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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 — The Newbie Pack

	Sean woke on stone with his fist clenched around nothing.

	For three breaths, he didn’t move. Prison had taught him that waking wrong was worse if a man advertised confusion. He kept his eyes half-lidded, cheek against a floor too smooth for concrete and too cool for any Florida morning, while his body took inventory without permission. No bunk above him. No stale mattress under him. No block noise, no footsteps, no men coughing behind bars, no Bell, no Manny, no fluorescent hum pressing down like a headache.

	His last clear memory arrived in pieces. Clipboard. Pen. Bell gone. Manny saying his name like the word had broken in his mouth. Sean’s fingers tightened harder, but the pen wasn’t there.

	“Damn it,” he whispered, and the sound came back small from nearby walls.

	He opened his eyes. The chamber was plain, square, and made of gray stone fitted so tightly he couldn’t see mortar between the blocks. Light came from nowhere obvious. It filled the room evenly, soft and shadowless, showing one closed door, one low pack set against the wall, and pale writing suspended in the air above him like someone had hung glass where glass had no business hanging.

	Sean didn’t read it yet. He rolled to one knee first, then stopped because the movement didn’t hurt the way it should have. His back was loose. His left shoulder, which usually clicked when he pushed up too fast, moved clean. His lungs drew air without the stale weight of the block. Even the tired heaviness in his gut, the slow prison-soft ruin of too much sitting and too little choice, had been trimmed down to something merely weak and usable.

	That scared him more than the room. Nobody improved a man for kindness in prison. Nobody took pain away without expecting payment.

	He checked his clothes next. Orange prison shirt. Orange trousers. Bare feet in state-issue socks. No cuffs. No shoes. No belt. No shiv hidden where another man might have kept one because Sean had never been stupid enough to trust a secret he couldn’t afford to lose.

	His right hand still felt shaped around Bell’s pen. Where did it go? Warm plastic touched his palm.

	Sean froze. He opened his hand slowly. Bell’s cheap black pen lay across his lifeline, ordinary, scuffed near the clip, impossible as a confession.

	The pale writing brightened. Sean Rourke. Body: 3. Mind: 5. Soul: 4.

	Sean stared at the numbers until his breathing steadied enough to belong to him again. Then he closed his fist around the pen and looked at the door.

	Sean didn’t go to the door.

	The pack sat against the far wall, low and plain, made of dull brown cloth with a tied flap and two straps. It looked too much like an invitation. In prison, invitations came from men who wanted something, guards who already knew the answer, or rules written to make refusal look like guilt.

	He crossed the room in a slow crouch, keeping the pen in his right hand because an absurd weapon was still better than empty fingers. Halfway there, he stopped, looked back at the door, then at the pale writing. The room didn’t change. No countdown started. No hidden voice told him to hurry.

	“Right,” Sean muttered. “No free meals.”

	He used the pen first, not his fingers. The tip nudged the pack. Nothing hissed, clicked, sparked, or unfolded teeth. He waited anyway, counting to thirty under his breath because the first thing a trap wanted was impatience. Then he hooked the cloth flap with the pen clip and pulled.

	Inside, the contents were packed with insulting neatness. A wrapped food bar sat on top, dense and beige, with no brand, no label, no promise that it wouldn’t poison him. Beside it was a sealed water pouch, clear enough to show the liquid shifting inside. A short utility knife lay in a simple sheath, more tool than weapon, its edge protected by a strip of waxed paper. There was a coil of thin cord, a folded blanket, three sticks of white chalk, and a squat metal container with a screw lid.

	Sean laid each item on the stone in a line, spaced two fingers apart. He checked the knife last, pressing his thumb carefully against the flat rather than the edge. It was sharp. Not magical. Not impressive. Sharp was enough.

	He opened the water pouch and smelled it before letting one drop touch his tongue. Clean. No chemical bite, no prison tap metallic aftertaste. He didn’t drink properly yet. Thirst could wait until trust had evidence.

	The food bar got the same treatment. He broke off a crumb, touched it to his lip, then set the rest aside. The chalk marked the floor when he dragged it across stone, leaving a clear white line that made his chest loosen a fraction. Marks meant memory outside his head. Cord meant reach. Blanket meant warmth, bandage, rope padding, screen, bag, sling if things got ugly enough.

	The container was empty. Sean stared into it, then looked at the pen in his hand. “Inventory, huh?”

	He thought of the pen being gone, and his hand emptied.

	His heart kicked once, hard. Sean thought of warm plastic, cheap clip, black barrel, Bell’s bitten end. The pen reappeared across his palm.

	Sean closed his fingers around it, slower this time, and looked at the pack again as if it had just confessed to being smaller than the room it opened into.

	The pack went into nothing one piece at a time.

	Sean didn’t like it. He liked it less when liking it would have been sensible. The water pouch vanished when he pictured it stored. The food bar followed. Cord, blanket, chalk, container, sheath, knife. Each absence left the stone floor cleaner and his skin tighter, as if the room were teaching him to accept theft because the theft was useful.

	He recalled the knife first. The handle slapped into his palm, real weight, real edge hidden under leather. He sent it away again, then brought back the chalk, then the water, then the pen. Each time, the object returned exactly where he expected it, which meant expectation mattered.

	“Rules,” Sean said quietly. “There are always rules.”

	The pale writing brightened as if it had been waiting for the word. Sean Rourke. Body: 3. Mind: 5. Soul: 4. Current Path: First Trial. Objective: pass the First Trial and establish foundation eligibility for the Tower of Ascension.

	Sean read it twice. Foundation eligibility sounded like the kind of phrase a lawyer used when the truth was uglier and shorter. He stepped closer, knife in hand now, and watched the letters hold steady in the air.

	“This isn’t the Tower?” he asked.

	The panel changed without warmth. The First Trial is not the Tower climb. The First Trial measures survival response, judgment, adaptation, restraint, risk handling, and social behavior under pressure. Completion determines initial access status.

	Sean’s mouth went dry. Social behavior meant other people. Other people meant witnesses, liars, mobs, debts, knives, old grudges, bad leaders, and men who decided one strong voice was better than one correct answer. He looked at the closed door again and imagined Manny somewhere beyond it, or Bell, or one of the men who knew enough of Sean’s case to hate him for the wrong reasons.

	“What happens if I fail?” Sean asked.

	The panel answered without sympathy. Failure, catastrophic injury, or death inside the First Trial results in safe return where possible and Enter function lockout for one year.

	Safe return where possible was doing a lot of work.

	Sean tapped the knife’s sheath against his thigh, once, then made himself stop. “And if I pass?”

	Passing the First Trial returns the participant to Earth or nearest safe location. Enter function unlocks after twenty-four hours. Current Enter function: locked.

	A door was waiting. A world was gone. Somewhere, children were watching or dead or safe or none of the words he had were big enough.

	Sean sent the knife away, recalled the pen, and wrote on the stone beside the laid-out chalk mark. Panel tells truth. Doesn’t care.

	Sean didn’t trust the door because the room wanted him to notice it.

	He packed by thinking, not touching. Water, food, cord, blanket, container, chalk, sheath, knife, all gone into that silent nowhere except one chalk stick and Bell’s pen. He kept those in his hands. A man could lose plenty and stay alive. Losing the ability to mark what he knew was how he walked himself into the same mistake twice.

	He crouched beside the line he had written and added more beneath it, small and cramped so he didn’t waste space. Inventory needs intent. Recall needs detail. Door is waiting.

	That last line annoyed him. He underlined waiting once, then stood and began with the walls.

	The stone was too smooth to offer fingerprints, seams, loose grit, or tool marks. He ran his left hand along every surface anyway, shoulder brushing gray blocks as he circled the chamber. He tapped with the screw-top container, listening for hollow places. The sound stayed dull and even. He checked the floor next, square by square, using the chalk to mark each section after he finished it. Not clean. Clean meant forgotten. Marked meant done.

	At the pack’s spot, he found nothing beneath it but stone slightly warmer than the rest. That made his jaw tighten. He pressed his palm there until the warmth faded, then wrote pack here beside the spot.

	The pale panel waited above him, patient as a clerk behind glass.

	Sean looked up. “Any last instructions?”

	The words shifted. Open the door to begin.

	“Helpful,” Sean muttered, and put the pen away without touching it to his pocket. It vanished cleanly. He recalled the knife and felt the handle fill his right hand.

	He drank two careful swallows of water, no more, then stored the pouch again. The food stayed untouched. Hunger was honest, but it was also loud, and loud things made bad decisions sound urgent.

	The door had no knob, only a shallow hand-shaped depression at chest height. Sean stood to one side before testing it with the end of the knife sheath. Nothing struck, sprayed, flashed, or screamed. He looped cord through the depression next, backed as far as the little room allowed, and pulled.

	Stone clicked. The door opened inward with a smoothness that made him dislike it more.

	Cool air moved through the gap, carrying no smell he recognized. Beyond waited a narrow corridor of the same gray stone, lit by the same impossible light. Sean marked the inside wall beside the doorway with a white cross, then added one word under it. Start.

	He put the chalk away, kept the knife, and stepped through.

	***

	 


 

	3 — The First Door

	The corridor beyond the starter chamber ran straight for twelve paces and ended at another door.

	Sean stopped with one foot still inside the room he had marked Start. For a moment, annoyance rose hot and clean through his fear. He had opened a door to find a hallway that led to a door. Prison had done the same thing with better locks and worse lighting. One cell opened into a tier. The tier opened into a gate. The gate opened into a yard that still had walls high enough to make the sky look borrowed.

	“Cute,” he said.

	His voice went nowhere useful. The corridor gave it back thinly, as if even sound had to pass inspection here. Sean kept the knife low against his thigh and studied the new door before he moved closer. Same gray stone. Same impossible light. No handle, only a flat push plate at the center, worn smooth by hands that couldn’t possibly have touched it if his starter room was private.

	That wrongness tugged at him, but not hard enough at first. The door looked simple. It looked like the next step. It looked like the Trial had finished being patient and expected him to leave the box.

	Sean crossed the corridor, lifted his left hand toward the push plate, and nearly pressed it.

	Dust stopped him.

	Not much. Just a pale crescent gathered along the lower seam where the door met the floor. The corridor itself was clean enough to feel scrubbed, but the dust sat there in a fine line, disturbed in three places. No footprints. No drag marks. Three neat breaks, each about the width of a finger, as if someone had crouched low and brushed the seam while looking for something.

	Sean lowered his hand.

	He crouched without touching the plate and leaned close. Scratches marked the stone beside the frame, shallow and deliberate, not panic gouges. They sat at ankle height, where a standing man would miss them and a crawling man would see them too late. One scratch angled toward the floor seam. Another pointed back toward the starter room.

	Sean looked over his shoulder at the chamber he had just left. His white cross waited beside the doorway. Start, he had written, like a man confident he knew where the lesson began.

	A faint shout came from somewhere past the door. Not words. Not close. Human, frightened, and gone before he could decide whether it had been male or female.

	Progress pulled at him.

	Sean stayed crouched. “No,” he murmured. “First answer’s usually bait.”

	He recalled the chalk into his left hand, kept the knife in his right, and marked a small circle beside the first scratch before turning back toward the room he had almost abandoned.

	Sean returned to the starter chamber and shut the corridor behind him as far as the door allowed. It didn’t latch. That bothered him. A door that opened inward and stayed polite about it wasn’t a locked cell. It was a mouth holding itself open.

	From beyond the corridor came another voice, closer than before and ragged with panic. “Hey! Whoever’s there, open the damn door!”

	Sean’s fingers tightened around the knife. The shout wasn’t Manny. It wasn’t Bell. It wasn’t anyone he could place, which made it worse in a cleaner way. A stranger in trouble could be bait, victim, witness, liability, or all four before breakfast.

	“Not yet,” Sean said, too low for the voice to hear.

	He recalled the water pouch, food bar, cord, blanket, container, sheath, and chalk, laying everything out along the wall where he’d already marked finished stone. Then he looked at the room as if he had entered it fresh and stupid. The pack spot. The wall seams. The floor blocks. The door he had trusted because it was behind him.

	The shout came again, muffled by stone. “Move!”

	Someone else yelled something back. A scrape followed, then a thud hard enough to make dust tremble along the corridor threshold. Sean stayed where he was. Progress had a voice now. That didn’t make it honest.

	He started low. The chalk circle he’d marked in the corridor had pointed back, so he checked ankle height first, using the knife sheath instead of his fingers. Along the inside doorframe, three scratches matched the marks outside, but here they continued into a faint line scraped across the lowest stone block of the left wall. He followed it on hands and knees, cheek near the cool floor, until the line vanished beneath a wall seam he had already tapped once and dismissed.

	“Yeah,” Sean muttered. “That’s on me.”

	He took the screw-top container and tapped again, slower. Dull stone. Dull stone. Then a thinner sound, not hollow exactly, but not solid enough to trust. He set the container down, worked the knife tip into the seam, and stopped before prying. The blade was too valuable to snap for curiosity. He retrieved the cord instead, pressed a knot into the gap, and pulled sideways.

	A narrow stone plate shifted with a soft grit of hidden dust.

	Behind it lay two short sticks of white chalk and a folded strip of gray paper, tucked into a dry hollow no deeper than Sean’s hand. He removed the chalk first, then the paper, then checked the hollow with the sheath before reaching inside. Nothing bit him. Nothing flashed. The hollow held nothing else.

	The paper unfolded stiffly. Black writing waited in the center.

	The first answer is rarely the best one.

	Sean read it twice while the voices beyond the door rose and fell, already becoming other people’s emergency. He looked at the note, then at the open corridor, then at the wall he’d marked done before it was done.

	The pale panel appeared above the floor with quiet certainty. Basic Observation 1.

	Sean exhaled through his nose. “Fine. Lesson learned.”

	He folded the gray note along its old crease and stored it with the extra chalk. He didn’t like how pleased the panel felt, though it had no face, no voice, and no right to feel anything at all. Basic Observation 1 hovered for a few seconds longer, then faded as if the matter had been filed.

	The corridor beyond the open door erupted in noise. A man cursed. Another voice shouted, “Don’t shove me, asshole!” Something scraped against stone, followed by a slap of flesh on rock and a grunt that made Sean’s shoulders tighten.

	He looked at the doorway, then back at the wall plate he had shifted aside. “You’re all in a hurry,” he murmured.

	The hidden hollow had taught him one thing. The visible door had not been the first problem. It might not be the second either.

	Sean returned the plate carefully until it sat almost flush again, then marked a tiny cross beside the seam, small enough that someone rushing would miss it. He didn’t know yet whether he was marking for himself, for a return route, or for the stranger who might stumble into this room later with panic doing his thinking for him. Maybe all three. Maybe none. The Trial didn’t care which reason sounded better.

	He went back into the corridor and crouched by the doorframe. The push plate waited in the center of the second door, smooth and ordinary. The ankle scratches on the left side pointed backward. On the right side, there were two shorter lines angled toward the plate, then a shallow curve beneath them. Not warning marks. Not exactly. More like a crude diagram made by someone with no ink and no patience.

	A fist hammered from the far side of the door. “Open it! Open the bloody door!”

	Sean jerked back despite himself. The push plate didn’t move. No mechanism clicked. The door held steady under the blows, solid and indifferent.

	“I’m not your handle,” Sean said, low enough that the man probably heard only sound.

	He studied the scratches again. Backward mark for search. Two angled marks for frame. Curve beneath the plate. He touched the chalk to stone and copied the pattern on the corridor wall at eye level, then added his own note beneath it. Door isn’t trap. Door is teacher.

	The next blow against the far side came weaker. “Please,” the stranger said, and the word changed the air more than the shouting had.

	Sean’s jaw tightened. He tested the floor seam with the sheath, then the plate edge, then the doorframe. No dust breaks. No hidden line. No bite marks, scorch marks, darts, wires, gas vents, or pressure grooves. The scratches didn’t say danger. They said look first.

	He stood to the side, reached across with the sheath, and pressed the plate.

	Stone clicked once. The door eased inward a finger’s width and stopped, waiting for him to choose how much farther it opened.

	Sean didn’t push the door open with his hand.

	He kept his body against the corridor wall, shoulder flat to stone, and used the sheath to widen the gap one slow inch at a time. The door moved smoothly, too smoothly, but nothing snapped through the opening. No blade. No smoke. No eager hand reached in to grab him.

	A man’s eye appeared in the gap, wide, bloodshot, and furious. “What the hell are you doing? Open it!”

	Sean held the door where it was. “Step back.”

	“Are you serious?”

	“Step back, or I close it.”

	The eye vanished. Feet scraped on stone. Not far enough. Sean waited until he heard another shuffle, then used the sheath again. The door opened another hand’s width. Pale light widened over a narrow passage beyond, then spilled across a man in orange prison trousers and a torn white undershirt, one palm braced against the opposite wall. He was thick through the shoulders, shaved bald, and breathing like he had been running from something he hadn’t seen clearly enough to name.

	Behind him, the passage bent out of sight. Beyond the bend came more voices, echoing over one another, angry and frightened and alive.

	The bald man stared at Sean’s knife. “You got a blade?”

	“Tool,” Sean said.

	“Then use it and move.”

	Sean didn’t move. He checked the threshold first. Chalk dust held along the lower seam on his side. On the stranger’s side, there were smears where shoes had dragged and one dark streak that might have been blood or prison grime rubbed wet by sweat. He marked the inside edge of the door with a second white cross, then wrote First Door under it in cramped letters.

	The bald man gave a harsh laugh. “You’re writing? Man, are you writing right now?”

	Sean glanced at him once. “I’m remembering.”

	“Remember faster.”

	Sean stepped back into the starter chamber long enough to pack properly. Chalk into inventory except the stick in hand. Note stored. Water checked. Knife recalled, sheathed, then held low again. He erased nothing. The hidden seam kept its tiny cross. Start remained beside the first doorway. Door isn’t trap. Door is teacher stayed on the corridor wall because it was true, and because the next scared man might need the sentence more than Sean needed secrecy.

	When he returned, the bald man had edged closer despite being told not to. Sean stopped in the open doorway.

	“Name?” Sean asked.

	The man blinked. “What?”

	“Name.”

	“Darius,” he snapped. “Now move.”

	Sean looked past him, to the bend and the growing noise beyond. “I’m Sean. Don’t crowd me, Darius.”

	Darius’s mouth twisted, but he backed up half a step.

	Sean opened the door all the way on his own terms and crossed the threshold slower than fear wanted. Behind him, the starter chamber waited marked, searched, and no longer pretending to be finished. Ahead, the corridor bent toward other people, other doors, and the first real choice the Trial had bothered to make noisy.

	***

	 


 

	4 — The Room of Three Exits

	The passage beyond the bend widened so abruptly that Sean stopped with Darius’s breath still hot behind his shoulder.

	The chamber was round, wider than any cell block dayroom, with three doors spaced across the far curve. The left door was bright around its frame, not glowing exactly, but cleaner and more inviting than the rest of the stone. The center door looked plain, square, and busy with scuffed floor marks. The right door barely looked like a door at all. Its outline sat in the wall like an afterthought, thin as a scratch, with no plate, no handle, and no friendly sign that it wanted anyone’s attention.

	Other people were already there.

	Six of them stood near the center door. Two wore orange prison trousers. One still had a guard’s dark uniform shirt, though the belt was gone and his face had the strained, offended look of a man waiting for rules to come back. A woman in medical scrubs held one arm tight against her stomach. Another man, heavyset and sweating through a white kitchen shirt, kept looking from door to door as if one of them might explain itself if he stared hard enough.

	Near the bright left door, a young inmate Sean didn’t know slapped his palm against the frame and laughed too loudly. “This one’s obvious. Bright door, clean door, exit door. I’m not standing around for committee bullshit.”

	Darius shoved past Sean by half a step, then checked himself when Sean didn’t move with him. “You hearing this? We need to move.”

	Sean looked down instead.

	Dust, scuffs, heel marks, smears. The center door had traffic. Too much traffic. Shoe prints overlapped until they made a gray fan across the floor. The bright left door had fewer prints but deeper ones, including two long drag lines where someone had either stumbled backward or been pulled. Dark handprints marked the frame at shoulder height. Not fresh enough to drip. Fresh enough to matter.

	The right door had almost nothing. No crowd marks. No eager hands. Only a faint drift of cooler air brushing Sean’s knuckles when he held them low beside the floor.

	The young inmate at the bright door glanced back and sneered. “What, cop’s taking notes now?”

	The word landed. Heads turned. The guard’s eyes sharpened. One of the prisoners near the center door took a slow step sideways, making room for distrust.

	Sean kept his face still and recalled the chalk. “Former,” he said, and marked a small half circle beside the chamber entrance. “And I’m looking at the floor.”

	“Floor ain’t gonna open the door,” the young inmate said.

	“No,” Sean said. “But it tells me who regretted trying.”

	Darius stared at the dark marks on the bright doorframe and swallowed the first thing he’d meant to say. That was good. It meant the blood had finally reached him as evidence instead of decoration.

	The young inmate saw the hesitation and hated it. “That could be from anything,” he said. “Nosebleed. Split knuckle. Somebody bumped the wall and kept going.”

	“Maybe,” Sean said, and crouched far enough from the bright door that he could see the floor without putting his hands near the frame. The deep prints by the threshold weren’t random. The toes faced inward on some, outward on others, but the drag lines crossed them wrong, pulled back through dust that had already been disturbed. Somebody had gone in, or tried to. Somebody else had come out badly, or been dragged out. He touched chalk to stone and marked a short line beside the nearest smear.

	The guard-shirted man stepped closer, his jaw tight. “You shouldn’t be marking anything. We don’t know what that does.”

	Sean glanced at the chalk, then at him. “It makes marks.”

	“You know what I mean.”

	“I know you’re guessing loud,” Sean said, and looked back down before the man could decide whether to turn that into a challenge.

	The woman in scrubs moved toward the center door instead, careful with her injured arm. “There are more prints here. People used this one.”

	“People follow crowds,” Sean said. He crossed to the center door and kept the knife low, turned inward against his thigh. The floor in front of the plain door was scuffed pale from traffic, but there were no deep gouges, no frantic palm smears, no dropped blood. Its push plate was worn at average
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