stood waiting, a warm smile on his face. He stepped forward, extending both hands.​ “Welcome to Prosperity Springs,” he said.

Fred shook his hand first, firm and polite. Luke hesitated, more cautious, giving a shorter handshake.

​The mayor’s grip lingered just a tad too long before he released it. ​“You’ve arrived at an important moment,” he said softly.

Fred looked around. “We were told something about seasonal work?”

​The mayor nodded, as if that was close enough. “Yes. In a manner of speaking.”

​He led them to the table. The paperwork was prepared—names neatly written at the top of two documents: LOTTERY OF FERTILITY – OUTSIDE ASSISTANCE AGREEMENT.

Luke leaned in. “We’re not—we didn’t apply for anything called a lottery.”

​“You accepted the invitation,” the mayor said gently.

Fred tapped the paper. “We thought it was agricultural work. Soil management. Irrigation systems.”

​“And it is,” the mayor replied. “Fertility is simply our oldest form of agriculture.”

Luke’s brow furrowed. “That’s not what we were told.”

​The mayor’s expression remained unchanged. “It is what the town requires.”

​A bell rang outside. Once. Then again.

​The sound was sharp, like a signal rather than a call.

​The mayor straightened up, as if something had clicked into place. ​“Ah,” he murmured softly. “Perfect.”

Luke felt it before he understood—an imbalance, a quiet anticipation pressing through the walls.

Outside, the town seemed to ripple.

Fred shifted. “What happens now?”

​The mayor stepped back from the table, gesturing toward the door. “Now, you’re introduced to the fields.”

​And suddenly, the square was no longer empty.

​The space had changed—grown denser. More people appeared, standing closer together, filling every inch with a stillness that was almost oppressive. They weren’t rushing, but they weren’t not in a hurry either. It was as if the town had folded inward, waiting for something to begin.

Fred and Luke hesitated and looked at each other.

Then Fred stepped out first, Luke a half step behind. Their jeans caught the sunlight, dust settling into the fabric. Their tee-shirts, plain and travel-worn, felt suddenly out of place amid the stillness.

​The bell rang again, but this time it didn’t echo. It was answered.

​A low murmur rippled through the crowd, not quite speech, more like acknowledgement. Heads turned in unison toward the town hall.

​The mayor appeared beside them, hands clasped behind his back. His tone was calm, authoritative.​ “Before we proceed, understand the purpose of today,” he said.

Fred exhaled through his nose. “It’s starting to seem like more than farm work.”

​The mayor nodded, as if that was expected. “Correct. It is assistance. Stewardship. Continuity.”

Luke looked around again.

The villagers—barefoot, holding woven bundles or small wooden bowls—looked prepared. Everything felt deliberate, not improvised.

​The mayor smiled. He gestured toward the path beyond the square—a packed earth trail bordered with stakes and faded cloth, leading into rolling fields that shimmered under the sun. ​“Every seven years,” the mayor said, “the soil must be renewed.”

Fred snorted. “You mean fertilized.”

​“Words narrow meaning,” the mayor replied with a gentle smile. “We prefer to encourage a much broader understanding.”

​“How exactly are we involved?” Luke asked.

“You were selected,” the mayor said simply after a pause​. “Outsiders bring freshness. Variance. The land responds to that.”

Fred shook his head. “We’re not staying forever.”

​“That’s not required.” The mayor’s tone was calm but firm. “The contract is just day by day. One day should suffice.”

​A series of bell tones rang—closer now, from multiple handheld sources. The crowd began to move purposefully, forming a corridor toward the fields. The path seemed rehearsed, too intentional to be spontaneous.

​A woman approached, placing a shallow wooden bowl in each of their hands—inside, pale grain, a clump of soil, and a single red thread looped around.

Fred looked down. “What do we do with these?”

​She silently pointed toward the path. No words.

​The mayor led them forward. “Carry it.”

Luke frowned. “That’s it?”

​“For now.”

​A breeze stirred the field, carrying the smell of earth and dried stalks. Fred exchanged a look with Luke—uncertainty shared silently.

​Farther down the row, figures waited—motionless, evenly spaced, holding similar bowls. Some wore work clothes, others plain town garments, all dusted with pale residue. They weren’t restrained, but they weren’t moving either. Waiting.

​The wind sighed through the stalks, a slow, synchronized wave. It sounded almost like breathing.

​“Tell me you see that,” Luke murmured.

Fred nodded. “Yeah.”

The mayor’s voice floated back, casual, as if giving a tour. “This is the Renewal Line. Each cycle, it resets. Patterns are reinforced through repetition. Structure through presence.”

​“Presence of what?” Luke asked.

​The mayor’s gaze flicked back briefly. “Willing participants.”

Fred chuckled humorlessly. “We didn’t sign up for a science experiment.”

​The mayor stopped. The atmosphere thickened.​ “You accepted entry,” he said calmly. “That’s enough.”

Fred looked at the bowl—grain, soil, red thread. “And if we refuse to participate?”

​A pause. The mayor’s expression was unreadable. ​He stepped aside, gesturing toward the field. Small wooden markers, some carved with names, others blank, lined the rows. The soil beyond darkened in patches—layered, not fresh, but accumulated. ​“Participation is required,” the mayor said softly. “The cycle must complete.”

Luke’s voice was tight. “And the cycle?”

​The mayor hesitated—just enough to be noticed.​ “Yield is not only taken from the soil,” he finally said.

An ominous silence followed.

​From somewhere in the field, a bell rang again—this time a countdown. One of the figures in the nearest row turned slowly, eyes meeting theirs as if recognizing the pattern.

​Before Fred could react, the scene shifted. Two villagers stepped forward—not rushing, but with purpose. One took Fred’s arm; the other, Luke’s.

Fred yanked back. “Hey—what are you doing?”

​No reply. No aggression—just a quiet, inevitable movement. Their bowls were taken without ceremony. The villagers’ hands moved with practised ease.

​The mayor watched, calm and steady. ​“This way,” he said softly.

​They were guided along a narrow earthen path, the town falling behind. The noise of the town faded into the distant rustling of crops—possibly wind, or something else entirely.

​Ahead, a platform loomed—a weathered scaffold-like structure, sturdy and ancient, built for many uses. It looked familiar, yet sinister.

Fred froze. “No. No, this is—” ​A hand on his shoulder nudged him forward.

​“Just move,” Luke urged in a low voice.

​They ascended the steps. The platform creaked beneath their weight—familiarity, acceptance.​ Above, a thick beam stretched across, ropes hanging on either side.

Fred’s jaw clenched. “This isn’t farming.”

​A man from behind guided Fred’s wrists upward. His resistance was half-hearted this time. Rope was tied swiftly, knots precise.

Luke’s wrists followed. Once secured, their arms were pulled up and fastened to the overhead beam.

​The shift in posture was immediate—balance, control, agency slipping away.

Fred tested the ropes. They held.

​The crowd below had fallen silent again. Expectant. Observant.

​The mayor stepped forward, smiling openly. ​“You agreed to this,” he said.

Fred’s voice was cold. “We agreed to seasonal work.”

​The mayor nodded, as if that was the point.

Luke’s voice cut through. “You didn’t explain any of this.”

​The
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