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Chapter 1: The Hazard Handler
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The letter arrived on a Tuesday, which was already the worst day of the week as far as Tobin Rudge was concerned. Mondays had a certain grim inevitability to them, a clarity of misery that you could brace for. But Tuesdays were deceptive. Tuesdays tricked you into thinking the week was settling into a rhythm, and then they pulled the rug out. Like now.

He stood in the doorway of his flat—a generous term for a room above a fish-gutting warehouse in the Lower Docks district—holding a slip of paper that had been shoved under his door with enough force to bend the brass threshold. The smell of cod guts wafted up through the floorboards, mixing with the permanent damp of the walls and the sour odor of his own unwashed shirt. He hadn't changed it in four days. There hadn't been a reason to.

The letter was from Barkley & Sons, Debt Recovery.

Mr. Rudge,

Our patience has expired. You are fourteen days overdue on your outstanding balance of two hundred and eighty silver crowns. This is your final notice before we deploy collection agents to your residence. We suggest you settle your account immediately or prepare to lose more than your credit.

Regards,

H. Barkley

Tobin crumpled the letter and threw it at the wall. It bounced off a crack in the plaster and landed in a pile of similar letters, all from Barkley & Sons, all with the same polite tone masking the same threat. Two hundred and eighty silver crowns. Once upon a time, that number would have sounded manageable. A few months of honest work. But honest work had become a myth in the civilized territories, right up there with dragons and unicorns.

He sat on the edge of his cot, which groaned under even his modest weight, and stared at the ceiling. A water stain shaped vaguely like a dead dog had been spreading there for weeks. He watched it. It didn't provide any answers, but it was marginally more interesting than thinking about his life.

Three months ago, he had been an apprentice cartographer for the Royal Surveyors' Guild. A respectable trade. Mapping the known world, drawing neat lines around safe, predictable borders. It was boring as hell, but it paid the rent. Then the guild had downsized. "Structural reorganization," they called it, which meant the Baron who funded them had lost a bet and needed to cut costs. Forty apprentices shown the door in a single afternoon. Tobin had been number thirty-seven. He knew because they made them count off.

Since then, he had applied to every guild, merchant house, and trading company in the city. He'd tried the Merchants' Association (rejected—no capital). The Brewers' Union (rejected—no experience, and "an unfortunate aura of failure"). The City Watch (rejected—failed the physical, though Tobin maintained the examiner had been measuring his arms wrong). He'd even tried the Rat Catchers' Guild, which wasn't technically a guild so much as a man named Doolin with a stick and a grudge, and even Doolin had said no.

"You've got the look of a man who'd scare the rats off," Doolin had said, leaning on his stick in the alley behind the slaughterhouse. "And I need the rats to stay put so I can hit 'em."

It was the most insulting rejection of the lot, and Tobin had collected quite a few.

He stood up, crossed the room to the washbasin—empty, naturally—and looked at himself in the cracked mirror above it. A thin face, darkened by stubble that couldn't decide whether it wanted to become a beard or just give up. Brown hair that hung in greasy strands. Brown eyes that had lost whatever spark they'd once possessed. He looked like a man who had been drawn in pencil and then left out in the rain.

"Right," he said to his reflection. "Plan."

He had no plan. He had half a jar of pickled eggs, three copper coins, and a debt that would soon be settled with his kneecaps. He needed a job. Not a good job—those didn't exist for him anymore—but a job. Something that would pay enough to keep Barkley's agents from breaking his door down and his legs with it.

He pulled on his coat, a threadbare brown thing that had once been his father's, and headed out.

The Lower Docks were a study in organized misery. Warehouses lined the waterfront like rotting teeth, their timber frames blackened by decades of salt and smoke. The cobblestones were slick with a film of fish oil and something worse that nobody bothered to identify. Laborers hauled crates on their backs, their faces blank with the particular emptiness of men who had stopped expecting anything better. The air tasted of iron and decay.

Tobin navigated the streets with the practiced ease of someone who had grown up here. He knew which alleys were safe, which ones would get you mugged, and which ones would get you mugged and then mocked for being stupid enough to walk down them. He avoided all three categories and headed for the employment board.

The board was a massive wooden slab nailed to the wall of the Harbormaster's office, covered in layers of paper notices, some fresh, some so old they had fused with the wood beneath. It was the unofficial heart of the Lower Docks' economy—a place where the desperate met the exploitable and both parties pretended it was a fair deal.

Tobin joined the small cluster of men already scanning the board. He recognized most of them. Same faces, same hopeless shuffle, same ritual of reading every notice and finding nothing. He pushed through and started reading.

WANTED: Deckhands for the merchant vessel Grey Mare. Westward passage. Pay: 15 crowns/month. Danger of piracy moderate.

Fifteen crowns a month. It would take him over a year and a half to pay off Barkley, assuming he survived the pirates, which he wouldn't, because he couldn't swim.

LABORERS NEEDED: Whitfield Construction. Foundation digging on Crescent Street. Long hours. Competitive wage. No weaklings.

He'd tried Whitfield last month. The foreman had taken one look at his arms and told him to come back when he'd been through puberty.

HELP WANTED: Night watchman for the Granger Mill. Quiet work. Must be able to stay awake.

He'd been rejected from this one too, for reasons that still baffled him. "You have untrustworthy eyelids," the mill owner had said. What did that even mean?

He kept reading. Notice after notice, each one a dead end. His finger traced down the board, skipping the familiar rejections, until it reached the very bottom corner. A single sheet of paper, pinned crookedly, printed on cheap, yellowed stock that looked like it had been sitting in a drawer for years.

HAZARD HANDLER WANTED

Immediate placement. Remote location. No experience necessary. Room and board provided. Pay: 80 silver crowns/month.

Apply in person at the Dockmaster's Annex, Slip 14. Ask for Hector.

Tobin read it three times. Eighty crowns a month. That was more than he'd made at the Surveyors' Guild. That was enough to pay Barkley and have something left over. The words "no experience necessary" seemed almost too good to be true, which usually meant they were. And "Hazard Handler" was not a title that inspired confidence. It sounded like the kind of job where you handled hazards, and hazards, by definition, were hazardous.

But the number stared at him. Eighty crowns. Eighty.

He looked at the other men at the board. None of them were looking at the bottom corner. They were all focused on the deckhand jobs and the construction gigs, the safe miseries they understood. Tobin reached up and pulled the notice free.

Slip 14 was at the far end of the Docks, past the fish markets and the tanneries, where the wooden piers gave way to rotting stone and the water turned black. The Dockmaster's Annex was a squat, windowless building that might have been a guardhouse in a previous life, or a prison cell that had ambitions. A single lantern hung above the door, its flame gutting in the harbor wind.

Tobin pushed the door open. Inside, the room was small and dim, lit by a single candle on a desk. The desk was occupied by a man who appeared to be asleep. He was old—sixty, maybe seventy—with a face like crumpled paper and a beard that had given up on neatness and simply spread across his chest like a small animal. He wore a stained leather coat that smelled of tobacco and something chemical. A bottle sat on the desk beside the candle, half-empty, the label peeled away.

"Excuse me," Tobin said.

The man didn't move.

"I'm here about the Hazard Handler position."

One eye opened. It was bloodshot and yellowed, but surprisingly sharp. The man looked Tobin up and down with the slow, assessing gaze of a butcher evaluating a cut of meat.

"You're young," the man said. His voice was like gravel being dragged across sandpaper.

"I'm twenty-three."

"You look sixteen. You sure you're not lost, boy? The fish-gutting warehouse is two blocks back."

"I'm here for the job."

The man sat back in his chair, which creaked alarmingly. He picked up the bottle, took a long pull, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

"I'm Hector," he said. "I run the Blight-Edge Reserve. You heard of it?"

"No."

"Nobody has. That's the point." Hector leaned forward. "Tell me, boy. What do you think a Hazard Handler does?"

Tobin hesitated. "Handles hazards?"

Hector stared at him for a long moment, then let out a noise that might have been a laugh or a cough. Possibly both.

"You're not wrong. Dumb as a post, but not wrong." He reached into a drawer and pulled out a stack of papers, slamming them on the desk. "Sign these. Employment contract. Non-disclosure agreement. Liability waiver."

"Liability waiver?"

"You sign away your right to sue us if you get hurt, maimed, killed, or psychologically damaged on the job."

Tobin looked at the papers. The text was dense, written in the tiny, cramped handwriting of someone who didn't want it read.

"What exactly is the Blight-Edge Reserve?" he asked.

"It's a zoo."

Tobin blinked. "A zoo."

"Animals. Enclosures. Fences. The whole business. Out past the Thornwall, at the edge of the map. We house wildlife. Exotic stuff. Things people in the city don't get to see."

"And you need a Hazard Handler for a zoo."

"We house exotic wildlife, boy. Some of it's... temperamental." Hector took another drink. "Last three handlers quit. One on the first day. One on the second. The third didn't quit, but he did refuse to come out of the supply closet for a week, and we had to carry him out in a sack."

"Carry him out in a—"

"Are you going to sign the papers or not? I've got a transport leaving at dawn, and I need a body on it. Don't care if it's your body specifically, but yours is the one that walked through the door."

Tobin looked at the liability waiver again. Psychologically damaged. He thought about Barkley & Sons. He thought about the water stain on his ceiling. He thought about the sound of knees breaking, which he'd heard once from three streets over and had no desire to experience personally.

He picked up the pen and signed every page.

Hector watched him with that sharp yellow eye, then gathered the papers and shoved them back into the drawer.

"Dawn. Slip 9. Don't be late, and don't bother packing. We'll provide everything." He paused. "One more thing."

"What?"

"If anyone at the reserve tells you not to go somewhere, don't go there. If they tell you not to touch something, don't touch it. And if you hear something in the Bamboo thickets at night—" Hector stopped. Took another drink. "Just don't go into the Bamboo thickets at night."

"Why? What's in the Bamboo thickets?"

Hector put the bottle down and closed his eyes. "Goodnight, boy."

The transport was a flatbed wagon pulled by two massive draft horses that looked like they'd been assembled from spare parts and bad decisions. It was loaded with crates of raw meat, sacks of grain, and a single wooden coffin-sized box marked FRAGILE: DO NOT DROP in red paint. The driver was a silent woman with a scar across her throat who communicated entirely by pointing and grunting.

Tobin sat among the crates as the wagon lurched out of the Docks and onto the Thornwall Road. The city fell away behind them, replaced by the scrubby, grey landscape of the outer territories. The road was unpaved, rutted, and seemed to exist primarily as a suggestion rather than an actual route. The wagon bounced and jolted, and Tobin spent the first hour gripping the side rail with white-knuckled hands while the driver pretended he didn't exist.

They passed through the Thornwall itself at midday—a massive, living barrier of thorned vines that had grown centuries ago and had never been explained. Nobody knew who planted it or why. It just existed, a jagged line separating the civilized territories from whatever lay beyond. The road cut through it via a narrow tunnel that was too small for the wagon, forcing Tobin to duck as thorns scraped the roof overhead like fingernails on a coffin lid.

On the other side, the world changed.

The grey scrubland gave way to rolling hills of deep green, dotted with trees Tobin didn't recognize—tall, dark-trunked things with leaves that shimmered faintly in shades of silver and violet. The air was warmer here, thicker, carrying a scent that was almost sweet but had an undercurrent of something electric, like the air before a thunderstorm. The road narrowed to a track, and the track narrowed to a path, and the path wound through landscape that grew stranger with every mile.

Trees with bark like white bone. Grass that rippled in patterns that had nothing to do with the wind. A stream that ran uphill for thirty feet before vanishing into a crack in a boulder. Tobin stared at all of it with the growing unease of a man who had stepped off the edge of the map and was only now realizing how far the drop was.

"Where exactly is this place?" he asked the driver.

She grunted and pointed ahead.

He looked. And there it was.

The Blight-Edge Reserve didn't look like much from the outside. A high fence of weathered timber, at least fifteen feet tall, stretched across the landscape in a rough polygon. Behind it, he could see the tops of more trees—some normal-looking oaks and pines, others that glowed faintly or bore fruit in colors that didn't exist in any market he'd ever visited. A wooden gate stood in the fence ahead, flanked by two stone pillars that were cracked and covered in moss.

But something was off. The fence was too tall for a normal zoo. The timber was too thick. And the silence—the absolute, oppressive silence—was wrong for a place that was supposed to house hundreds of animals.

The wagon pulled up to the gate. The driver grunted, pointed at the gate, and then pointed at Tobin. The message was clear: Out. Go.

He climbed down, grabbed his only possession—a canvas bag with three copper coins and half a jar of pickled eggs—and approached the gate. There was a bell pull. He pulled it. A distant clanging echoed somewhere inside.

Nothing happened for a long time. Then, with a groan of rusted hinges, the gate swung open just wide enough for him to squeeze through.

On the other side, a young woman with red hair and a suspicious expression waited for him. She wore a practical leather jacket, boots caked in mud, and a belt hung with tools Tobin couldn't identify—pliers, wire cutters, something that looked like a miniature harpoon.

"Tobin Rudge?" she said.

"Yes."

"I'm Nessa. Keeper's assistant. Hector sent word you were coming." She looked him over with the same evaluating gaze Hector had used, though hers was less butcher-and-more-surgeon. "You're smaller than I expected."

"I get that a lot."

"Can you lift a hundred pounds?"

"Probably."

"Can you run?"

"If something's chasing me, yes."

"Something usually is." She turned and started walking. "Come on. I'll show you the grounds before the evening feeding. Try not to touch anything."

The interior of the reserve was a maze of enclosures, pathways, and structures that defied easy categorization. The first section looked almost like a normal zoo—wide paddocks with wooden railings, signs with painted illustrations of animals, feeding troughs. Tobin saw a paddock labeled SAVANNAH EXHIBIT. Inside, a large, tawny shape lay in the grass.

"Lion," Nessa said, nodding toward it. "Male. About eight years old. Don't go in the paddock. Don't lean on the fence. Don't make direct eye contact for more than three seconds."

"It's a lion," Tobin said. "I know what a lion is."

"Everyone knows what a lion is. Not everyone knows that this one bit the last handler's arm off at the shoulder."

Tobin looked at the lion. It was massive, easily the biggest he'd ever seen, with a mane that seemed almost too dark, too thick. It lay in the grass with its eyes open, staring at nothing. There was something about its stillness that felt wrong—not the lazy stillness of a resting predator, but the tense, coiled stillness of something pretending to be asleep.

"Right," he said. "No eye contact."

They moved on. The AFRICAN ELEPHANT exhibit housed a bull so large it made the enclosure look small. The TIGER PADDOCK contained two Bengals that paced the fence line with a restless, rhythmic intensity that made Tobin's skin crawl. The PANDA ENCLOSURE sat in a shaded corner thick with Bamboo—a dense, green thicket that seemed to go deeper than the fence line should allow. He could just make out a black-and-white shape sitting motionless among the stalks.

"All standard exhibits," Nessa said. "Oaks, pines, and palms around the perimeter for environmental compliance. Savannah, jungle, mountain, polar, outback, and rainforest biomes. Each section is seeded with the appropriate flora to keep the animals comfortable."

"It's... nice," Tobin said, and was surprised to find he almost meant it. Despite the strangeness, despite the silence and the too-high fences and the wrong-feeling stillness of the animals, there was something almost peaceful about the place.

Then Nessa led him past the standard exhibits, and the peace ended.

The rear section of the reserve was different. The fencing here wasn't timber—it was iron, thick and black, with runes etched into the bars that seemed to shift when Tobin wasn't looking directly at them. The enclosures were larger, more isolated, set further apart. And the trees...

"What kind of trees are those?" he asked, stopping.

There were three of them, growing in a rough triangle behind the iron-fenced enclosures. One was an enormous oak, but not like any oak Tobin had seen. Its trunk was as wide as a house, and its roots snaked across the ground in patterns that looked almost deliberate—almost like writing. The second tree was crystalline, its branches made of something that caught the fading light and fractured it into a thousand tiny rainbows. The third was the strangest of all—a tree whose bark shifted through colors like oil on water, its leaves glowing with a soft, pulsing light that seemed to match the rhythm of Tobin's heartbeat.

"Those are special," Nessa said. Her tone had changed—flatter, more careful. "Hector will explain them to you later. For now, just know that you don't go near them, you don't touch them, and you sure as hell don't dig around their roots."

"Why?"

"Because I like having a job, and you look like the type who'd get us both fired."

Before Tobin could press further, a low, resonant horn sounded from somewhere near the front gate. Nessa's head snapped up.

"Evening feeding," she said. "Grab that wheelbarrow. The meat crates need to go to the large predator enclosures. Tiger first, then lion, then the aquatic exhibit."

"The aquatic exhibit?"

"The shark tank. Round back. You can't miss it."

Tobin grabbed the wheelbarrow. It was heavy, loaded with slabs of raw, red meat that dripped blood onto the path as he pushed. The wheel squeaked. The smell was incredible—thick, coppery, and somehow wrong, like the meat was too fresh, too alive.

He wheeled it to the tiger paddock first. The two Bengals stopped pacing the moment he arrived, pressing against the fence, their eyes tracking him with an intelligence that made his stomach tighten. He used a long hook to drag the meat slabs through a slot in the fence, trying not to look at their eyes.

Three seconds. Don't make eye contact for more than three seconds.

He dumped the meat and moved to the lion exhibit. The big male hadn't moved from its spot in the grass. Tobin shoved a slab of meat through the feeding slot. The lion didn't react.

"Hey," Tobin said. "Food."

The lion's eyes moved. Not its head—just its eyes. They slid toward Tobin with a slow, deliberate precision that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. The eyes were gold, but in the fading light, they almost looked amber. Almost looked like fire. 

Tobin held the gaze for a beat too long.

The lion stood up.

It happened in a single, fluid motion—one second it was lying down, the next it was on its feet, and the sheer size of it was wrong, it was too big, too tall, the proportions were off, the shoulders were too wide—

Tobin stepped back from the fence.

The lion stared at him. Tobin stared at the lion.

Then the lion turned away from the meat, walked to the far side of the paddock, and lay down again with its back to him.

Tobin exhaled. His hands were shaking. He blamed it on the heavy wheelbarrow.

He pushed the last of the meat to the aquatic exhibit—a long, low building with a massive rectangular tank of dark, greenish water. He couldn't see anything in the tank. Just murky water and darkness.

He dumped the meat into a chute that led down into the water. Ripples. A shadow moved beneath the surface—large, slow, and shaped like nothing he'd seen in any naturalist's book.

"Right," he said to the empty room. "Completely normal zoo."

He left the building and found Nessa waiting for him by the supply shed, which was a corrugated iron structure leaning against the fence like it was trying to escape.

"You're done for the day," she said. "Your quarters are in the east wing of the main house. Room six. There's a cot, a basin, and a lock on the door. Use the lock."

"Why?"

"Because sometimes things scratch at the door at night. Usually it's nothing. Sometimes it's not."

"Nessa."

"Yeah?"

"What kind of zoo is this?"

She looked at him for a long moment, and in her eyes he saw something he recognized—the same tired, cornered look he saw in his own reflection every morning. But there was something else there too. Something like pity.

"The kind you don't ask questions about, Rudge. Eat dinner in the main hall. Don't sit near the Bamboo thicket. Don't go outside after dark. And if you hear something in the night—" She stopped. Her mouth twitched. "Just put the pillow over your head."

She turned and walked away, leaving Tobin standing alone in the fading light, surrounded by the sounds of a zoo that was far too quiet, and the feeling that he had just made the second worst mistake of his life.

The first, of course, had been borrowing the two hundred and eighty silver crowns in the first place.

But that was a Tuesday problem, and it was getting dark.

The main house was a two-story stone building that had the look of something built in a hurry by people who expected to leave quickly and then never did. The walls were thick but uneven, the windows were different sizes, and the roof sagged in the middle like a tired old man. A chimney on the west side belched smoke that smelled of wood and something acrid—chemical, maybe, or medicinal. The whole structure sat on a slight rise, giving it a view of the entire reserve, which Tobin supposed was practical if you needed to see what was trying to eat you.

Inside, the ground floor was divided into a mess hall, a kitchen, a storage room, and Hector's office, which had a door that was always closed and a smell of tobacco that leaked out through the gaps in the frame like a warning. The mess hall contained a long wooden table, six benches, and a fireplace large enough to roast an entire cow. Four people sat at the table when Tobin walked in.

He recognized Nessa, who had swapped her leather jacket for a wool sweater and was eating a bowl of stew with the mechanical efficiency of someone who had long stopped tasting her food. Beside her sat a man built like a brick wall—a slab of muscle and scar tissue with a shaved head and a neck wider than Tobin's thigh. He was tearing into a loaf of bread with his bare hands and barely chewing before swallowing. Across from them, a thin, nervous-looking man with a wispy beard picked at his food with the hesitant movements of someone who expected to be poisoned. And at the far end, alone, sat an older woman with grey-streaked hair pulled into a tight bun, cleaning a rifle with the serene focus of a painter working on a masterpiece.

"Everyone," Nessa said around a mouthful of stew, "this is the new Hazard Handler. Rudge."

Four pairs of eyes looked at him. None of them were friendly.

"Brick," said the big man, not looking up from his bread. His voice was surprisingly high for his size, almost a squeak, which made the introduction briefly absurd.

"Pippin," said the thin man, with a small wave that trembled slightly.

"Maeve," said the older woman, still cleaning her rifle. She didn't look up at all.

"Sit down, eat," Nessa said, jerking her chin toward the kitchen. "Cook left a pot on the stove. Help yourself."

The stew was brown, thick, and of indeterminate origin. Tobin took a bowl of it and sat at the end of the table, as far from the others as the room allowed. He ate in silence. The conversation, such as it was, flowed around him like water around a stone.

"Southeast paddock fence needs replacing," Brick said. "The post rotted through at the base. Whole section's leaning."

"I'll add it to the list," Nessa said.

"The list is three pages long. At this rate, we'll be fixing fences until the Thornwall grows over the city."

"Then we'll fix fences until then."

"The bamboo in the Panda enclosure is spreading again. It's crept past the secondary barrier into the service corridor." This from Pippin, who said it in the tone of someone reporting a terminal diagnosis.

"It always does. I'll have Rudge cut it back tomorrow."

"Does he know how?"

"Doesn't matter. It'll grow back by Thursday regardless."

Maeve said nothing. She finished cleaning the rifle, examined the bore with one eye closed, and set it down on the table with a decisive click. Then she looked at Tobin.

"You ever fired a weapon?" she asked.

"No."

"Can you learn?"

"I suppose."

"Good. You'll need to." She picked up the rifle and left the room without another word.

Tobin looked at Nessa. "What's her deal?"

"Head of security. Ex-military. She doesn't talk much, and when she does, it's usually about something that's trying to kill you." Nessa scraped the bottom of her bowl. "Eat your stew and get to your room. Dawn comes early out here."

Tobin ate. The stew tasted vaguely of beef and strongly of regret. He left the bowl in the kitchen, found room six in the east wing, and discovered that Nessa hadn't been lying. A cot, a basin with cold water, and a lock on the door—a heavy iron thing that looked like it belonged on a prison cell. He bolted it the moment he was inside.

The room was small and bare. Whitewashed walls, a narrow window that looked out over the rear of the reserve, a hook on the wall for his coat. That was it. No decorations, no personal touches, no sign that anyone had ever stayed here long enough to make it feel lived-in. The cot was hard but clean. The basin water was cold but clear. After the fish-gut warehouse, it felt almost luxurious.

He lay on the cot and stared at the ceiling. No water stains here, just blank white plaster. His mind was running through the day—the strange trees, the too-big lion, the shadow in the tank, the fence that was too tall and the silence that was too heavy. He could feel the questions pressing against the inside of his skull like hands against a window. He pushed them down. He needed this job. Questions could wait until the first payday.

Sleep came slowly, in fragments, broken by sounds he couldn't identify. Creaking wood. The distant groan of metal. Once, what might have been a low, rumbling growl from somewhere outside, so deep he felt it in his chest more than heard it with his ears. He pulled the thin blanket over his head and told himself it was the wind.

It was not the wind.

Morning arrived with a boot on his door.

"Rudge. Up."

He peeled his face off the pillow and blinked at the light squeezing through the window. The boot belonged to Nessa, who stood in the hallway with a cup of something steaming in one hand and a clipboard in the other.

"How long have you been up?" he mumbled.

"Four hours. Here." She thrust the cup at him. It was bitter tea, the kind that tasted like it had been brewed in an old boot and then filtered through anger. He drank it anyway.

"Your schedule," she said, tapping the clipboard. "Feeding rounds at dawn and dusk. Fence inspection after morning feeding. Enclosure maintenance—cleaning, repairs, vegetation control—between feedings. You'll also be on night rotation once a week with Maeve. Any questions?"

"The Bamboo thicket in the Panda enclosure. Pippin said it was spreading."

Nessa's expression flickered. "That's your first job. There's a machete in the tool shed. Cut it back to the secondary barrier line. Don't cut below the root crown, and don't—under any circumstances—step into the thicket itself."

"Why? What's in—"

"Rudge." Her voice was flat. "Do I need to say it again?"

He held up his hands. "I'm going. Machete. Secondary barrier. Don't step in. Got it."

The tool shed was a paradise of sharp objects and heavy equipment. Tobin found the machete—a well-worn thing with a blade that had been sharpened so many times it was noticeably thinner than it should have been—and headed for the Panda enclosure.

It was early enough that the light was still pale and grey, and a low mist hung over the reserve, softening the edges of everything and making the fences look like they dissolved into nothing. The Panda enclosure was in the northeast corner, a large, shaded area dominated by the Bamboo thicket. From the outside, it looked ordinary enough—a dense grove of green stalks, maybe fifteen feet tall, rustling gently in the breeze. The kind of thing you'd see in any halfway decent botanical garden.

But as Tobin got closer, he noticed things. The stalks were thicker than normal bamboo—some of them as wide as his wrist. The leaves were a deeper green than they should have been, almost black in the shadowed interior. And the sound they made as they moved wasn't the light, hollow clatter of bamboo. It was heavier. Wetter. Like something flexing.

He found the secondary barrier—a low rope line strung between metal posts, about three feet inside the main fence. Several bamboo shoots had crossed it overnight, pushing up through the soil like green fingers. Tobin positioned himself outside the rope line, raised the machete, and got to work.

The bamboo was tough. Each cut required a full swing, and the stalks didn't fall so much as fold, sagging to the ground with a weird, almost reluctant slowness. He worked his way along the barrier line, chopping and dragging the cut stalks into a pile. Sweat ran down his back despite the cool morning air.

He was halfway along the thicket when he heard the sound.

A low, rhythmic breathing. Not his own. Coming from inside the Bamboo.

He stopped. The machete hung in mid-air. He looked at the thicket. The stalks were dense, packed so tightly that he couldn't see more than a foot inside. The breathing continued—slow, deep, and utterly relaxed. Whatever was making that sound was asleep.

The Panda, he told himself. It's just the Panda. Pippin said the Panda sits in the Bamboo. It's a Panda. They sleep a lot.

He looked at the secondary barrier. He was standing outside it. The Panda was inside it, somewhere in the thicket. Everything was fine.

Then the breathing stopped.

Tobin didn't move. He didn't breathe. His eyes locked onto the gap between two bamboo stalks, a sliver of darkness about six inches wide. Nothing moved. The mist curled lazily between the stalks. Somewhere in the reserve, a bird called—a normal, ordinary sound that felt completely out of place.

Then two eyes opened in the darkness.

They were gold. Not amber, not brown—gold. Bright, metallic, piercing gold, and they were looking directly at him from a distance of maybe four feet. There was no face around them, no fur, no shape he could identify—just those two burning points of light floating in the dark green of the Bamboo thicket.

Tobin's grip on the machete went white-knuckle. His heart slammed against his ribs. Every instinct he had—and he didn't have many, but they were all screaming at once—told him to run.

He didn't run.

He couldn't. His legs had stopped being legs and become posts, driven into the ground by something beyond fear, something primal that recognized those eyes as something that was not a Panda and had never been a Panda and was simply wearing the shape of one like an ill-fitting coat.

The eyes blinked. Once. Slowly.

Then the breathing resumed, and the eyes closed, and whatever was inside the thicket went back to sleep.

Tobin stood there for a full minute. Then he set down the machete, walked back to the main house, and poured himself a cup of the terrible tea with hands that only shook a little.

The rest of the morning was better. He threw himself into the fence inspection with the desperate energy of a man trying to outpace his own thoughts. The perimeter fence ran for over a mile, and it needed work. Rotted posts, broken rails, sections where the timber had warped and left gaps. He found a spot near the Savannah exhibit where something had clawed at the wood from the inside—deep, parallel gouges that were too high and too wide to have been made by any lion he'd ever seen.

He reported it to Nessa.

"Lion's been acting up," she said, without looking up from her clipboard. "I'll have Brick reinforce it."

"Nessa, those marks are eight feet off the ground. Lions don't—"

"Rudge." She looked at him. Her eyes were tired. Not angry, not threatening—just deeply, profoundly tired. "I've been here four years. I've seen those marks a hundred times. The fence holds. The lion stays inside. That's all you need to know."

He wanted to argue. He wanted to say that the marks were wrong, that the lion was wrong, that the eyes in the Bamboo were wrong, that everything about this place was wrong in ways he couldn't name but could feel in his bones like a low-grade fever. But he looked at Nessa's face and saw the same thing he'd seen in Hector's yellow stare and Maeve's silent cleaning of her rifle and Pippin's trembling hands.

They all knew. Whatever the secret of this place was, they all knew. And they had all made the same calculation Tobin was making now: the job paid well, the alternative was worse, and asking questions was a luxury reserved for people who weren't drowning.

He went back to the fences.

Lunch was bread, cheese, and more of the silence that seemed to be the reserve's default state. Pippin ate quickly and disappeared toward the rear section, muttering about soil samples. Brick ate three loaves of bread and left without speaking. Maeve didn't come to lunch at all. Nessa sat across from Tobin and ate in that mechanical way of hers, and for a while the only sound was the crunch of crust and the distant, rhythmic thumping of something large moving in one of the enclosures.

"Nessa," Tobin said.

"No."

"I haven't asked anything yet."

"You were going to ask about the animals."

He closed his mouth. Opened it again. "Is it always this quiet?"

"The animals are sedated. Mostly."

"Sedated?"

"Feed additive. Mixed into the meat and the grain. Keeps them calm. Drowsy. Less likely to... act up."

"What happens if they don't get it?"

Nessa stopped chewing. She set her bread down very carefully, as if it might suddenly become dangerous.

"Then they act up," she said. "And when they act up, Maeve uses the rifle. And when Maeve uses the rifle, we have to find a replacement animal, which is expensive and difficult, and Hector drinks more, and everyone has a worse week than they were already having. So we make sure the feed additive is mixed properly. Understand?"

"Understood."

"Good. Finish your bread. Afternoon feeding is in an hour."

The afternoon feeding was uneventful, if you didn't count the way the two tigers pressed against the fence when Tobin approached, their bodies too long, their spines too flexible, their movements flowing like water in a way that no big cat moved. If you didn't count the way the elephant watched him from across its enclosure with an intelligence that was not animal intelligence, not even close, something older and heavier behind those small, dark eyes. If you didn't count the way the meat he shoved through the lion's feeding slot vanished between one heartbeat and the next, as if the animal on the other side had simply inhaled it, and when Tobin risked a glance, the lion was sitting ten feet further away than it should have been, and there was not a single drop of blood on the ground.

Other than that, completely uneventful.

By dusk, Tobin had developed a system. Approach the enclosure. Keep your eyes on the food slot, not the animal. Shove the meat through. Walk away. Don't look back. Don't count the seconds between the meat going in and the sound of something eating. Don't think about the fact that some of the sounds weren't chewing but were something else, something wet and clicking and wrong.

He was finishing the aquatic run—dropping the last slabs of meat into the chute above the dark tank—when Hector found him.

The old man looked worse than yesterday, if that was possible. His eyes were redder, his beard more tangled, his coat more stained. He smelled like the bottom of a bottle, which was presumably where he'd spent most of the day.

"Rudge," he said, leaning against the doorframe. "How's your first day?"

"Fine."

"See anything strange?"

Tobin's hand tightened on the meat slab. "No."

"Good." Hector peered at him with that sharp yellow eye. "You're a terrible liar, boy. But that's actually a useful trait in a Hazard Handler. The good liars are the ones who get curious. The curious ones are the ones who go into the Bamboo at night. And the ones who go into the Bamboo—" He made a sound like a wet cough. "Well. We don't find enough of them to establish a pattern."

"I'm not curious," Tobin said, and meant it. For the first time in his life, his natural curiosity—the thing that had made him a decent cartographer—had been entirely overruled by his survival instinct.

"See that you stay that way." Hector pushed off the doorframe and shuffled toward the door. Then he stopped. "One thing. Tomorrow morning, before feeding, I need you to take a wheelbarrow of raw meat to the rear enclosures. The iron-fenced ones."

"The ones with the strange trees?"

Hector turned his head slowly. The look on his face was not quite anger, not quite fear—something in between. Something that looked like respect for the first time.

"Those aren't just strange trees, boy. Those are Root-Anchors. And the things in those enclosures aren't like the ones up front. They're... wilder. Less used to the additive. So when you feed them, you move fast, you don't make eye contact, and if you hear anything that sounds like a voice—" He paused. "It isn't."

He left.

Tobin stood alone in the aquatic building, listening to the faint ripple of water in the dark tank. Something large moved beneath the surface, slow and patient.

A voice, Hector had said. If you hear anything that sounds like a voice, it isn't.

Tobin dropped the last slab of meat into the chute and walked out into the gathering dark, making sure to take the long way around the Bamboo thicket, where two golden eyes watched him pass from the green shadows, and the breathing was slow, and deep, and patient, and waiting.

He locked his door. He put the pillow over his head.

He did not sleep.
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He didn't sleep, but his body didn't care. It shut down anyway, dragging him into a shallow, black nothing that wasn't quite rest but was the closest thing he was going to get. The pillow over his head muffled the sounds—or most of them. There was one noise that cut through everything, a low, subsonic vibration that he felt in his teeth more than heard with his ears. It came from somewhere deep in the reserve, maybe from the ground itself, and it pulsed in a rhythm that matched his heartbeat, which was probably why he couldn't escape it.

He woke at dawn with a crick in his neck, a sour taste in his mouth, and the firm conviction that he had made a terrible mistake. But then he remembered the two hundred and eighty silver crowns, and the conviction softened to a manageable unease.

He washed his face with cold water, dressed, and went to find the wheelbarrow.

The meat locker was a separate building behind the main house—a squat, windowless structure with a heavy iron door and a padlock the size of a fist. Nessa had given him the key the night before, along with instructions that were specific and strange: fill the wheelbarrow with the red-tagged crates only, do not open the crates, do not sniff the crates, and deliver them to the three iron-fenced enclosures at the rear of the reserve. One crate per enclosure. Shove the crate through the feeding slot. Do not look through the slot after depositing the crate. Do not wait for the sound of feeding.

Red-tagged crates. Tobin found them stacked in the back corner of the locker, separated from the standard meat supplies by a chalk line on the floor. They were smaller than the regular crates—heavy for their size, dense, wrapped in waxed cloth that seeped a faintly luminous red fluid. The smell was different too. Not the coppery tang of raw beef but something sweeter, thicker, almost metallic. It coated the back of his throat and made his saliva glands ache.

He loaded three crates onto the wheelbarrow and headed for the rear section.

The morning mist was heavier today, pooling in the low spots between enclosures like milk in the creases of a tablecloth. The reserve was silent—not the drowsy silence of a sleeping zoo but the held-breath silence of something waiting. Even the normal animals in the front enclosures were still. Tobin passed the lion paddock. The big male was sitting exactly where it had been the day before, in the same spot, facing the same direction, like a statue that had been placed there and forgotten.

The rear section felt different from the rest of the reserve. The air was thicker here, warmer, charged with something that made Tobin's skin prickle and the hair on his forearms stand up. The iron fences loomed out of the mist, their runed bars catching the faint light and holding it, so that they seemed to glow faintly from within. The three Root-Anchors rose above the enclosures like landmarks on a chart—the massive dark oak, the crystalline tree, and the color-shifting one whose leaves pulsed with that uncanny, heartbeat rhythm.

Tobin stopped at the first iron fence. The enclosure behind it was larger than the front paddocks—maybe fifty yards square—with walls of iron bar on three sides and a solid stone backing. The ground inside was covered in a thick layer of dark soil that looked unnaturally rich, as if it had been fertilized with something other than manure. The World-Root Oak—the dark one—loomed over the enclosure, its trunk rising just inside the fence line, its massive roots coiling across the ground like sleeping snakes.

There was something inside the enclosure. Tobin could feel it—a presence, heavy and watchful, somewhere in the shadows beneath the oak's canopy. He couldn't see it. He didn't want to see it.

He positioned the wheelbarrow beside the feeding slot—a horizontal chute set into the iron bars at waist height, with a hinged flap on the outside and a sliding gate on the inside. He lifted the first red-tagged crate, shoved it through the slot, and pulled his hands back fast.

The sliding gate on the inside opened. Something reached through and took the crate.

Tobin didn't see what it was. The movement was too fast—a blur of something pale and many-jointed that snatched the crate and pulled it into the darkness with a sound like a sheet being torn in half. Then the gate slid shut, and the enclosure was still again.

His hands were shaking. He stared at them, willing the tremors to stop, telling himself it was just an animal. A fast animal. Animals in zoos were fed through slots all the time. This was normal. This was fine.

He moved to the second enclosure. The crystalline tree rose behind it, its branches chiming faintly in a breeze he couldn't feel. He shoved the second crate through the slot. This time, nothing happened. The crate just sat there in the chute, small and absurd and wrapped in its bloody cloth.

Tobin waited. Five seconds. Ten. Twenty.

Then something pressed against the inside of the sliding gate. He could see it through the narrow gap—a shape, or part of a shape. Feathers. Iridescent, shifting through colors that didn't have names, colors that seemed to exist just outside the range of what his eyes could properly process. And an eye. A single, massive eye, looking through the gap at him. It was red, with a pupil that was not round but star-shaped, and it rotated slowly as it focused on his face.

Tobin stepped back from the slot.

The eye blinked. The gate slid open. A beak—long, curved, made of something that looked like hammered gold—snapped the crate up and withdrew. The gate closed.

Tobin stood very still for a moment. Then he walked to the third enclosure.

The color-shifting tree. The pulsing leaves. The heartbeat rhythm that was now so strong he could feel it in his fillings. He shoved the third crate through the slot and pulled his hands back.

Nothing.

He waited. A minute. Two minutes. The crate sat in the chute, untouched. The enclosure behind it was empty—or seemed to be. The soil was undisturbed. The tree's roots coiled across the ground, but nothing hid among them. Nothing visible, anyway.

Then Tobin felt the gaze.

It wasn't coming from the enclosure. It was coming from above. He looked up.

Something was perched on one of the color-shifting tree's lower branches, maybe twenty feet up. He couldn't make out its shape—the shifting light from the leaves made everything waver and blur—but he could see eyes. Not two. Seven. Arranged in a loose cluster, all of them the same pale, luminous grey, all of them staring directly at him with an intelligence that was not animal intelligence.

Tobin looked away. He walked back to the wheelbarrow. He pushed it away from the enclosures, away from the trees, away from the eyes and the beaks and the pale, many-jointed things that lived behind iron bars and ate red-tagged meat.

He didn't run. Walking fast was not running. There was a difference.

He found Nessa in the tool shed, sharpening a set of tools that didn't look like they were for gardening.

"All three fed," he said.

"Good."

"Nessa, what's in those enclosures?"

She didn't
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