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	1 — The World Stood Still

	Ordinary Monday began without permission from anyone important.

	It reached Miami while the prison lights were still too white and too early, humming over concrete corridors that smelled of cleaner, sweat, and old coffee. Sean Rourke sat on the edge of his bunk with one sock on and one bare foot pressed to the cold floor, listening to a guard argue with a vending machine outside the block. The machine took the man’s money, refused the candy, and flashed its little red error light as if it had principles.

	“Come on,” Officer Bell said, thumping the glass. “Don’t start with me today.”

	Across the cell, Manny Ortiz snorted into his pillow. “Man’s losing a fight with a snack machine. That’s how you know it’s Monday.”

	Sean pulled on the second sock and didn’t smile where anyone could see it.

	The same hour, a surgeon in Chicago asked for suction while a nurse adjusted the lamp. A judge in Atlanta cleaned her glasses before reading a sentence nobody in the room wanted to hear. A trucker outside Dallas tapped ash from a cigarette, checked his mirrors, and eased forty tons of groceries back onto the interstate. In London, a barrister hurried down stone steps with toast in one hand and a phone in the other, already apologizing to someone he hadn’t yet disappointed.

	Above the Atlantic, two pilots traded quiet jokes over lukewarm coffee while three hundred passengers slept, scrolled, prayed, or complained about legroom. Far below, a container ship followed its plotted course through dark water, its watch officer circling a maintenance note with a red pen. In a Tokyo apartment, a father tied his daughter’s school ribbon twice because the first knot sat crooked, and she stood very still because he always made the second one perfect.

	There were arguments over bills, kisses beside elevators, dogs walked before breakfast, alarms ignored, engines warmed, ovens lit, forklifts loaded, patrol cars fueled, and office lights flicked on by people who believed they were entering another ordinary day.

	In the prison, Sean joined the line for count. Men shuffled, coughed, muttered, and measured one another with the bored care of people trapped together too long. Bell walked past with his clipboard, jaw tight from the vending machine defeat.

	“Rourke,” he said.

	“Here,” Sean answered.

	Bell’s pen scratched paper. The count moved on. The world, satisfied with its inventory of the living, kept turning.

	Then the inventory changed, and no one on Earth had time to correct the count.

	Bell made it three more names down the tier before his pen stopped halfway through a check mark. His mouth was open around the next surname. His shoes stood planted on the painted line. Sean was watching him because prison taught men to watch hands, keys, faces, and the small shifts that came before trouble.

	Manny Ortiz leaned closer to the bars. “Hey, Bell, you forget how to read?”

	Bell didn’t answer. He wasn’t there.

	The clipboard struck the concrete with a flat crack. The pen bounced once and rolled toward the drain. Sean moved before sense caught up, one hand snapping through the bars because small things mattered in locked places and a pen was a tool before it was evidence. His fingers closed around warm plastic.

	Manny’s voice cracked. “Rourke?”

	Sean looked down at the pen in his fist, then at the place where Bell had been. His own hand vanished around it.

	The same subtraction passed through Chicago with equal calm. The surgeon, the anesthesiologist, the nurses, the orderly by the door, and the hospital administrator arguing three floors above vanished between one heartbeat and the next. Instruments rang softly against trays. Monitors continued their patient, bright work. A wheeled stool spun once where someone’s knee had nudged it.

	In Atlanta, the judge disappeared from the bench while her glasses remained folded beside the sentencing sheet. In Dallas, a freight truck kept moving because engines didn’t know grief. Above the Atlantic, the cockpit lost both pilots, and the aircraft held its heading with obedient precision. Far below, the container ship’s red-circled maintenance note waited for a watch officer who had been taken elsewhere.

	In Tokyo, the father’s fingers vanished from the half-finished school ribbon. His daughter didn’t fall. She wasn’t left alone in the kitchen with the kettle beginning to sing. One blink placed her in a pale, quiet room with a soft floor, the ribbon still loose beneath her chin and the apartment visible through a window that wasn’t glass.

	“Papa?” she whispered, touching the place where his hands had been.

	Around Earth, infants vanished from cribs, toddlers from rugs, teenagers from classrooms, young patients from beds, and frightened children from cars that still rolled through intersections. They arrived in protected rooms before gravity, flame, speed, or falling furniture could claim them.

	On Earth, no adult remained to witness what adults had lost.

	Earth kept obeying instructions.

	The freight truck outside Dallas rolled on with no hands on the wheel. Its lane assist complained in polite electronic tones, nudged twice toward the painted line, then failed to understand that the driver’s seat had become empty. The truck drifted across the shoulder, chewed through a strip of grass, and struck a roadside sign hard enough to fold metal around its bumper. Boxes of oranges burst inside the trailer, bright fruit tumbling in darkness while the engine idled and the hazard lights blinked with perfect patience.

	In a suburb outside Manchester, a family car continued through a green light after its mother vanished from behind the wheel and its two children were taken from the back seat. The younger boy’s dropped dinosaur bounced once against the mat. The car rolled into the intersection, met no other driver who could brake, and struck a delivery van with a dull, expensive crunch. Steam hissed. The radio kept playing a cheerful advert for summer holidays no one in either vehicle could hear.

	Above the Atlantic, the passenger jet held its altitude. Autopilot carried it forward with the calm of a machine doing exactly what had been asked of it. In row twenty-two, a tablet slid from an empty adult hand and landed face-up on a tray table, still showing a half-finished crossword. The cockpit alarms began softly, then more firmly, but there was no pilot left to answer them.

	A twelve-year-old girl in a pale spectator room pressed both palms to the not-glass and stared at the aircraft feed without understanding why her ears hurt from crying when the room had no wind. “Mum was on that flight,” she said, and the boy beside her, who had arrived in socks and a football shirt, reached for her sleeve because neither of them had anything better to offer.

	In Chicago, the operating theatre didn’t become silent. Monitors beeped. A suction line trembled where it had fallen against a tray. The robotic arm beside the table held position, waiting for a command that wasn’t coming. Somewhere in the hospital, an elevator opened, closed, and opened again on an empty floor.

	Factories continued by habit. Conveyors moved bottles beneath uncapped nozzles. An oven belt carried bread forward until smoke curled against the vents. Traffic lights cycled red, amber, green over streets full of abandoned motion. Ships followed routes plotted by absent crews. Pumps pumped, burners burned, locks locked, alarms called to rooms with no adults left to answer.

	The world had not ended.

	It had been left running.

	The children saw it.

	The twelve-year-old girl watching the aircraft feed pressed harder against the not-glass until her palms hurt. The boy in the football shirt kept hold of her sleeve, not pulling, only anchoring, as if one child’s hand could keep another from falling apart in a room without windows, doors, or corners sharp enough to bruise on.

	“Don’t look,” he said, though he was looking too.

	“My mum’s there,” she said, and the words came out thin enough to break. “She’s supposed to be there.”

	The room answered with no voice. Soft light moved across one pale wall, and words appeared where there had been nothing.

	YOU ARE SAFE.

	YOU MAY OBSERVE.

	YOU MAY NOT INTERVENE.

	The boy swallowed, then wiped his nose with the back of his hand because nobody had come to tell him not to. “What’s intervene mean?”

	“It means help,” the girl said, because she knew that word now, and hating a word was easier than hating a room.

	In other spectator spaces, children learned the same lesson in different shapes. A toddler screamed for a grandmother who had vanished from a kitchen full of smoke. A teenage boy in São Paulo kicked a soft wall until he tired himself out, then sat with his forehead against his knees while the wall showed a bus rolling driverless into a row of parked cars. Two sisters from Lagos clung to each other beneath a feed of their father’s office, where swivel chairs turned slowly in the air conditioning and papers lifted from desks nobody would tidy.

	The rooms fed them what they could bear, though none of them would have called it mercy. Some feeds blurred before impact. Some turned away from fire. Some showed empty streets, empty schools, empty shops, and pets nosing at doors that would not open from the outside. Beside each image, other windows began to wake.

	Stone chambers appeared.

	Adults lay on floors, beds, hospital gowns, prison uniforms, business suits, bathrobes, flight jackets, and work boots. Some curled around pain that was no longer present. Some sat up swinging fists at air. Some called names the children knew. Some called names no child in any room had ever heard before.

	In one small room, the Tokyo girl touched her crooked ribbon and watched her father wake on a gray floor beneath pale writing. “Papa,” she whispered, stepping closer to the not-glass. “Stand up.”

	He did not hear her.

	No adult on Earth could witness the empty world, but the children could. They watched the old world running without hands while, elsewhere, the stolen adults opened their eyes.

	***

	 


 

	2 — Enter

	Sean had taken six steps downhill when the grass moved wrong.

	Not wind. Not rain. The blades bent in a line across the slope below him, one low ripple cutting toward the road with too much purpose. Sean dropped before thought finished forming, one knee sinking into wet earth, Bell’s pen still clenched between two fingers like the world’s least useful weapon.

	His panel answered the thought before he asked for it.

	Sean Rourke

	Body: 5

	Mind: 6

	Soul: 5

	Skills: retained

	Level: 1

	Floor: 2

	Progress to next level: 0%

	Inventory: available

	Enter: locked

	Exit: available

	No directions. No conditions. No promise.

	“Helpful,” Sean whispered.

	A pack strap bit into his shoulder. That hadn’t been there in the cell. He didn’t look down until the moving grass passed behind a thorny bush and vanished. Then he slid one hand across the strap and found rough canvas, a side loop, and the cold wooden grip of something longer than his Trial knife.

	He eased it free. Rusty short sword. Bad edge. Wrapped grip. Heavy enough to hurt someone, ugly enough to break if he treated it like a movie prop. A flint kit sat in the pack’s side pocket. A dull dagger rested in a leather sheath at his hip. The Tower had not given him a hero’s welcome. It had handed him yard-sale violence and expected gratitude.

	A scream came from farther down the slope.

	Sean froze.

	Below the field, near a stand of reeds by a muddy stream, a man in clean starter brown stumbled backward with both hands raised. Something pale and long-bodied slid after him through the grass, low as a dog and twice as fast. It had too many joints in its legs and a mouth that opened sideways.

	The man saw Sean on the hill. “Help me!”

	The old instinct moved first. Then the newer one caught it by the throat. Straight line downhill. Wet grass. Unknown beast. Unknown man. Bad footing. Rusty sword.

	Sean stood anyway, but he didn’t run.

	“Left!” Sean shouted, pointing toward a broken stone marker near the stream. “Make it turn left!”

	“What?”

	“Left, damn it!”

	The beast lunged. The man flinched right.

	Sean cursed and started down the hill at an angle, not toward the man, toward the place the beast would reach after panic made its choice for him. The sword felt wrong in his hand. The dagger felt worse because using it meant being close enough to smell the thing’s breath.

	The reeds shook again. More than one line moved through them.

	The man in starter brown ran wrong.

	He pumped his arms high, feet slipping in the wet grass, eyes fixed on Sean instead of the thing behind him. The pale beast cut after him in a low curve, too smooth for a dog, too fast for anything with that many elbows. Its sideways mouth opened and closed as it ran, showing teeth like broken shell.

	“Stone marker!” Sean shouted. “Get behind it!”

	The man sobbed something that might have been yes, then stumbled straight past the marker toward open mud.

	“Of course,” Sean said through his teeth.

	He changed angle. The slope tried to take his feet out from under him, so he stopped fighting it and let himself skid, sword low, left hand out for balance. The beast saw the change. Its head snapped toward him without slowing.

	Not chasing sound. Reading movement.

	Sean dropped his shoulder and veered toward the broken marker. “Here!”

	The beast lunged where he would’ve been if he’d kept running straight. Sean threw himself sideways, slammed his hip against wet stone, and brought the rusty sword down with both hands. The blade hit the creature’s foreleg just above the joint.

	Not cut. Crack.

	The shock ran up his wrists. The beast screamed, a thin wet sound, and folded sideways into the mud. Its other legs scrabbled for purchase. Sean didn’t admire the hit. He kicked backward, nearly fell, and dragged the sword up before the mouth found his ankle.

	The man in brown had stopped ten yards away, bent double and shaking. “Kill it!”

	“Move behind me or shut up,” Sean snapped.

	“I don’t have a weapon!”

	“You have legs. Use them properly.”

	The reeds split again.

	A second pale body came out low and fast, not at Sean, at the injured beast. For half a breath Sean thought it was helping. Then it buried its sideways mouth in the wounded creature’s throat and tore.

	The man made a strangled sound. “They eat each other?”

	“They eat weakness,” Sean said, and the words tasted too close to prison.

	The feeding beast’s back was to him. Its ribs flexed under slick pale hide. Sean wanted distance, wanted the hill, wanted more than a sword that had already complained once. Instead he stepped in before fear could make the decision bigger.

	One step. Mud to the left. Stone to the right. Bad edge. Use point.

	He drove the rusty blade down behind the skull with every ugly bit of weight he had. The point punched through hide, caught bone, then slid deeper.

	The beast thrashed hard enough to wrench his shoulder. Sean let go with one hand, kept the other on the grip, and rode the movement into the broken marker instead of trying to hold still. The creature kicked twice, then sagged over the first one.

	A pale panel flickered at the edge of his sight.

	Progress to next level: 12%

	Sean stared at the number for one breath, then looked back at the reeds still trembling by the stream.

	The man in brown whispered, “Twelve? That’s all?”

	Sean pulled the sword free with a wet scrape and nearly lost the tip in the mud. “That’s enough to know running badly is expensive.”

	The reeds didn’t stop moving.

	Sean backed away from the two dead beasts with the sword held low and both feet searching for firm ground before they accepted weight. Mud sucked at his left boot. The blade in his hand looked worse now, not better. Dark fluid ran along the rust, gathered at the nick near the point, and dripped onto the grass.

	The man in brown stared at the carcasses. “We should run.”

	Sean kept his eyes on the reeds. “You tried that.”

	“I didn’t know what they were.”

	“You still don’t.”

	The man flinched as if that was an accusation instead of a fact. Sean almost let the silence stand, but the reeds folded again, three separate ripples cutting through the green toward the bodies. Not toward him. Not yet.

	Sean crouched beside the broken marker and grabbed a fist-sized stone. “Name.”

	“What?”

	“Yours.”

	“Evan,” the man said, voice shaking. “Evan Price.”

	“Evan, pick up rocks.”

	Evan looked at him as if Sean had asked for poetry. “Rocks?”

	“They read movement. Maybe blood. Maybe weakness. We’re going to give them something cheaper than us.”

	The first ripple slowed near the torn throat of the wounded beast. Sean watched the grass, the angle, the pauses. The creatures weren’t charging blindly. They were circling the meal, waiting for the safer mouthful. Pack behavior, maybe. Scavenger logic. Prison yard logic wearing pale skin.

	Evan bent for a stone, dropped it, then snatched it up again. “Where do I throw?”

	“Past the bodies. Hard left. Not at them.”

	“That’s stupid.”

	Sean glanced at him once. “You want command, or you want alive?”

	Evan threw.

	The stone splashed in the mud beyond the carcasses. Two ripples snapped toward the sound. The third stayed low, sliding around the right side of the marker.

	Sean moved before it finished choosing. He hooked his boot under the first dead beast’s foreleg and dragged the carcass half a step, enough to smear blood across the grass between himself and the circling shape. The hidden beast lunged for the moving meat, not Sean.

	Good.

	Sean stepped over the smear, set the rusty sword point-first against the ground, and let the beast’s own rush meet the blade. It struck like a sack of wire and wet muscle. The impact shoved him backward into the marker hard enough to jar his teeth, but the point held. The creature folded around the steel, legs scratching mud into his shins.

	“Again!” Sean barked.

	Evan threw another stone without arguing this time. The second beast broke toward the splash, then veered when the first one screamed. Sean let the impaled creature thrash itself down the blade, yanked the dull dagger free, and cut at the thin place behind the jaw until the screaming stopped.

	The other ripples withdrew into the reeds.

	Evan whispered, “They’re leaving.”

	“No,” Sean said, breathing hard. “They’re learning.”

	Sean didn’t chase the withdrawing ripples.

	That was what they wanted, or what any half-smart predator would let him think they wanted. He stayed by the broken marker with mud on his shins, one dead beast sliding off the sword point, and Evan breathing too loudly behind him.

	“Are we safe?” Evan asked.

	Sean looked at the reeds. “No.”

	Evan gave a small, bitter laugh. “You ever say anything comforting?”

	“When it’s true.”

	The grass settled near the stream, but the silence had a watching shape to it. Sean wiped the dagger on wet grass, then crouched by the nearest carcass without putting his back fully to the reeds. The pale hide looked soft until he pressed the dagger tip against it. The blade skated. Not armour exactly. Tough skin over ropey muscle, slick with dark blood that smelled sharp and mineral.

	Evan edged closer. “What are you doing?”

	“Finding out what killing bought.”

	“Progress. Twelve percent. You saw it.”

	Sean hooked the dagger under a cracked foreleg joint and worked the point through the thin membrane. “The panel counted. It didn’t explain.”

	“That’s insane.”

	“That’s this place.”

	The joint came loose with a wet pop. Sean swallowed against the smell and twisted free a curved bone spur from above the broken leg, narrow as a long knife and harder than the blade he’d used to cut it free. He tested the edge against the carcass hide. It bit better than the rusty sword.

	Evan stared. “You’re taking parts?”

	Sean slid the spur through the belt cord at his side. “It used the part to kill. I’m willing to learn.”

	A pale panel flickered.

	Progress to next level: 18%

	Beast Lore improved

	Sean didn’t smile. Six percent for a kill and a lesson. The Tower paid better when he paid attention.

	Evan saw the panel too and stepped forward too quickly. “Then cut one for me.”

	Sean looked up.

	Evan stopped.

	“Please,” Evan said, and the word came out smaller. “I don’t want to be useless.”

	Sean considered him, then tossed the dull dagger hilt-first. Evan fumbled it but kept hold.

	“You cut it,” Sean said. “Left carcass. Same joint. Keep the body between you and the reeds.”

	Evan stared at the knife in his hand. “I don’t know how.”

	“Then learn while they’re still deciding whether we’re worth chasing.”

	Evan knelt badly, gagged once, and started sawing at the wrong place. Sean let him struggle for three breaths, then tapped the correct seam with the sword tip. “There. Don’t fight the hide. Find the opening.”

	The reeds moved once, far back and low.

	Sean tightened his grip on the ruined sword. Evan froze with the dagger halfway through the joint.

	“Keep cutting,” Sean said. “If you stop every time they watch, they own your hands.”

	Evan’s jaw clenched. He cut.

	***

	 


 

	3 — The Reed Basin

	Evan cut badly, but he cut. The dagger sawed through membrane, slipped twice, and nearly took skin from his own thumb before the joint came loose with a wet pop. He gagged into his shoulder, swallowed hard, and held up the curved spur like he expected the Tower to decide whether it counted.

	Sean kept the ruined sword angled toward the reeds. “Clean the blade before you admire yourself. Blood makes handles slick, and slick handles make corpses.” He watched Evan wipe the dagger on wet grass with shaking fingers, then pointed the sword tip at the spur. “Cord it through your belt. If the hide’s tougher than our steel, use what already beat it.”

	A pale panel flickered at the edge of Sean’s sight.

	Progress to next level: 20%

	Field Dressing seed recognized

	Sean let the words pass without smiling. The Tower hadn’t rewarded the kill alone. It had rewarded the lesson, which meant it was watching more than hands and teeth. That was useful, and useful things could still get a man killed if he mistook them for kindness.

	Evan saw the panel and breathed out too loudly. “Twenty percent. So five more like that and we level?” His hope made the math sound almost clean.

	Sean looked at the three carcasses, the churned mud, the bent grass, and the reeds that had gone too quiet around the stream. “Don’t make the numbers comfortable. We killed three weak ones with bad weapons, good ground, and luck pretending to be planning.” He bent long enough to pull a second loose spur from the nearest body, then stood before the reeds could punish his lowered head. “This basin’s got bigger teeth somewhere.”

	The answer came as a slow movement beyond the first stand of reeds. Not the quick lines of the small pale beasts. This was broader, heavier, patient enough that birds burst up ahead of it in a ragged sheet, and the little ripples near the carcasses withdrew without feeding. Evan’s grip tightened around the dagger until his knuckles blanched.

	“We should go back uphill,” Evan said, already looking toward the exposed slope. “Open field, better sightlines, fewer reeds.”

	“Open field means everything sees us too,” Sean said. He studied the ground ahead: mud channels, hummocks, half-drowned stones, and a broken causeway that wasn’t a road so much as a promise with missing pieces. “Stone to stone. No running unless I tell you. If reeds move toward you, throw left and step right. If I say down, you go down.”

	Evan’s mouth worked once before words came. “And if you’re wrong?”

	Sean stepped onto the first wet stone, feeling it shift under his boot before settling. “Then be wrong quietly enough to learn.”

	The first stone shifted under Sean’s boot, then held.

	He didn’t let relief reach his face. Relief made men step faster. The second stone sat lower, slick with green moss and half buried in brown water that looked shallow until a bubble rose beside it, black and slow. Sean put the sword point down first, pressed until the rusted tip scraped stone, and only then moved his weight.

	Behind him, Evan copied the motion badly. His bare blade clicked against the spur tied at his belt.

	Sean didn’t look back. “Softer.”

	“I’m trying,” Evan whispered, and the whisper still came too loud. “You make it sound like quiet’s a switch.”

	“No. Loud’s just expensive.”

	A laugh carried across the basin.

	Two men in starter brown stood on a wider patch of stone ahead, maybe forty yards beyond the next mud channel. One had a cracked wooden shield strapped wrong to his forearm. The other held a long reed in both hands like a spear. A small pale beast circled below their perch, snapping upward while they jeered at it.

	“It’s level one!” the shield man shouted, bright with relief. “Ugly dog with too many legs. That’s all.”

	Sean’s shoulders tightened. “Don’t jump down.”

	The man either didn’t hear or didn’t care. He dropped off the stone with the shield raised, swung hard, and knocked the pale beast sideways into the reeds. His friend cheered. The shield man grinned and took one step after it.

	The mud behind him opened.

	Something thicker than the first beasts rolled up from the channel and caught him below the knee. The grin left his face so fast it looked stolen. He screamed, shield hammering uselessly against the mud as the hidden thing dragged him sideways.

	Evan lurched forward. “We have to help him.”

	Sean caught Evan’s pack strap and yanked him back hard enough to make him gasp. “We have to stay out of the channel.”

	Evan fought him for half a breath. That was long enough. His right boot slipped off the stone and plunged into the mud up to the shin. The reeds nearest them bent toward the splash.

	Sean dropped flat, one arm hooked through Evan’s strap, the other driving the beast spur into moss at the stone’s edge. “Don’t pull up. Slide back.”

	“It’s got my boot,” Evan said, voice breaking.

	“Then lose the boot.”

	Evan twisted, swore, and dragged his foot free with a wet suck, sock black to the ankle. A pale head snapped shut where his leg had been.

	Across the basin, the shield man’s scream stopped.

	Sean stayed low, breathing through mud stink and old blood. Evan shook beside him, staring at the next three stones and the neat bubbles rising around them.

	“The stones aren’t the path,” Sean said.

	Evan swallowed. “Then what are they?”

	Sean watched the reeds settle around the place where the shield had vanished. “Feeding spots.”

	Feeding spots changed the whole basin.

	Sean didn’t move until the bubbles around the next three stones stopped rising. Even then, he stayed flat, one hand locked in Evan’s pack strap, the beast spur still buried in moss. The mud channel where Evan’s boot had vanished held a smooth brown skin again, as if it had never opened.

	Evan’s breath came in sharp little pulls. “We can’t cross this.”

	“Not by stepping where it wants us to step,” Sean said. He eased the spur free, wiped moss from the point, and looked past the stones instead of at them. The reed beds between the channels weren’t all the same. Some bowed with the water. Some stood too straight. Some had broken tips pointing inward, toward the stones, like fingers toward a plate.

	The man with the reed spear was still alive on the wider patch ahead. He knelt beside a dark smear where the shield man had gone under, face white, spear shaking in both hands. “Help me!” he shouted. “Please!”

	Evan flinched. “Sean.”

	Sean hated the sound of his own name in that voice. It had too much room for accusation. He pulled Evan closer to the center of the stone and pointed with the sword. “Don’t go straight to him. Look left of the wide stone. See the reed mat?”

	Evan blinked hard, then nodded. “It’s floating.”

	“Maybe. Maybe rooted. We test before we trust.” Sean tugged the loose cord from his pack, tied it around Evan’s muddy abandoned boot by the laces, and tossed the boot onto the next stone.

	The basin answered at once.

	Mud bulged around the stone. A pale head slid up, mouth opening sideways where the boot had landed. Sean snapped the cord back. The boot dragged across the stone, hit the water, and the beast lunged after the movement. The reed mat to the left didn’t move.

	“There,” Sean said.

	Evan stared. “You’re using my boot as bait.”

	“Your boot volunteered.”

	The spear man tried to stand. “I’m coming over!”

	“Stay down,” Sean shouted, and made his voice hard enough to cut. “Throw your spear at the stone behind you. Not at the mud. At the stone.”

	“What?”

	“Do it, or keep screaming until they come back.”

	The man sobbed once and threw. The reed spear clattered against the rear stone. Two channels behind him woke with slow bubbles.

	Sean rose into a crouch and stepped off the feeding stone onto the reed mat, putting his weight through the sword first. The mat sank, water climbing over his boot, but held. “Evan, hands on my pack. Step where I step. If the mat dips, freeze.”

	Evan came after him, one foot bare, one booted, fingers tight in the canvas. Behind them, the bait boot drifted, twitched on the cord, and pulled another pale head away from their crossing.

	Halfway across, the mat shivered.

	Sean stopped with water around both ankles. Evan hit his back and nearly drove them both forward.

	“Freeze means freeze,” Sean said.

	Evan’s voice shook against his shoulder. “Something’s under us.”

	“Something’s under everything.” Sean watched the reed tips bend, counted the pull, then flicked the boot hard right. Mud burst beside the next stone. The mat steadied. “Now.”

	Sean moved on “Now,” not fast and not clean, but exactly as the mat allowed. The reed bed dipped under his weight, rose sluggishly, then carried him another two steps toward the wider stone. Evan clung to his pack hard enough to drag the straps into Sean’s shoulders, but he matched the footprints this time.

	The stranded man on the stone patch reached for them too early. “Hurry!”

	Sean snapped the boot cord left and made the muddy boot slap the side of a feeding stone. “Hands down. You grab before I say, you pull us into the channel.”

	“I can’t stay here.”

	“You can stay lower.”

	The man dropped to one knee, shaking so hard the moss scraped under him. Behind his stone, the channels Sean had woken with the thrown spear bubbled and rolled. Something pale surfaced there, not lunging yet, only waiting for him to choose panic.

	Evan whispered against Sean’s shoulder. “It’s watching him.”

	“It’s watching all of us.” Sean drove the rusty sword into the reed mat ahead, found resistance, and stepped onto the edge of the wider stone. It rocked under his boot. Not loose. Floating on mud, maybe. Rooted badly, maybe. He kept his weight low and reached back. “Evan, up. Don’t stand tall.”

	Evan crawled onto the patch and rolled onto his side, chest heaving. The stranded man lunged for Sean’s sleeve anyway.

	Sean caught his wrist and twisted it down, not to hurt, just enough to break the panic grip. “Name.”

	The man blinked at him. “What?”

	“Name.”

	“Caleb,” he gasped.

	“Caleb, you’re alive because you’re quiet for the next ten seconds.” Sean shoved the boot cord into Evan’s hand. “Keep that moving left. Short pulls. Not big ones.”

	Evan’s eyes widened, but he obeyed. The boot twitched through the mud. A pale head slid after it, mouth opening and closing around empty water.

	Sean grabbed Caleb by the back of his starter-brown shirt and hauled him across the stone patch toward the reed mat on the far side. Caleb stumbled once, saw the dark smear where the shield man had vanished, and almost froze.

	Sean put his shoulder into him. “Grieve later. Move now.”

	They crossed the last mat in a crouched chain, Sean first, Caleb in the middle, Evan last with the boot cord still flicking false life into the channel behind them. When Sean’s boots hit firmer ground, the basin answered with a low groan. The feeding stones sank one by one, leaving only bubbles and reed tips where the obvious path had been.

	A pale panel flickered at the edge of his sight.

	Progress to next level: 31%

	Wetland Reading 1 acquired

	Bait Handling seed recognized

	Sean pulled the muddy boot in, cut the cord free, and tossed the ruined thing aside. Evan stared at the vanished stones. Caleb bent over and retched into the reeds.

	Sean looked back across the basin. “Low level doesn’t mean safe.”

	Evan swallowed. “It means beginner.”

	Sean wiped mud from the beast spur and turned toward the faint rise beyond the reeds, where a narrow trail waited under bent grass. “No. It means the Tower thinks you’ve got no excuse left.”

	***

	 


 

	4 — Fire Answers

	The trail beyond the reeds climbed into drier grass, but Sean didn’t trust it just because the mud had stopped trying to eat them.

	He kept the rusty sword low and walked where the bent grass showed old passage, not easy passage. Evan limped behind him with one black sock and one boot, teeth clenched around every step. Caleb followed last, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand and looking back too often at the basin.

	“They sank,” Caleb said, voice raw. “The stones just sank.”

	“They were never a path,” Sean said. “They were bait with better posture.”

	Evan gave a breathless laugh, then killed it when the grass ahead twitched. “Please tell me that’s wind.”

	Sean stopped. The blades lay flat in three separate lines, all pointing uphill. Not toward the basin. Toward them. The smaller pale beasts had stayed in wet ground. Whatever moved through this grass was lighter, faster, and patient enough to herd from both sides.

	Caleb saw Sean’s face and took one step closer. “What do we do?”

	“Don’t bunch up,” Sean said. “And don’t run unless I tell you where.”

	The trail bent between two black stones, both waist-high and cracked by old heat. Beyond them, the ground opened into a shallow bowl of dry reeds, dead grass, and white bones scattered around a half-buried stone ring. Ash marked one side of the ring in a wide black smear. Not fresh, but not ancient either. Something had burned here hard enough to glass patches of dirt.

	Evan stared at the bones. “That’s a nest.”

	“Or a kitchen,” Caleb whispered.

	Sean crouched at the edge of the burned ground and touched the ash with two fingers. Cold. Fine. Under it lay cracked shells like the pale beasts’ leg joints, but thinner. Hatchlings, maybe. Or shed armour. The trail didn’t go around the bowl. It went straight through, past the stone ring and toward a narrow cleft on the far side where the grass stood untouched.

	A line moved behind them.

	Then another.

	Sean’s hand went to the pack pocket and found the flint kit. “Evan, dry reeds. Armful. Caleb, stones. Fist-size. Don’t throw until I say.”

	Caleb stared at him. “You want to make a fire?”

	“I want to make them answer one question.”

	Evan bent too fast, winced, and gathered reeds against his chest. “What question?”

	Sean scraped flint against steel. The first sparks died in the ash. The second caught in a twist of dry reed and crawled orange along the edge, small and hungry.

	“Whether they’re afraid of this,” Sean said.

	The grass around the bowl went still all at once. Then something hissed from three directions, low and wet, and the flame licked Sean’s thumb before he could pull away.

	Sean jerked his thumb back and closed his fist around the burn before pain could make him drop the reed twist.

	The flame bent toward the nearest hiss.

	Not away from wind. Toward sound. Toward breath. Sean stared for half a heartbeat, then lowered the burning reeds closer to the ash ring. The flame thinned, stretched, and licked along a dry stem as if it had found something it wanted.

	Evan froze with an armful of reeds crushed against his chest. “Sean, it moved wrong.”

	“I saw.”

	Caleb stumbled back with two stones clutched in both hands. “Fire doesn’t do that.”

	“Here it might.” Sean set the burning twist against the driest grass inside the old ring and fed it one reed at a time. “Evan, lay yours beside me. Not on top. Beside.”

	The grass hissed again. A shape moved at the bowl’s edge, low and quick, no higher than Sean’s knee. It wasn’t pale like the basin beasts. Its hide was dark brown, broken by dry ridges that matched dead grass too well. When the flame flared, it stopped. When smoke rolled thin and gray, it slid sideways through it without fear.

	“Smoke doesn’t scare them,” Sean said.

	“That’s bad,” Evan whispered.

	“It’s an answer.” Sean pointed with the sword. “Caleb, stone left. When I say.”

	The creature rushed the gap between two black stones.

	“Now.”

	Caleb threw too high. The stone missed the beast and cracked against the half-buried ring. Sparks spat from old glassed dirt, bright and sharp. The flame snapped toward them.

	The creature recoiled.

	Sean’s hand tightened. “Again. Low this time.”

	“I missed,” Caleb said, voice breaking.

	“You learned where not to throw. Do it again.”

	Evan dropped to one knee and pushed reeds into a crescent around the old ash smear, copying Sean’s spacing with shaking hands. Sean scraped flint again, caught a second twist, and touched it to the crescent’s far end. Fire crawled around the ring in two short lines, not wild, not tame, but willing if he fed it right.

	Three grass-shapes circled outside the growing light. One darted in, fast enough to make Evan flinch backward. Sean kicked a burning reed toward it. The beast snapped at the movement, caught flame in its mouth, and screamed.

	A pale panel flickered.

	Fire Handling improved

	Fire Affinity seed recognized

	Sean didn’t read it twice. The burning creature thrashed into the dry grass, and the whole left side of the bowl began to glow.

	Caleb stared. “That’s spreading.”

	Sean grabbed Evan by the shoulder and shoved him toward the cleft. “Then we move before our answer becomes the next problem.”

	Evan stumbled into the cleft with Caleb half falling behind him, and Sean came last with the burning bowl at his back.

	Heat chased them through the split in the stone. It didn’t roar yet. That made it worse. It crept low through dead grass, finding dry stems one by one, each small catch adding another orange tooth to the edge behind them. Smoke pushed into the cleft at ankle height, then lifted in slow ribbons when it struck the cooler rock.

	Evan coughed and bent double. “It’s following us.”

	“Fire follows food,” Sean said. “Don’t be food.”

	Caleb pressed both hands to the stone wall, eyes wide and wet. “That’s supposed to be comforting?”

	“No.” Sean shoved the rusty sword into Caleb’s grip, then pointed to a narrow shelf waist-high along the left side. “Climb. Evan first. Caleb, hand him stones if anything comes through low.”

	Caleb stared at the sword. “You’re giving me this?”

	“I’m giving you work. Don’t admire it.”

	A dark shape shot into the cleft behind them, ridge-back flattened, mouth open. It stayed below the smoke, quick enough to make Sean’s body want to swing before his head had finished seeing it. He kicked ash and burning reed fragments across the entrance instead. Sparks burst against the creature’s face. It twisted away, but not far.

	“Sean!” Evan had one knee on the shelf and one hand clawing at stone. His socked foot slipped on loose grit.

	Sean grabbed the back of Evan’s shirt and drove him upward. “Use the crack. Toes in. Don’t smear your foot flat.”

	Evan swore, found the crack, and scrambled onto the shelf. Caleb passed up stones with shaking hands, then flinched when the ridge-back snapped at a smoking reed and spat flame sideways.

	Sean saw the answer in the creature’s hesitation. Not fire alone. Bright bite. Moving fire. The old ash ring hadn’t been a camp. It had been a boundary someone had learned with blood.

	“Caleb, throw at the wall above it,” Sean said.

	“What?”

	“Not the beast. The wall.”

	Caleb threw. The stone struck above the cleft mouth and knocked down a shower of dry grit and sparks from a burning reed caught in the crack. The ridge-back jerked away from the falling brightness, hissing hard enough to show the pale inside of its sideways mouth.

	Sean climbed last, one hand on the shelf, boots scraping for purchase while heat licked through the cleft below. Smoke filled the lower gap. The creatures stayed beneath it, pacing and snapping, but the bright scatter kept them from committing.

	Evan coughed into his sleeve. “Now where?”

	Sean looked along the shelf. It ran deeper into the rock, narrow but passable, toward a blackened notch where the stone had been marked by three old burn lines.

	“Forward,” he said, taking the sword back from Caleb. “Someone already learned this route. We’re borrowing their mistake.”

	The shelf narrowed before it reached the blackened notch.

	Sean went first because there wasn’t room for pride behind him. Stone scraped his left shoulder. Smoke pushed through the cleft below in slow gray sheets, hiding and revealing the ridge-backs as they paced under the ledge. Every few breaths, one snapped upward at sparks drifting from the burning grass outside.

	Evan crawled after him with his socked foot tucked awkwardly under his knee. “If this ends at a wall, I’m going to be very upset.”

	“Be upset quietly,” Sean said.

	Caleb pressed flat behind Evan, both hands shaking around a fist-sized stone. “They’re climbing.”

	Sean looked back. One ridge-back had found a crack in the lower wall. Its claws scraped stone, fast and eager, until a falling ember touched its snout. It dropped with a wet hiss and vanished into smoke.

	“Not climbing well,” Sean said. “Keep moving.”

	The notch wasn’t an exit. Not yet. It was a shallow pocket in the stone, blackened above three old burn lines cut into the rock. Each line angled toward a thumb-sized hole at the center. Ash sat inside the hole, packed hard and gray. Beside it lay a strip of charred reed tucked under a stone flake, old enough to crumble when Sean touched it.

	Evan stared over his shoulder. “Someone lit that.”

	“Someone needed to.” Sean worked the ash loose with the dagger point. Warm air breathed from the hole, faint but steady, and the flame from the bowl below bent toward it.

	Caleb’s voice rose. “Then light it. Light it now.”

	Sean caught Caleb’s wrist before the man shoved a smoking reed forward. “Slow. You push flame into the wrong place, we’re trapped above a fire and below smoke.”

	Caleb swallowed hard and stopped fighting. “Sorry.”

	“Be sorry after.” Sean pulled a dry reed from Evan’s bundle, wrapped the end in a twist of dead grass, and lit it from a coal caught in the rock crack. The flame crawled up too fast, eager and blue at the base. Heat kissed his fingers. He held on anyway, teeth set, and fed the burning end into the cleared hole.

	The notch answered.

	Fire ran along the three old burn lines like water through cuts. The stone clicked once, deep inside, and a slab at the back shifted sideways enough to show a dark passage beyond.

	A panel flickered at the edge of Sean’s sight.

	Floor 2 cleared

	Progress to next level: 44%

	Fire Handling 1 acquired

	Fire Affinity seed stabilized

	Sean stared at the flame still clinging to the cut stone. It had obeyed. That scared him more than the beasts.

	Evan whispered, “Sean?”

	Sean shook his burned fingers once, then pushed him toward the opening. “Inside. Fire opens doors here. That doesn’t make it friendly.”

	***

	 


 

	5 — Water, Root, and Target

	The dark passage did not stay dark.

	Sean pushed Evan through first, Caleb after him, and followed with smoke still biting the back of his throat. The slab behind them slid shut before the ridge-backs could reach it. For half a breath, the only light came from the flame clinging to the old burn lines. Then the floor dropped.

	Not far. Far enough.

	Sean hit water up to his chest, went under, and came up with one hand locked around the rusty sword and the other grabbing for Evan’s shirt. Cold slammed the burned places on his fingers. Mud closed over his boots. The pack dragged at his shoulders like it had remembered gravity late and wanted interest.

	Evan surfaced choking. “I can’t touch bottom.”

	“You don’t need bottom. You need calm.” Sean hooked a fist in the back of Evan’s collar and shoved him toward a black root arch rising from the water. “Left hand on that root. Don’t climb yet.”

	Caleb came up spluttering on Sean’s right, both arms thrashing hard enough to slap water into Evan’s face. “I can’t swim.”

	“Then stop fighting the water like it insulted you.” Sean kicked once, found no bottom, and felt something brush his ankle from below. Not a bite. A root, maybe. Maybe not. “On your back. Air first. Panic second.”

	Caleb tried to obey and sank by half a head before Sean caught his sleeve. The root arch ahead looked close and safe, which made Sean hate it. Pale flowers grew along the upper curve, each one cupped toward them like a listening ear. Beneath the water, darker roots shifted in slow coils around the arch’s base.

	Evan grabbed the first root with both hands.

	The flowers snapped shut.

	Every root under the water tightened at once. Evan yelped as one loop climbed his wrist and pulled him sideways. Sean didn’t swing the sword. He drove the dull dagger into the soft knot where the root met the arch and twisted. Sap bled out, clear and sharp-smelling. The loop loosened by a finger.

	“Caleb, the pale flowers,” Sean said.

	Caleb coughed water. “What?”

	“Hit the flowers. Stones if you’ve got them. Boots if you don’t.”

	Caleb flailed, found a half-submerged pod floating near his shoulder, and hurled it badly. It struck the arch above Evan’s head. The flowers snapped toward the sound, not the people. Sean saw the rule land clean and ugly.

	“They’re targets,” he said. “They grab where sound hits.”

	Evan stared at his trapped wrist. “Then stop giving them targets.”

	“That’s the idea.” Sean cut again, shoved Evan’s freed arm against his chest, and pointed across the flooded basin toward a line of stone posts just visible above the water. Each post held a round white growth at its center, clean as a bullseye. “We move quiet until I tell Caleb to miss loudly.”

	Sean pushed off from the root arch before Evan could decide safety had a shape.

	“Light hands,” Sean said, keeping one fist in Evan’s shirt and one eye on the pale flowers. “Don’t grab. Touch and move.”

	Evan’s freed wrist shook when he reached for the next root. “That’s easy for you to say.”

	“It isn’t easy. That’s why I’m saying it.”

	Caleb floated badly behind them, chin high, eyes wide, both arms held stiff as boards. Sean wanted him quieter, but fear had weight in water. Caleb’s splashing sent every pale flower along the arch turning toward him, petals opening and closing in little hungry snaps.

	“Caleb,” Sean said. “See the first post?”

	“I see too many things.”

	“The white lump on it. Hit that.”

	“With what?”

	Sean grabbed a floating pod, slapped it into Caleb’s hand, and kicked sideways as a root brushed his boot. “With not drowning.”

	Caleb threw. The pod sailed left, nowhere near the white growth, and struck open water with a hollow plop. Flowers snapped toward the sound. Underneath, roots whipped toward the splash and knotted together where nobody was standing.

	Sean breathed once. “Good miss.”

	“That was not a good miss.”

	“It was useful. Do it again, closer.”

	Evan gave a strangled laugh, half panic and half disbelief. “He’s weaponizing Caleb’s terrible aim.”

	“Quiet,” Sean said, but the laugh had already cost them. A cluster of flowers turned toward Evan. Roots stirred around his thigh.

	Sean drove the dagger down, not cutting wildly, just scraping the soft root that tried to loop him. The root recoiled from the blade’s dull pressure more than its edge. He filed that away and shoved Evan forward. “To the post. Hand flat on stone, not the white.”

	Caleb threw again. This pod clipped the white growth on the first post. The growth burst with a wet crack, releasing a sharp green smell. Every flower along the left side snapped shut at once. Roots surged that way, dragging a curtain of weed and black tendrils away from the path.

	Sean moved before the opening changed its mind. He pushed Evan ahead, hooked Caleb’s collar, and kicked hard through the cleared lane. Cold water slapped his mouth. Something brushed his ribs from below, slick and strong, then veered when Caleb’s next pod hit the second white growth with an ugly, perfect smack.

	A pale panel flickered at the edge of Sean’s sight.

	Swimming improved

	Progress to next level: 51%

	Sean didn’t spare it more than a glance. The third post waited farther out, the white mark half hidden behind drooping flowers already turning toward them.

	Caleb gulped air. “I can’t make that throw.”

	Sean shoved another pod into his hand. “Then miss loudly where I point.”

	Sean pointed two yards beyond the third post, where a mat of black roots floated under the flowers like drowned hair. “There. Loud.”

	Caleb’s hand shook around the pod. “That’s not the target.”

	“No,” Sean said, tightening his grip on Caleb’s collar before the water could turn fear into drift. “It’s what the target listens to.”

	Caleb threw badly, but badly in the right place. The pod slapped water beyond the post and burst with a hollow pop. Flowers whipped toward the sound. Roots surged after them, black coils knotting where the pod had struck, and for one clean breath the white growth on the post showed through the gap.

	Evan lurched forward. “Now?”

	“Not you.” Sean shoved another pod into Evan’s good hand. “Him. Low and hard.”

	Caleb stared at him. “I just missed.”

	“You just opened the shot.” Sean pushed the pod into Caleb’s palm with enough pressure to make him close his fingers. “Throw through the hole, not at the flowers.”

	Caleb sucked in air, chin trembling above the cold water. He threw. The pod skimmed the surface, clipped a root, bounced sideways, and struck the edge of the white growth. It didn’t burst. It cracked, leaking pale milk down the stone.

	The flowers didn’t close.

	“That didn’t work,” Evan said, voice pitching up.

	“It worked halfway.” Sean kicked toward the post before the roots could unwind, dragging both men with him through water that fought every step. The pale milk spread around the growth, and the flowers nearest it turned sluggish, petals opening slowly as if the smell had confused them.

	Sean reached the post, braced one forearm against wet stone, and scraped the cracked growth with the dagger’s blunt back. It burst under pressure, not edge, spraying cold green sap across his wrist. The flowers around the post snapped shut together. Roots recoiled, leaving the water suddenly loose around his legs.

	Caleb gave a shaky laugh. “Pressure again.”

	“Remember that.” Sean wiped sap from his wrist onto a floating pod and watched the pod darken where the green touched it. The flowers nearest the stained pod turned toward it, then hesitated, opening and closing out of rhythm.

	Evan saw it too. “They don’t like that stuff.”

	“They listen wrong when it’s on the pod.” Sean grabbed two more pods, smeared each with sap, and passed one to Caleb. “Now we’re not just making noise. We’re lying with it.”

	Beyond the third post, the flooded basin widened into a darker channel where a low stone lip broke the surface. Water poured over it in a thin sheet, and something heavy moved beneath the fall. The next white mark hung behind that moving water, visible only when the sheet thinned.

	Caleb swallowed. “That one’s worse.”

	Sean looked at the stained pod in his hand and the roots already turning toward their smallest splashes. “Good,” he said. “Then it has more to teach.”

	Sean didn’t throw at the white mark.

	The water sheet thinned every few breaths, showing the pale target behind it for less than a heartbeat before the fall thickened again. Beneath the lip, the heavy shape rolled once in the dark water, broad-backed and slow, and every pale flower along the channel opened toward the sound of its movement.

	Caleb stared at the fall. “You want me to hit that?”

	“No,” Sean said, and smeared more green sap across the pod in his palm. “I want you to make it listen somewhere else.”

	Evan’s fingers tightened on the stone post. “That thing under there is bigger than the others.”

	“That’s why we’re not calling it over.” Sean pointed to the right side of the channel, where roots gathered below a hanging curtain of flowers. “Caleb, stained pod there. Loud enough to pull the flowers, not hard enough to hit the fall.”

	Caleb swallowed. “Those are different instructions.”

	“Good. Follow these.”

	Caleb threw. The sap-stained pod slapped into the roots to the right and bobbed there, green-dark and wrong. The flowers snapped toward it, then hesitated, petals fluttering out of rhythm. Roots surged, missed the pod, doubled back, and tangled with one another as if the sound had lied in two directions at once.

	The thing under the fall moved toward the confusion.

	Sean kicked forward before fear could vote. “Evan, left. Caleb, with me.”

	The water deepened past his ribs. The current pulled at his boots, dragging him toward the fall’s lip, but the roots on the left had thinned. Sean drove the dagger’s blunt back into the stone below the white mark as the sheet thinned
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