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            The rules of the game are written by those who have already won. The war is fought by those who have nothing left to lose

      

    

When the world dried up, it was not with an explosion. The river ran dry first. Then the forests. Then hope.

Those who had warehouses became kings. Those who had nothing, like Sylvara, the land of the squirrels, in the west where the ground refused to give more than moss, learned to beg. Or compete.

Gravenmark had the position. A crossroads. Trade became control. Control became power. And power became The Open: a game, once a year, where one player from each land got the chance to win survival. Or return empty-handed.

It was not fair. It was not meant to be fair.

Sylvara had never won The Open. But every other year they sent someone anyway. Because the game was the only hope they could see.
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Departure
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Morning light fought through the cracks in the walls and painted silver streaks across Kira’s face where she lay curled in the corner of the room. Tiko lay still on his bed of dried leaves and birch bark, every breath a conscious effort not to wake her. He heard it all the same, the faint, rattling whistle that came with each exhalation, the sound of lungs fighting for air in a body that was slowly consuming itself.

It had started three days ago. A small rust-colored stain on her pillow when she woke. Then another. Now her sheets were dotted with tiny, dark spots that would not wash out, no matter how hard Mera scrubbed with the thin sliver of soap they saved for emergencies.

Tiko pressed his forehead against the cold earthen wall and counted her breaths in his head. One... two... three... A faint clicking in her chest on every third exhale, as if something was breaking inside her. His own stomach felt hollow, twisting with hunger, but the thought of food made him sick. How could he eat when Kira could barely breathe?

He remembered how she used to look, with round cheeks that stored nuts for winter, with a laugh that rang like bells when she chased him through the forest. Now her cheeks had sunk inward, her eyes too large for the narrow face, and the silver fur around her muzzle was stained with something that could no longer be wiped away.

Six weeks, he thought, and the cold spread from his chest into his fingertips. That’s what the village doctors said last time they had the chance to come by. Six weeks until her body burns through its last reserves. Then the organs would begin shutting down, one by one.

A wave of nausea rolled through him when he thought of the alternative. Sitting here, watching her breathing grow shallower, her movements slower, until she could not even lift her head anymore. The thought drove his claw deeper into his palm until he tasted warm, metallic blood.

“You’re awake.”

Mera’s voice was raw with sleep and something else, exhaustion that had gone past tiredness and settled into her marrow. She stood in the doorway of their small room, framed by the darkness of the rest of the cottage. Even though she was his mother, she looked smaller now than he remembered her. Five years ago her fur had been thick and glossy, her tail full and strong. Now her skin hung loose on her bone structure, and her eyes were sunken into her skull like two abandoned hollows.

“The transport comes at noon,” she said, her voice stripped of its usual warmth, bare facts, stripped of warmth. “Your caddy waits at the gate.”

Tiko sat up slowly, every muscle in his body protesting the movement. He had not wanted this. Not the caddy. Not this part of leaving Kira alone with their weakening mother. A cold, cramping grip tightened around his stomach as he pictured Kira in the corner, fighting to breathe while Mera tried to keep both her and herself alive with what little nourishment they had left.

Every fiber of his body screamed at him to lie back down, curl up beside Kira, and promise with his whole being that he would stay. To share his last bit of factory block with her, warm her with his body heat when the night turned cold, and refuse to leave until she could stand on her own legs again.

He knew, with a bony certainty that ached in the marrow itself, that if he did not go, Kira would not see the next spring. His hands trembled slightly as he knotted them tight in his lap, a muscle-memory reflex from all the times he had fought to hold back tears when hunger gnawed its worst in his belly. He pressed his lips together and forced his voice steady:

“I can do this.”

In The Open, every player got a caddy. A carrier. An advisor. A link to the outside world. For most countries it was simple, they chose someone experienced, someone who had traveled, someone who had seen the courses before.

Sylvara had no such people.

“Is it Grandfather?” Tiko asked, and his voice sounded younger than he wanted to admit.

Mera nodded slowly, a movement that cost her clear effort. “He insisted. He said no one else understands... that no one else can see.”

A lump formed in his throat. Grandfather Ryn was seventy years old. He had seen the old world, the one before everything fell apart. He had also seen how it died. He had never traveled further than Sylvara’s border.

“He’s too old,” Tiko managed, and his voice cracked on words he could not name.

Mera looked at him with eyes that suddenly went sharp, almost angry. Her gaze turned sharp enough to cut, as if she had grown tired of being weak. “He’s the only one who wants to, Tiko. The others... they said it’s a waste. That an old squirrel can’t make the journey. That you can’t make it.” She took a step forward, and the sharpness in her gaze turned into something else, something that made her shoulders sag. “They said we should send someone younger. Someone who could provide for themselves if... if you don’t come back.”

Tiko clenched his fist so hard his claws bit into his palms. The pain was sharp and real, a physical anchor when everything else felt overwhelmingly abstract. “I can do this.”

“I know that.” She came closer, and when her hand reached out to stroke his cheek he could feel the tremor in it. Her fur was rough and thin against his, every strand a sign of months of deprivation. “But they don’t believe in us, Tiko. They’ve stopped believing.”

“I’ll make them believe.”

She smiled, a faint, tired smile that did not reach her eyes. “I know that.” She took a step back and moved toward the stove. “That’s why you have to go.”

She took out a bowl from the empty pantry and poured out factory blocks that she crumbled with the last of their saved water. It smelled of nothing. It looked like grey porridge that someone had lost interest in halfway through cooking.

“Eat,” she said, and her voice had lost all urging. A statement, not an offer. “You need strength.”

Tiko sat at a table built from scrap wood taken from a collapsed stable a kilometer away. Kira woke and rubbed her eyes with small, trembling hands and staring at him with her large eyes. There was no recognition in her gaze at first, just emptiness and confusion that slowly gave way to awareness. Her breathing was labored and wheezing, each exhale ending with a faint clicking sound in her lungs that grew stronger every time.

“Are you really going?” she asked, and her voice was so weak he could barely hear it over his own heartbeat.

Tiko looked down at his hands, at how they shook, at how bony they had become, at the small crescent-shaped marks where his claws had dug into skin without him noticing. “If I don’t go, what happens to Kira?”

“And you’ll win?”

His gaze met Kira’s, and for the first time since he woke he saw something other than emptiness in her eyes. A spark there, faint, fever-flecked, but there all the same. A hope that had refused to die. “Do I win, or do I let her starve?”

“How?”

He thought of the club lying wrapped in leather beside his place, Grandfather’s club – he had felt its weight every time he touched it. Of how it had felt in his hand when Mera handed it over, of how it seemed to vibrate with something ancient and important. “How else but with what I have?”

“As a squirrel.”

He could not stop a short, bitter laugh from escaping him. “As the only one that counts.”

Kira smiled back, and for a moment she did not look like someone starving. She looked like a seven-year-old who believed in her big brother, the image he had carried with him since she was small, before the world began taking from her piece by piece.

Mera set out the bowls without a word. Tiko ate without tasting. The blocks were dry and tough even when soaked. He swallowed them like medicine, each chew a reminder of what he was fighting for. When they had finished eating, Mera went to the box under the bed that barely slid out anymore because of rust in the hinges. She pulled out a package wrapped in cloth that had seen better days, the edges frayed, the color bleached by sun and time.

“This is from Grandfather,” she said and laid it before him. Her fingers trembled as she let go. “He said you should take it with you.”

Tiko unwrapped the cloth slowly, as if the fabric itself might crumble at too rough a handling.

Inside lay a club.

It was made of dark wood that had been worn smooth by years of use, so smooth he could see his own reflection in it if he held it up to the light. The shaft was thin but unexpectedly strong, with grips that had been shaped to a squirrel’s hand through years of hard grip. The head was simple, without decoration or ornament, but already at the first touch Tiko could feel that it was perfectly balanced, as if it had been waiting for his hand all along.

“Grandfather’s?” he whispered, and his voice came out rough, thick in his throat.

Mera ran her fingers over the club with a movement that was both love and grief. Her fingers trembled against the wood. “He used it when he was young. Before... before everything changed.” She fell silent for a moment, and when she continued her voice dropped, measured. “He said it remembers how the game was played before. When it wasn’t about survival. Just about playing.”

Tiko took the club. It was lighter than he had expected, almost too light, as if something important had been taken out of it over the years. He swung it carefully at his side, felt how the air sang around it in a pure, clear tone that seemed to come from the wood itself.

“I’ll take care of it,” he said, and the promise felt heavy in the air between them.

Mera said nothing. In her eyes was something Tiko could not read, a flicker that made his stomach knot even tighter. Her gaze flickered down to Kira, struggling to breathe in the corner, then back to Tiko. She wanted to say something about how Kira would not make it through the night without help, about how she feared Tiko would return too late, but the words stuck in her throat as if they were too heavy to lift.

“You should go now,” she said finally, and her voice was only a whisper. “The transport doesn’t wait.”

The road to the gate was short but felt endless, each step stretching time, making the distance longer than it should be.

Tiko carried his bag over his shoulder, a few clothes that smelled of birch and weakened soap, leftovers of factory food in a thin cloth bag, and Grandfather’s club in a leather sheath that had softened with years of use. The weight was familiar and comforting, a constant reminder of what he was leaving behind and what he carried forward.

The villages were quiet as he walked through them. Too quiet. Window shutters were closed not just to keep out the cold but also to hide what lay inside. Doors were locked with extra latches and chains, not to keep out intruders but to keep in the shame. The few who were out stood pressed against walls or hidden behind corners, and when they saw him they looked away so quickly he almost thought he had imagined it.

He had not imagined it.

He could feel their eyes on him through the gaps in the wood, through the thin curtains that did not draw all the way, through the small holes in the walls where worms had gnawed their way through over the years. He could feel the weight of their silence, not hostility, not enmity, but something much heavier: shame.

Sylvara had not won in two hundred years. The Open was rigged, everyone knew it, but no one said it aloud.

The villagers’ the weight of their silence pressed down on his shoulders than any physical burden ever could. Each step felt like walking through quicksand, not because the ground was soft but because every villager’s silence dragged him downward. Their thoughts reached him anyway: Foolish squirrel. You think you’re different? You think you can change something that has been like this for generations?

He focused on keeping his head high, on not letting his gaze sink to the ground despite how much his body wanted it. He thought of Kira in the corner, of how her small hands had clung to his finger when she last sought comfort from him, of how her breathing had sounded like a broken bellows.

I do this for her, he thought, and the thought became a mantra that repeated with each step. I do this so she gets to live.

The gate stood open like a large, gaping wound in the village’s defense, two massive oak doors that were normally kept closed and locked with multiple locks, but today stood wide open to let him out.

Outside waited the vehicle, a large, grey transport that looked to have been built from salvaged metal and concrete pieces. It smelled strongly of oil and diesel, of warm metal and something burning under the hood that made Tiko’s eyes water just from being near it. Beside it stood Grandfather Ryn, and for the first time in a long while Tiko could see how much age had taken its toll on the old man.

He was smaller than Tiko remembered, not just in stature but in presence. Bent-backed as if the weight of years had pressed him into something smaller than he once was. He leaned on a cane, its wood smooth from years of use and its tip bound in metal so it would not break. His fur was almost completely white now, with only faint strands of the original grey left at the ears, and her eyes were clouded with age, not just the usual fog of years but something deeper, as if he had seen too much and could no longer focus on what lay before him.

When he saw Tiko he straightened, not fully, but enough for Tiko to see the spark of the man he once had been catch in her eyes.

“You came,” Ryn said, and his voice was low and rasping, as if each word cost him effort he no longer had much of.

“So did you.”

Ryn smiled, a short, tight smile, the kind formed by habit rather than feeling. “I said I would.”

They stood silent for a while. The wind carried dust from the factories in the valley, fine particles that tasted of metal and chemicals when they reached Tiko’s lips, and he coughed from the irritation in his throat. The smoke from the chimneys lay thick over the valley today, a dense, grey blanket that made the sun reach through only as a pale glimmer.

“It will be a long journey,” Ryn said after a while, and his voice had lost all haste. Bare facts, stripped of warmth. “First to Gravenmark for registration. Then to the starting course. You’ve never been away from Sylvara?”

“Never further than the border.”

Ryn nodded, a slow movement that showed how much energy it cost him just to move his head. “Then you will see much. Much that will make you angry. Much that will make you want to give up.” He lifted his hand and laid it carefully on Tiko’s shoulder, a touch that was both support and weight. “But you must not give up. Do you understand? Not for yourself. For them.”

He jerked his head toward the village behind them, a movement too tired to be a full pointing with the hand, and Tiko turned reluctantly.

People had gathered at the gate now. Not many, perhaps twenty, thirty, but they stood there as if they had been called to a meeting they did not want to attend. They stood silent, gazes fixed somewhere on the ground before their feet or on the horizon where the village met the forest. No one waved. No one smiled. They just stood there and let him pass without meeting his gaze.

Kira stood at the front, pressed against Mera’s side so she was barely visible until you looked closely. She had one hand in Mera’s and the other pressed against her own chest as if she were trying to hold herself together. When she saw Tiko she lifted her hand from Mera’s grip and waved, a small, uncertain wave that more resembled a twitch than an intentional movement. Her arm shook with the effort, and the wave was weak, almost just a movement of the fingers as if her arms were too heavy to lift properly.

Tiko met her gaze and saw something there that hurt deeper than anything physical ever could, a mixture of hope and fear that was so intense it almost blinded him. In her eyes lay not just the belief that he would come back but also the knowledge that he might not, and still she had chosen to come here to say goodbye in her own way.

“I won’t give up,” he said, and his voice was only a whisper that barely reached her ears over the wind. “I promise.”

Ryn nodded, a slow, dignified movement that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than just neck muscles. “Then we shall go.”

They climbed into the vehicle, a clumsy process given his slight frame and Grandfather’s stiffness. It was empty except for them, a space for the player in the back, one for the caddy in the middle, and the front seat for the driver, a large rhinoceros from Rhun who said nothing when they sat down but just stared straight ahead with eyes dulled by everything they had witnessed.

The engine started with a rumble that made the whole vehicle shake, not a loud roar but a deep, vibrating sound that seemed to come from the ground itself and spread through the vehicle’s frame. Tiko looked out through the dirty window as they began to roll, and the world outside began to change at a slow pace.

The villages grew smaller and smaller until they were just a collection of grey dots in the landscape. The gate disappeared behind them, and then the forests slid past, the dead, grey forests that had once been full of life, in a slow sweep of grey and brown. The trees stood like skeletons of their former selves, without leaves and with branches pointing toward the sky like questioning fingers.

After a while that felt both endless and too short, Tiko said something that had burned in his chest since they left
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