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Chapter 1: Between the Pipes
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The air inside the arena was electric, a cacophony of cheers and chants echoing off the walls. The rink glowed under the sharp white lights, every edge of the ice etched with the scars of blades. Trent Baylor crouched low in the crease, his gloved hand twitching in time with the erratic drumming of his heart. He felt the tension of the game thick around him, his focus narrowing to the puck as it skated between opposing players like a loaded weapon.

It was the third period. One minute and twelve seconds on the clock. His team, the Silver Bay Hawks, clung to a razor-thin lead, 2-1. The opposing team, the Barrington Wolves, were desperate, their forwards storming down the ice like wolves hunting prey. Every shot they took came closer, the slap of the puck against his pads a jarring rhythm in the chaos.

Trent could hear the coach shouting from the bench, but his words blurred into the crowd’s roar. In this moment, nothing else existed but the game. His reflexes fired before his thoughts could catch up, arms and legs moving as if guided by a force beyond him. He blocked a shot from the left wing, his stick snapping the puck off course. Another came seconds later, a quick slap shot aimed high. He lunged, catching it in his glove with a sharp snap that drew gasps from the stands.

He was in the zone, the goalie’s trance, where time warped and every movement felt inevitable. His teammates trusted him, their defensive line collapsing around the net to buy him precious seconds to reset. He saw the Wolves regrouping at center ice, their captain barking orders as they prepared for one final push.

Trent’s mind split in two as they came. One part stayed in the moment, tracking every pass, every shift in the skaters’ positions. The other drifted, distant, observing the way his body worked. It was as though his movements weren’t entirely his own. He anticipated plays with uncanny precision, knowing where the puck would go before the players seemed to decide.

A whisper of unease stirred in him, but it was quickly drowned by the surge of adrenaline as the Wolves made their play. The puck slid to their center, who powered down the ice with a speed that defied exhaustion. The Hawks defense scrambled to block him, but he deked left, weaving around them with almost supernatural grace.

Trent’s breath froze as the player wound up for a shot, his stick arcing high. Time slowed. He saw the puck leave the blade, saw the blur of black against the white ice. He dove, his body stretching to its limits. The puck slammed into his blocker, ricocheting away to the corner. The arena exploded in cheers.

The clock ticked down. Ten seconds. Five. Three. The buzzer blared, signaling the end of the game. Trent sagged in the crease as his teammates swarmed him, shouting and pounding his helmet in celebration. The Wolves skated off, their heads bowed in defeat.

“Hell of a game, Trent!” one of the defensemen shouted, clapping him on the back.

Trent pulled off his helmet, sweat slicking his hair as he grinned at his teammates. The crowd roared their approval, their cheers washing over him like a wave. For a moment, he let himself bask in the glory of victory.

But beneath the euphoria, the unease lingered. He couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching, something that had been with him in those moments when the puck seemed to move in slow motion, when his body responded before his mind.

He shrugged it off. They’d won. That was all that mattered.

The team filed into the locker room, still buzzing with energy. Trent dropped onto the bench, peeling off his gear and laughing at the banter flying around the room. Plans for a post-game celebration were already forming, and someone handed him his phone to check his messages.

“Let’s hit up Benson’s!” one of the forwards called. “First round’s on me!”

Trent nodded absently, scrolling through his notifications. His hands trembled, though he wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was the adrenaline, or maybe it was just the exhaustion catching up to him.

As they piled out of the arena and into their cars, Trent leaned against the cool glass of the window in the passenger seat. The city lights blurred past, the noise of the game still ringing in his ears. He felt a strange tightness in his chest, as if something inside him was shifting, waiting.

When the crash came, it was sudden and brutal. The truck slammed into them from the side, spinning their car across the intersection. Trent’s head whipped back, stars exploding in his vision. Pain lanced through him, sharp and immediate, before fading into a dull throb.

He was dimly aware of sirens, of shouting, but his mind was elsewhere. There was a silence, a void, where his thoughts had been. And then, faintly, he felt it—the presence. It wasn’t new. It had always been there, a quiet shadow in the corners of his mind. But now it was awake.

The last thing he heard before losing consciousness was its voice, soft and almost gentle.

"You won’t survive this. But I will."
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Chapter 2: The First Fire
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The memory burned, vivid and unrelenting, etched into the entity’s consciousness as its true beginning on this world. Before it, there had been silence. It had drifted for lifetimes uncounted, an intelligence without a home, drawn ever closer to the faint hum of life. When it found this place, it sensed potential—a world ripe with energy, its creatures fragile yet persistent.

The landscape was raw, untouched by time. Shadows stretched long over the plains as the sun sank behind jagged peaks. Smoke curled upward from the distant flicker of a fire. The entity lingered at the edge of the light, unseen, its presence like the barest tremor in the air.

A group of humans gathered around the fire, their movements jerky and uncertain, their voices guttural and crude. They seemed bound together by instinct rather than purpose, their interactions more like those of animals than a society. But one of them stood apart.

The solitary figure crouched at the edge of the firelight, his hands working a stone against a piece of flint. His movements were deliberate, precise, and oddly calm compared to the frenetic energy of the others. There was something about him—a spark of curiosity, a hunger for understanding.

The entity felt drawn to him, as though his thoughts called out across the gulf between them. It pressed closer, unseen, watching the tension in his hands as he struck the flint against the stone. Sparks flew, small bursts of light in the growing darkness.

It moved before it could think, driven by an instinct it did not yet understand. The sensation of entering him was jarring, like plunging into cold water. His body reacted violently, convulsing as the entity poured itself into his mind. He collapsed to the ground, his cries sharp and primal, startling the others into fleeing the firelight.

For a moment, there was chaos. The man’s mind was a storm, a torrent of raw fear and fragmented thoughts, his consciousness bucking against the intrusion. The entity tried to stabilize, struggling to make sense of this strange new form. It felt the weight of flesh, the rhythm of a heartbeat, the sharp sting of breath drawn too fast. It was overwhelming.

Slowly, the storm began to settle. The man’s mind, though still trembling with fear, grew quiet enough for the entity to reach out. It didn’t know how to communicate yet, not in words or even coherent thoughts, but it conveyed something—a steady presence, an assurance that it meant no harm.

The man opened his eyes, his breathing ragged. His gaze shifted to the flint and stone still clutched in his hands. Slowly, he pushed himself upright, his movements shaky but deliberate. He struck the flint again, the sparks dancing in the firelight. This time, the entity saw what he saw: not just survival, but power. Control.

It was a revelation for them both.

The days that followed were a blur of discovery. The entity learned to move within
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