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Willabrook was having one of those days.

The kind where the sun shone a little too perfectly, the breeze was just the right temperature, and nothing—absolutely nothing—went wrong.

Which was suspicious.

Alex noticed it first while sitting on the low stone wall near the town square, watching pigeons argue over a dropped sandwich. The clocktower ticked steadily above him, its hands moving smoothly, responsibly, like a clock that had nevercaused problems before in its life.

Too responsibly.

He checked his watch.

Then he checked the clocktower again.

Then he frowned.

Across the square, Sam was sprawled on the grass, tossing a pebble into the air and catching it with exaggerated boredom. Jess sat nearby on the steps of the old fountain, sketching quietly in her notebook, the tip of her pencil moving faster than usual.

Alex hopped off the wall and walked over.

“Okay,” he said, lowering his voice, “don’t panic.”

Sam immediately sat up. “Why would you say that? Saying ‘don’t panic’ is basically an invitation for panic.”

Jess didn’t look up. “What’s wrong?”

“The clocktower,” Alex said. “It skipped.”

Jess’s pencil paused.

Sam squinted toward the tower. “Skipped how?”

“Like this,” Alex said, snapping his fingers. “One second it was ticking... then it wasn’t... then it was again.”

Sam stared at him. “Alex. Buddy. Friend. You are describing time misbehaving.”

Jess finally looked up. “Did it correct itself?”

“Yes,” Alex admitted. “Immediately.”

Sam groaned and flopped backward onto the grass again. “Oh, that’s worse. Way worse. Broken things are one thing. Broken things that fix themselves are terrifying.”

Jess closed her notebook slowly. “Anything else feel off?”

As if on cue, a low hum rolled through the square.

Not loud.
Not dramatic.
Just... there.
The fountain beside them shimmered faintly, the water rippling even though there was no wind.

Sam froze. “Did the fountain just... glow?”

Alex nodded. “Just a little.”

Jess stood, heart thumping. “Okay. That’s three things. That’s officially a pattern.”

The hum faded.

Everything went still again.

A woman pushing a pram walked past them, smiling cheerfully. A shop bell chimed as someone entered the bakery. Somewhere, someone laughed.

Normal.

Too normal.

Sam slowly sat up. “I don’t like this.”

Alex crossed his arms. “Neither do I.”

Jess tilted her head, studying the square. “It feels like the town is... holding its breath.”

They waited.

Nothing happened.

Sam waited five more seconds. Then ten.

Finally, he said, “Alright, I can’t take it anymore. If something weird is about to happen, I would like it to happen now.”

The clocktower chimed.

Once.

Then twice.

Then—

It chimed again.

Three different tones. Three different sounds. One old and deep, one bright and sharp, one soft and almost musical.

The people in the square stopped.

Someone frowned.
Someone laughed nervously.
Someone said, “Did you hear that?”
The clocktower hands spun—just a fraction—then snapped back into place.

Silence followed.

Jess whispered, “That wasn’t an accident.”

“No,” Alex said. “That was a signal.”

Sam stood, eyes wide. “To who?!”

Before Alex could answer, something else happened.

Everywhere in Willabrook—at the same time—something hummed.

Not loudly.
Not violently.
Just enough to be noticed.

The old house on Maple Street.
The sealed Undercity beneath the river.
The dark hill where the Arclight Observatory once stood.
All of it responded at once.

Jess’s breath caught. “Alex...”

“I know,” he said.

Sam grabbed both their sleeves. “I swear, if every mystery we’ve ever solved is waking up again—”

A deep, warm thrum pulsed through the ground.

Then another.

Then another.

Alex felt it in his chest, steady and rhythmic, like a heartbeat.

The hum spread outward, through the town, through the river, through the clocktower.

And then—

It stopped.

Everything returned to normal.

Birds chirped.
The fountain sparkled harmlessly.
The clocktower ticked on.
Jess swallowed. “That wasn’t a warning.”

Alex nodded slowly. “No.”

Sam frowned. “Then what was it?”

Alex looked around the square—at the people, the buildings, the sky above Willabrook.

“It was a countdown,” he said.

Sam groaned. “Of course it was.”

Jess smiled faintly, excitement flickering through her nerves. “So... one last adventure?”

Alex met her gaze.

“One big one,” he said.

Above them, unnoticed by anyone else, a single cloud drifted into a perfect spiral shape—then gently unraveled.

Willabrook had begun its final test.

And it was ready to have some fun.
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The first thing Sam noticed was the ducks.

They were standing in a perfect straight line along the riverbank.

Ducks did not do straight lines.

“Alex,” Sam said slowly, pointing, “tell me you’re seeing that.”

Alex squinted. “Yep.”

Jess tilted her head. “Are they... waiting for something?”

The ducks quacked in unison.

Sam backed away. “Nope. Absolutely not. If ducks have formed a council, I’m moving towns.”

Before Alex could respond, the nearest duck flapped its wings, waddled forward, and dropped something shiny at Sam’s feet.

Sam stared down at it. “Is that... a coin?”

Jess stepped closer and picked it up. “Not a coin. A token.”

The metal was warm, stamped with a familiar spiral symbol.

Sam groaned. “Why does everything in this town come with symbols?”

The duck quacked proudly.

Alex rubbed his temples. “Okay. New rule. If animals start handing us objects, we do not panic.”

Sam stared at him. “That rule feels very optimistic.”

A loud POP echoed from the town square.

Then another.

Then a confused scream.

“That one sounded human,” Jess said, already running.

They sprinted toward the square just in time to see Mr. Penfold—the baker—staring in horror at his shop window.

Inside, every loaf of bread was floating.

Not dramatically.
Not threateningly.
Just... hovering.

Mr. Penfold pressed his face to the glass. “My sourdough is defying gravity.”

Sam leaned in. “Okay, but is it still warm?”

Alex shot him a look. “Focus.”

Jess pointed. “Look at the pattern.”

The loaves bobbed gently, arranging themselves into a loose spiral.

Sam blinked. “Even the bread knows.”

Behind them, the clocktower chimed again—three quick notes, all different.

A group of pigeons took off at once.

A bus stopped halfway down the street and refused to move.

A lamppost flickered and projected yesterday’s weather forecast into the air like a ghostly slideshow.

Sam clapped his hands over his ears. “THIS IS TOO MUCH HAPPENING.”

Alex breathed deeply. “Okay. This isn’t random.”

Jess nodded. “It’s playful.”

Sam stared at her. “You and I define playful very differently.”

A shimmer rolled across the square, and suddenly—

The fountain started playing music.

Actual music.

Old-fashioned, cheerful, slightly off-key music.

People stared.
Then laughed.
Then clapped.
Someone started dancing.

Sam’s jaw dropped. “The apocalypse has background music.”

Alex watched the scene carefully. No panic. No fear.

Just confusion... and curiosity.

“This is the Surge,” he said. “But it’s not destructive.”

Jess grinned. “It’s like Willabrook is showing off.”

As if offended by the comment, a loud HONK rang out.

Everyone turned.

A goat stood in the middle of the square.

Wearing a postman’s hat.

Sam screamed. “WHY IS THERE A GOAT.”

The goat honked again.

Jess blinked. “Is that... Mr. Clarke’s goat?”

Mr. Clarke appeared moments later, out of breath. “Has anyone seen Gerald?”

The goat saluted.

Sam collapsed onto a bench. “I’m done. I’ve reached my limit.”

Alex laughed—actually laughed—for the first time that day.

Then his smile faded.

Because beneath the laughter, beneath the floating bread and musical fountains, he felt it again.

That steady hum.

The heartbeat.

Jess noticed his expression. “Alex?”

“This is fun,” he said carefully. “But it’s still a test.”

Sam peeked up. “Do tests usually involve goats?”

“Only the really important ones,” Jess said solemnly.

The hum deepened.

Above them, the sky shimmered faintly.

And somewhere, deep beneath Willabrook, something old and patient adjusted its focus.

The town wasn’t breaking.

It was warming up.

And whatever came next...

...was going to need all of them.
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By the time the third duck started tap-dancing, Alex decided it was time to take control.

“Okay,” he said loudly, clapping his hands once. “New plan.”

Sam squinted at him. “I don’t like plans that start after dancing ducks.”

Jess was already flipping through her notebook, pencil flying. “We can’t stay in one place. Things are spreading.”

As if the town wanted to prove her right, a loud WHOOOOOP echoed down Maple Street.

They turned just in time to see Mrs. Patel’s wheelie bin lift itself into the air, rotate politely, and roll away at impressive speed.

Mrs. Patel stared after it. “Well. That’s new.”

Sam waved weakly. “It’s fine. Everything’s fine. Rubbish has simply achieved freedom.”

Alex rubbed his chin. “The Surge is branching. Different zones are activating at once.”

Jess nodded. “Clocktower, Undercity, Observatory... and now the town itself.”

Sam frowned. “You’re saying Willabrook is multitasking.”

“Yes,” Alex said. “And we need to multitask with it.”

Jess snapped her notebook shut. “We split up.”

Sam gasped. “I KNEW IT. Every story ever says splitting up is a terrible idea.”

Alex pointed toward the square. “Not like that. We stay in contact. We just... cover more ground.”

Sam crossed his arms. “I would like to officially state my objection for the record.”

Jess smiled sweetly. “Noted. Ignored.”

The clocktower chimed again—five rapid notes, all different.

Alex took a breath. “Okay. Jess, you head toward the river and Undercity entrances. Look for
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