

    
        
          Kinetic Attrition

        

        
        
          Nolan Trent

        

        
          Published by Antillas Publishing House, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      KINETIC ATTRITION

    

    
      First edition. February 27, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Nolan Trent.

    

    
    
      Written by Nolan Trent.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1: The Empty Expanse

Chapter 2: The Heart's Unyielding Demand

Chapter 3: Body's Betrayal

Chapter 4: Gambit of Stillness

Chapter 5: Tracker's Retribution

Chapter 6: Motion

Chapter 7: The Unending March

Back Matter

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Empty Expanse
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The encrypted message arrived like a ghost, a whisper in the digital ether that bypassed the usual channels Soren Daggett employed. It spoke of desperation, of a need so profound it outweighed caution. The client, unnamed, shrouded in the anonymity of offshore servers and burner phones, offered a sum that would make even Soren, a man who prided himself on not being swayed by mere currency, pause. The location was the kicker: the Salar de Uyuni, or at least, a stretch of salt flats so vast and remote it dwarfed even the famed Bolivian expanse. Thousands of square miles of blinding white, a place where the horizon dissolved into an endless shimmer, and the silence could deafen.

Soren was no stranger to desolation. His reputation was forged in the unforgiving crucible of the world’s harshest environments. He could read the faintest sign – a broken twig, a displaced pebble, the subtle shift in an animal’s track – and weave a narrative of movement, of life, of survival. He’d found lost hikers in the frozen Alaskan wilderness, guided expeditions through the suffocating humidity of the Amazon, and tracked fugitives across the searing sands of the Sahara. He understood solitude, embraced it even. It was in the quiet that he could truly listen to the land, to the stories whispered by the wind and etched into the earth.
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[image: ]

The target was an extreme-sports athlete, a man whose name echoed in the fringes of adrenaline-fueled notoriety. They called him "The Ghost," a moniker earned for his penchant for disappearing into the most inhospitable corners of the globe, pushing the boundaries of human endurance and then vanishing, only to reappear weeks later, a testament to his near-mythical resilience. This time, however, The Ghost hadn't reappeared. His sponsors, a shadowy consortium that profited from his daredevil stunts, were frantic. They needed him back, and they believed Soren was the only one capable of finding him.
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The terms were explicit: absolute discretion, no questions asked about the client or the athlete's activities. Soren, after a brief internal debate that pitted his ingrained sense of caution against the allure of the challenge and the undeniable heft of the payment, accepted. He packed his gear with the practiced efficiency of a man who knew his life depended on the meticulous organization of his survival kit. High-SPF sunscreen, a wide-brimmed hat, specialized goggles designed to combat glare that could blind a hawk, water purification tablets, a robust satellite phone, and his most trusted compass. The environment itself was the primary antagonist, and he would not be caught unprepared.
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The flight to the nearest regional hub was arduous, followed by a jarring, bone-rattling journey in a rented 4x4, leaving behind the last vestiges of civilization. The landscape gradually shed its colors, the greens and browns of scrubland giving way to a pale, almost spectral white. As he approached the edge of the designated search area, the world transformed. It was an expanse so immense, so utterly devoid of life, that it seemed to stretch into infinity. The ground under his tires was a crust of salt, fractured and uneven, the remnants of a long-vanished sea. The air, thin and dry, carried a sterile scent, the faint tang of minerals.

––––––––
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He stopped the vehicle at the geographical coordinates provided, a point that held no discernible features. There was no sign of The Ghost, no discarded equipment, no footprints that hadn't been erased by the wind. It was as if the earth itself had swallowed him whole. Soren stepped out of the 4x4, the sudden silence a physical presence, pressing in on his eardrums. The sun, a brutal, unblinking eye in a sky of an impossibly deep blue, beat down with relentless intensity. The light reflecting off the salt was so pure, so blinding, that it seemed to bleach the very air. The beauty of the place was stark, terrifying, a desolate grandeur that spoke of an indifferent, ancient power. It was a deceptive calm, a beautiful, deadly façade that masked the true nature of the void he was about to enter. He adjusted his goggles, the world viewed through them a muted, slightly yellowed landscape, and took his first step onto the salt. The crunch under his boots was the only sound, a lonely punctuation mark in an otherwise silent universe. He was a solitary hunter in a landscape designed to erase all traces of prey. The hunt had begun.
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The initial hours were a brutal introduction to the salt flats' unforgiving nature. The glare was relentless, an omnipresent assault on his eyes that even the specialized goggles struggled to mitigate. Every surface reflected the sun’s white fire, creating a disorienting, almost hallucinatory environment. There were no landmarks, no geological features to orient himself by. The horizon was a blurry, shimmering line, the sky and the earth merging into an indistinguishable expanse of white and blue. It was like navigating a sea of pure light, with no fixed points, no anchors for the mind.
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Soren relied on his instincts, on the subtle cues that years of tracking had imprinted on his senses. He scanned the salt crust for any deviation, any sign that the pristine surface had been disturbed. The wind, a constant presence, tried to erase any evidence, but it was a losing battle. The salt was not a perfectly smooth canvas; it was a mosaic of crystalline structures, and even the most gentle breeze would leave subtle, tell-tale patterns. He was looking for the faint impression of a boot sole, the slight compression of the salt, the almost imperceptible scuff mark.
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He found them. Faint, almost ghosts of tracks, but undeniably present. The athlete, "The Ghost," had been here. The prints were those of high-performance trail running shoes, designed for grip and speed. They indicated a pace that was hurried, almost desperate, but not yet panicked. The man was moving, pushing forward, but there was a subtle irregularity to the stride, a slight drag that suggested something was already amiss. Soren cataloged these subtle details, his mind assembling a silent narrative of the missing man’s journey.
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As he pressed deeper into the flats, the silence became more profound, more oppressive. It wasn't just the absence of sound; it was a palpable weight, a suffocating blanket that seemed to absorb all noise. The only intrusions were the rhythmic crunch of his own boots on the salt, a sound that seemed amplified in the vast emptiness, and the almost imperceptible whistle of the wind, a thin, reedy note that offered no comfort, no hint of direction. He found himself unconsciously lowering his voice when he spoke aloud to himself, as if the sheer volume of the silence would be offended.
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His tracker's mind, honed by years of observing the subtle signs of life and death in barren landscapes, became acutely attuned to the environment. He noticed the way the salt crystals formed intricate patterns, like frozen lace. He observed the tiny, hardy insects that somehow eked out an existence in this desolation, their minuscule trails a testament to life’s tenacity. He saw the occasional bleached bone, a stark reminder of what happened when that tenacity failed. Every detail, no matter how small, became significant, a piece of the puzzle he was trying to assemble.
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The heat was a constant, gnawing adversary. Even with his protective gear, his body was working overtime to regulate its temperature. Sweat beaded on his brow, stinging his eyes if he wasn't careful. He sipped his water judiciously, acutely aware of its finite supply. Dehydration was a swift and silent killer out here, and he couldn’t afford to be careless. He felt a growing connection to the landscape, not one of comfort, but of wary respect. The salt flats were not merely a place; they were an entity, a vast, indifferent consciousness that tested the limits of all who dared to enter. He was a trespasser, and the land was making its presence known.
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The deeper he ventured, the more the vastness seemed to play tricks on his perception. The shimmering heat haze created mirages, distant pools of water that vanished as he approached, phantom shapes that flickered at the edge of his vision. The sheer uniformity of the landscape made it difficult to maintain a sense of direction, even with his compass. He had to constantly reorient himself, checking his bearings, ensuring he wasn't falling into the same trap that had likely ensnared The Ghost. The silence, too, began to take its toll. It bred introspection, a tendency for the mind to wander, to create its own echoes in the void. He found himself humming tunelessly, just to break the monotony, the sound swallowed almost immediately by the pervasive quiet. He was a predator, but he also felt, increasingly, like the prey, surrounded by an enemy that was as subtle as it was absolute.
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The sun began its slow descent, painting the sky in hues of orange and purple, a breathtaking spectacle that seemed incongruous with the stark reality of the salt flats. The temperature, which had been oppressive, began to drop with alarming speed. The salt, which had radiated heat all day, now seemed to absorb the rapidly cooling air. Soren knew that nightfall on the flats was a different kind of challenge, a descent into a primal darkness where the cold could be as deadly as the sun. He needed to find shelter, or at least a way to mitigate the rapid temperature drop. It was then, as he scanned the horizon for any anomaly, any break in the monotonous white, that he saw it.
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Miles away, a solitary figure. It was The Ghost. But something was terribly wrong. The man wasn't running, or walking purposefully. He was moving in a tight, agonizingly precise circle. His head was bowed, his arms flailing slightly, a grotesque parody of locomotion. Soren’s heart sank. He’d seen heatstroke before, seen men succumb to delirium, but this was different. There was a methodical, almost ritualistic quality to the man's movement, a desperate insistence that suggested something far beyond simple dehydration.
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Soren adjusted his goggles, his tracker’s instincts screaming that this was not just a case of a lost hiker. He began to move towards the figure, his pace quickening, the crunch of his boots on the salt now an urgent drumbeat against the encroaching twilight. The silence of the flats seemed to hold its breath, a witness to the unfolding tragedy.
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As Soren closed the distance, the disturbing reality of the scene became chillingly clear. The missing athlete, the renowned daredevil, was trapped in a self-imposed, agonizing dance. He was walking, not erratically, but in perfect, repetitive circles, his face a mask of contorted terror. His eyes, wide and unseeing, darted about as if pursued by invisible demons. His lips moved, forming silent words, a desperate, unheard plea. Soren strained to hear, but the wind snatched away any chance of deciphering the garbled sounds. The athlete muttered, just loud enough for Soren to catch fragments, words like "constant," "must," "cannot stop," and then, chillingly, "death."

––––––––
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Soren, a man accustomed to the raw, physical challenges of survival, initially attributed the bizarre behavior to extreme heat delirium, a common affliction in such unforgiving environments. The sun’s ferocity, the blinding glare, the sheer dehydration – it could shatter even the most resilient mind. He’d seen it happen. But as he drew nearer, the athlete's appearance sent a shiver down Soren's spine. The man was gaunt, his skin stretched taut over sharp cheekbones, his body a skeletal testament to his ordeal. His clothes, once likely state-of-the-art athletic gear, were torn and stained, clinging to him like a second skin.
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But it was the terror in the athlete's eyes that transcended mere physical suffering. It was a profound, soul-deep dread, a fear that seemed to emanate from a source deeper than the harshness of the environment. The man wasn't just lost; he was fundamentally broken, his sanity frayed by an unseen, insidious torment. He moved with a frantic energy, his steps quick and shallow, his body a machine driven by an incomprehensible imperative. He was a prisoner in his own flesh, compelled to perform this agonizing ritual of perpetual motion.
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Soren approached cautiously, his tracker’s mind working overtime. He needed to assess the situation, to understand the cause of this man's distress. He called out, his voice deliberately calm, projecting reassurance. "Hey! Are you okay? I'm here to help."
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The athlete’s head snapped up, his eyes fixing on Soren with a desperate intensity. His muttering intensified, becoming a low, guttural sound. "Move," he rasped, his voice dry and cracked. "You have to move. Can't stop. Never stop. It's the only way."
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Soren tried to reason with him, his words measured, his tone soothing. "We can rest. I have water. We can get out of here together. Just stop for a moment."
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"No!" The athlete’s voice rose, laced with a frantic urgency that bordered on panic. "Stop... means death. You don't understand. The stillness... it’s a trap. It... it drains you. It takes everything." He resumed his circular pacing, his movements becoming more agitated, his breath coming in ragged gasps.
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Soren’s professional duty warred with a growing sense of unease. This was beyond typical heat exhaustion. There was a clarity in the athlete's terror, a conviction in his words that suggested he believed, with every fiber of his being, that stillness was indeed a harbinger of doom. But Soren was a pragmatist. He saw a man on the verge of collapse, his body failing, his mind consumed by delusion. To leave him to his circular torment was not an option. He had to intervene.
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Driven by a mixture of professional obligation and a nascent need to control the deteriorating situation, Soren decided direct intervention was necessary. He needed to subdue the man, to get him to a place where he could provide aid, administer fluids, and begin the arduous process of recovery. He circled the athlete slowly, trying to anticipate his movements, looking for an opening.
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"Just hold still," Soren urged, his voice firm but gentle. "Let me help you."

––––––––
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The athlete’s eyes, filled with a primal fear, focused on Soren. He saw not a rescuer, but a threat, an agent of the stillness he so desperately feared. As Soren moved in, attempting to get close enough to tackle him, the athlete reacted with surprising speed. He lunged, not at Soren, but away from him, continuing his agonizing circuit.
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Soren, anticipating this evasion, adjusted his angle. He saw his opportunity. The athlete stumbled slightly, his foot catching on a salt crust. In that instant, Soren lunged. He tackled the man low, driving his shoulder into the athlete's legs. The impact sent them both sprawling onto the unforgiving salt.
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The physical contact was immediate, jarring. Soren felt the athlete’s wiry frame beneath him, the desperate struggle for freedom. But then, something went terribly wrong. With a sudden, violent spasm, the athlete’s body went rigid, then slack. The frantic pounding of his heart, which Soren had felt against his own chest, ceased. There was an abrupt, terrifying stillness, a profound cessation of life that was shocking in its finality.

––––––––
[image: ]

Soren froze, his hands still on the athlete’s limp form. The adrenaline surge that had propelled him into the tackle drained away, leaving him stunned and disoriented. He felt the athlete's chest – no breath, no pulse. The man’s eyes, still wide with terror, stared blankly at the vast, indifferent sky. The silence of the salt flats, which had been oppressive moments before, now felt absolute, profound, and deeply ominous. He had come to save a life, and in doing so, he had inadvertently caused its end. The weight of the unexpected fatality settled upon him, heavy and suffocating. He was alone, miles from anywhere, with a dead man at his feet and a vast, empty expanse stretching out in every direction. The desolate beauty of the salt flats now felt like a tomb.
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Before Soren could fully process the tragic implications of his actions, a faint, high-pitched whine cut through the silence. He looked up, his gaze sweeping across the impossibly blue sky. High above, almost invisible against the glare, was a small, dark speck. A drone. It hovered silently, its metallic body reflecting the harsh sunlight. It was a familiar sight in remote areas, often used for mapping or surveillance, but something about its stillness, its deliberate positioning directly overhead, felt wrong.
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A prickle of unease, cold and sharp, traced its way down Soren's spine. He pushed himself up, his muscles aching from the struggle. He glanced back at the athlete’s lifeless body, then up at the drone. It remained perfectly still, an unblinking eye in the sky. Then, he felt it. A brief, sharp sting in his left shoulder, like an insect bite. He instinctively swatted at it, his hand brushing against a small, feather-like object embedded in his tactical shirt.
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He pulled at the object, revealing a thin, almost invisible dart. A wave of immediate, overwhelming sensation washed over him. It wasn't pain, not yet, but a sudden, violent surge of adrenaline, coursing through his veins like electricity. His heart, which had been pounding from exertion, now hammered against his ribs with a frantic, irregular rhythm. His senses sharpened to an almost unbearable degree; the glare of the sun seemed to intensify, the dry air felt raspier in his lungs.
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He reached up, his fingers fumbling with the strap of his utility vest. He pulled out his biometric scanner, a small device he always carried to monitor his vital signs in extreme conditions. The display flickered to life, and his blood ran cold. His heart rate was not just elevated; it was spiking erratically, far beyond any healthy limit. His core body temperature was rising alarmingly.
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A terrifying, synthetic dread began to creep in, a chilling realization that pierced through his shock and confusion. This was no accident. The athlete’s death, the drone, the dart – it was all connected. He had been deliberately targeted. The brief sting in his shoulder was not a random attack; it was a calculated injection. This was not a rescue mission gone wrong. He was the victim of an ambush. His struggle to save The Ghost had placed him directly in the path of something far more sinister. He was no longer a rescuer; he was the next target. The desolate beauty of the salt flats had transformed into a meticulously crafted trap, and he had just fallen headlong into its deadly jaws. The void, it seemed, had teeth.

The initial hours dissolved into a monotonous rhythm, a symphony of crunching salt and the dry caress of wind against Soren's exposed skin. The glare was a constant, physical presence, a searing white fire that sought to penetrate his specialized goggles, forcing his eyes to water and ache. He felt as though he was navigating through a landscape bleached of all color and life, a surreal canvas where the only distinguishing feature was the subtle texture of the salt crust itself. It was a deceptive environment, one that promised nothing but emptiness but held within it the potential for sudden, brutal erasure. Soren understood this keenly; his profession was built on deciphering the narratives woven into such stark realities. He wasn't just looking for footprints; he was looking for the story the land was telling about the man who had vanished into its depths.

The trail of "The Ghost" was a whisper, a faint inscription on the indifferent surface. High-performance trail shoes, their treads designed for maximum grip on treacherous terrain, had left impressions that were subtle but consistent. Soren noted the depth of the prints, the spacing, the angle of the stride. It spoke of a man moving with purpose, not yet consumed by panic, but carrying an undercurrent of urgency. The slight drag in some of the prints, a barely perceptible scuff, hinted at fatigue, perhaps an early sign of the environment taking its toll. Soren committed these details to memory, his mind a finely tuned instrument cataloging every nuance. He adjusted his wide-brimmed hat, the brim a scant barrier against the oppressive sun, and continued his pursuit, a solitary hunter in a landscape designed to render all hunters insignificant.
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The silence was not merely an absence of sound; it was a palpable entity, a heavy blanket that seemed to press in on his eardrums. Each crunch of his boots on the salt, each breath he drew, seemed amplified, echoing in the vast emptiness. The wind, a thin, reedy whistle, was the only other recurring sound, a mournful lament that offered no solace, no guidance. Soren found himself speaking aloud, his voice a low murmur, almost a whisper, as if the sheer volume of the silence would be offended by any significant noise. "Just keep moving," he'd tell himself, the words a mantra against the encroaching stillness. "One step at a time." His tracker’s mind, a finely honed tool forged in the crucible of unforgiving environments, was in overdrive. He observed the intricate, lace-like patterns of the salt crystals, the way they fractured and reformed under the relentless sun and wind. He noted the minuscule trails left by hardy insects, life clinging tenaciously to existence in this seemingly barren expanse. And then, he saw them – the bleached bones of a small animal, a stark reminder of the fragility of life in this brutal arena. Every detail, no matter how fleeting or seemingly insignificant, became a piece of the puzzle, a potential clue in the unfolding mystery of The Ghost's disappearance.
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The heat was a relentless adversary. Even with his meticulously chosen gear, Soren’s body waged a constant battle against the rising temperature. Sweat, thick and cloying, beaded on his brow, threatening to sting his eyes if he allowed his guard to drop for even a moment. He rationed his water, each sip a deliberate act of conservation. Dehydration was a swift and silent killer out here, a specter that haunted every solitary expedition. He felt a growing awareness of the salt flats as more than just a location; it felt like a vast, indifferent entity, a primal consciousness that tested the limits of those who dared to trespass. He was an intruder, and the land was making its presence known, not through overt aggression, but through the sheer, overwhelming force of its existence.
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As Soren ventured deeper, the sheer scale of the salt flats began to warp his perception. The shimmering heat haze conjured mirages, fleeting visions of water that vanished as he approached, phantom shapes that flickered at the periphery of his vision. The landscape’s utter uniformity made maintaining a precise sense of direction a constant challenge, even with his reliable compass. He found himself pausing frequently, reorienting himself, checking his bearings, a stark reminder of the fate that had likely befallen The Ghost. The oppressive silence, too, began to gnaw at his focus. It bred introspection, allowing his mind to wander, to create its own echoes in the void. He started humming tunelessly, a desperate attempt to break the monotony, the sound swallowed almost instantly by the pervasive quiet. He was the hunter, yes, but increasingly, he felt like the hunted, surrounded by an enemy that was as subtle as it was absolute. The vast, white expanse was not just a stage; it was an active participant in this unfolding drama.
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The sun, a molten orb in the impossibly blue sky, began its slow descent, painting the horizon in streaks of fiery orange and bruised purple. The spectacle was breathtaking, a stark contrast to the grim reality of the salt flats. As the sun dipped lower, the temperature, which had been oppressively hot, began to plummet with startling rapidity. The salt, which had radiated heat all day, now seemed to absorb the rapidly cooling air, becoming a chilling, crystalline surface. Soren knew that nightfall on the flats presented a different, perhaps even more dangerous, set of challenges. The cold could be as deadly as the sun’s ferocity, and he needed to find some form of shelter, or at least a way to mitigate the rapid temperature drop. It was at this critical juncture, as he scanned the horizon for any anomaly, any break in the monotonous white, that he saw it.
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Miles away, a solitary figure. It was The Ghost. But something was dreadfully wrong. The man wasn't moving with any discernible direction. He wasn't running, or walking with purpose. He was moving in a tight, agonizingly precise circle, his head bowed, his arms flailing slightly in a grotesque, uncoordinated dance. Soren’s heart lurched. He had witnessed men succumb to heatstroke, seen the delirium it could induce, but this was different. There was a methodical, almost ritualistic quality to the man's movement, a desperate, insistent compulsion that suggested something far beyond mere dehydration or disorientation.
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Soren adjusted his goggles, his tracker’s instincts screaming a warning. This was not just a lost hiker. He began to move towards the figure, his pace quickening, the crunch of his boots on the salt now an urgent, percussive beat against the encroaching twilight. The silence of the flats seemed to deepen, to hold its breath, a witness to the unfolding tragedy. As Soren closed the distance, the disturbing reality of the scene became chillingly, terrifyingly clear. The missing athlete, the renowned daredevil, was trapped in a self-imposed, agonizing loop. He was walking, not erratically, but in perfect, repetitive circles, his face a mask of contorted terror. His eyes, wide and unseeing, darted about as if pursued by invisible demons. His lips moved, forming silent words, a desperate, unheard plea. Soren strained to hear, but the wind, with its usual indifference, snatched away any chance of deciphering the garbled sounds. Yet, fragments reached him, carried on the dry air. Words like "constant," "must," "cannot stop," and then, chillingly, "death."
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Soren, a man accustomed to the raw, physical challenges of survival, initially attributed the bizarre behavior to extreme heat delirium, a common affliction in such unforgiving environments. The sun’s ferocity, the blinding glare, the sheer dehydration – it could shatter even the most resilient mind. He’d seen it happen. But as he drew nearer, the athlete's appearance sent a shiver down Soren's spine. The man was gaunt, his skin stretched taut over sharp cheekbones, his body a skeletal testament to his ordeal. His clothes, once likely state-of-the-art athletic gear, were torn and stained, clinging to him like a second skin.
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But it was the terror in the athlete's eyes that transcended mere physical suffering. It was a profound, soul-deep dread, a fear that seemed to emanate from a source deeper than the harshness of the environment. The man wasn't just lost; he was fundamentally broken, his sanity frayed by an unseen, insidious torment. He moved with a frantic energy, his steps quick and shallow, his body a machine driven by an incomprehensible imperative. He was a prisoner in his own flesh, compelled to perform this agonizing ritual of perpetual motion.
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Soren approached cautiously, his tracker’s mind working overtime. He needed to assess the situation, to understand the cause of this man's distress. He called out, his voice deliberately calm, projecting reassurance. "Hey! Are you okay? I'm here to help."
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The athlete’s head snapped up, his eyes fixing on Soren with a desperate intensity. His muttering intensified, becoming a low, guttural sound. "Move," he rasped, his voice dry and cracked. "You have to move. Can't stop. Never stop. It's the only way."
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Soren tried to reason with him, his words measured, his tone soothing. "We can rest. I have water. We can get out of here together. Just stop for a moment."
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"No!" The athlete’s voice rose, laced with a frantic urgency that bordered on panic. "Stop... means death. You don't understand. The stillness... it’s a trap. It... it drains you. It takes everything." He resumed his circular pacing, his movements becoming more agitated, his breath coming in ragged gasps.

––––––––
[image: ]

Soren’s professional duty warred with a growing sense of unease. This was beyond typical heat exhaustion. There was a clarity in the athlete's terror, a conviction in his words that suggested he believed, with every fiber of his being, that stillness was indeed a harbinger of doom. But Soren was a pragmatist. He saw a man on the verge of collapse, his body failing, his mind consumed by delusion. To leave him to his circular torment was not an option. He had to intervene.
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Driven by a mixture of professional obligation and a nascent need to control the deteriorating situation, Soren decided direct intervention was necessary. He needed to subdue the man, to get him to a place where he could provide aid, administer fluids, and begin the arduous process of recovery. He circled the athlete slowly, trying to anticipate his movements, looking for an opening.
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"Just hold still," Soren urged, his voice firm but gentle. "Let me help you."
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The athlete’s eyes, filled with a primal fear, focused on Soren. He saw not a rescuer, but a threat, an agent of the stillness he so desperately feared. As Soren moved in, attempting to get close enough to tackle him, the athlete reacted with surprising speed. He lunged, not at Soren, but away from him, continuing his agonizing circuit.
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Soren, anticipating this evasion, adjusted his angle. He saw his opportunity. The athlete stumbled slightly, his foot catching on a salt crust. In that instant, Soren lunged. He tackled the man low, driving his shoulder into the athlete's legs. The impact sent them both sprawling onto the unforgiving salt.
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The physical contact was immediate, jarring. Soren felt the athlete's wiry frame beneath him, the desperate struggle for freedom. But then, something went terribly wrong. With a sudden, violent spasm, the athlete’s body went rigid, then slack. The frantic pounding of his heart, which Soren had felt against his own chest, ceased. There was an abrupt, terrifying stillness, a profound cessation of life that was shocking in its finality.
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Soren froze, his hands still on the athlete’s limp form. The adrenaline surge that had propelled him into the tackle drained away, leaving him stunned and disoriented. He felt the athlete's chest – no breath, no pulse. The man’s eyes, still wide with terror, stared blankly at the vast, indifferent sky. The silence of the salt flats, which had been oppressive moments before, now felt absolute, profound, and deeply ominous. He had come to save a life, and in doing so, he had inadvertently caused its end. The weight of the unexpected fatality settled upon him, heavy and suffocating. He was alone, miles from anywhere, with a dead man at his feet and a vast, empty expanse stretching out in every direction. The desolate beauty of the salt flats now felt like a tomb.
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Before Soren could fully process the tragic implications of his actions, a faint, high-pitched whine cut through the silence. He looked up, his gaze sweeping across the impossibly blue sky. High above, almost invisible against the glare, was a small, dark speck. A drone. It hovered silently, its metallic body reflecting the harsh sunlight. It was a familiar sight in remote areas, often used for mapping or surveillance, but something about its stillness, its deliberate positioning directly overhead, felt wrong.
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A prickle of unease, cold and sharp, traced its way down Soren's spine. He pushed himself up, his muscles aching from the struggle. He glanced back at the athlete’s lifeless body, then up at the drone. It remained perfectly still, an unblinking eye in the sky. Then, he felt it. A brief, sharp sting in his left shoulder, like an insect bite. He instinctively swatted at it, his hand brushing against a small, feather-like object embedded in his tactical shirt.

––––––––
[image: ]

He pulled at the object, revealing a thin, almost invisible dart. A wave of immediate, overwhelming sensation washed over him. It wasn't pain, not yet, but a sudden, violent surge of adrenaline, coursing through his veins like electricity. His heart, which had been pounding from exertion, now hammered against his ribs with a frantic, irregular rhythm. His senses sharpened to an almost unbearable degree; the glare of the sun seemed to intensify, the dry air felt raspier in his lungs.
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He reached up, his fingers fumbling with the strap of his utility vest. He pulled out his biometric scanner, a small device he always carried to monitor his vital signs in extreme conditions. The display flickered to life, and his blood ran cold. His heart rate was not just elevated; it was spiking erratically, far beyond any healthy limit. His core body temperature was rising alarmingly.
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A terrifying, synthetic dread began to creep in, a chilling realization that pierced through his shock and confusion. This was no accident. The athlete’s death, the drone, the dart – it was all connected. He had been deliberately targeted. The brief sting in his shoulder was not a random attack; it was a calculated injection. This was not a rescue mission gone wrong. He was the victim of an ambush. His struggle to save The Ghost had placed him directly in the path of something far more sinister. He was no longer a rescuer; he was the next target. The desolate beauty of the salt flats had transformed into a meticulously crafted trap, and he had just fallen headlong into its deadly jaws. The void, it seemed, had teeth.

The athlete’s descent into this bizarre, self-imposed prison was not a sudden collapse but a creeping erosion. Soren watched him, a predator observing prey caught in an unseen snare. The man’s skin, stretched thin over his bones, had a pallor that spoke of profound depletion, a desperate shedding of corporeal resources. His athletic gear, once a testament to peak human performance, was now a tattered shroud, stained with the salt and the sweat of his agonizing journey. It clung to him, a second skin that offered no comfort, only a grim reminder of the body’s resilience and its ultimate vulnerability. Yet, beneath the physical decay, it was the raw, unadulterated terror in his eyes that truly unsettled Soren. This was not the fear of being lost, of facing the elements. This was a primal, soul-shattering dread, a premonition of an unseen horror that gnawed at his sanity from within. He wasn’t just suffering; he was being tormented. His movements, though confined to a circle, possessed a frenetic, almost desperate energy. Each step was shallow, rapid, his body a machine driven by an incomprehensible, relentless directive. He was a prisoner of his own flesh, compelled by an internal puppeteer to perform this endless, excruciating ritual.

Soren, the seasoned tracker, the man who had navigated the most hostile terrains and weathered the most unforgiving conditions, found his professional instincts clashing with a nascent, creeping unease. He was trained to assess, to analyze, to offer aid. But this... this was different. The man wasn't merely lost; he was actively, violently afraid of 
not moving. "Hey!" Soren's voice, though modulated to carry without startling, was swallowed by the immensity of the salt flats. "Are you alright? I'm here to help." He projected calm, an anchor in the athlete’s evident storm. The man’s head, a dry husk of a skull, snapped up. His eyes, wide and unblinking, locked onto Soren. There was a desperate glint in them, a raw plea mingled with a suspicion that bordered on paranoia. The muttering intensified, no longer a whisper but a low, guttural rasp. "Move," he hissed, his voice a sound like sand skittering across stone. "You... you have to move. Can't stop. Never stop. It's the only... the only way."

Soren took a slow step closer, his own movements deliberate, designed to disarm rather than provoke. "We can rest," he offered, his tone steady and reassuring. "I have water. We can get out of here. Together. Just... stop for a moment." The suggestion was met with a violent tremor that ran through the athlete's emaciated frame. His voice, already strained, cracked with a renewed, frantic urgency. "No!" The word was a sharp gasp, laced with a terror that clawed at Soren’s own composure. "Stop... means death. You... you don't understand. The stillness... it’s a trap. It... it drains you. It takes... everything." He resumed his circular pacing, his steps becoming more agitated, his breath a ragged, desperate pant. The circles he traced were unnervingly precise, an almost perfect circumference etched into the salt crust. It was as if an invisible tether held him captive, forcing him to tread the same agonizing path, over and over again.

––––––––
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Soren’s training kicked in, a disciplined response to a crisis. He had to subdue the man. He had to get him to safety, to provide the hydration and medical attention his body so clearly screamed for. But the athlete’s conviction, the raw, unyielding belief that stillness was a death sentence, planted a seed of doubt. Was this solely a product of the environment, a fevered hallucination born of heat and dehydration? Or was there something more, something that had driven this man to such an extreme, such a desperate act of self-preservation through perpetual motion? He was a pragmatist, however. The physical

[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]




[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]




[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]




[image: ]


[image: ]



[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
STOP WALKING.
STOP BREATHING.

ANTILLAS PUBLISHING HOUSE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





