
1.​ABANDONMENT PROTOCOL 
He parked the car four blocks from the hardware store, engine idling, windows down. Keys still 
in the ignition. 

No one would steal it. Not here. 

Not with cameras at every corner and AI judging every gesture. [Does this new dialogue 
structure introduced (in blue) break the rhythm of the chapter? Feels likely.] 

The middle class had vanished a decade ago: priced out, bought out, burned out. 

This was a neighborhood where people looked past you on purpose. Tents flanked the 
shoulders of busy freeways. Broken sedans doubled as housing - one block from towers sealed 
behind glass that only opened for the right fingerprint. Where the air tasted like grease and 
pavement. Where tents flanked freeway shoulders and broken sedans doubled as housing, one 
block from towers sealed behind biometric glass.  

Shelters were booked out months in advance. Cities passed ordinances faster than aid. 

People didn’t make eye contact. Not out of rudeness. Out of exhaustion. 

Nobody made eye contact anymore. Not because they didn’t care. Because there was nothing 
left to say. 

Storefronts gasped  in and out of relevance between payday and relapse. 

Storefronts gasped in and out of relevance. Open on Friday, gone by Monday. Licenses faded 
like paychecks. The bailouts dried up. The landlords stopped pretending to care. 

He didn’t lock the car. Didn’t look back. 

Not carelessness. Not trust. 

Just certainty.​
That nothing behind him mattered anymore. 

 

Inside the store, the air was stale with recycled cold and fluorescent buzz. 

Plastic and blister packs. Tools that would never be used for survival. Things meant to fix drywall 
or install towel rods or service lives pretending to be safe.  he had already left. 

He moved without checking prices. Already knew what he needed. 



Backpack. Hatchet. Tarp. Rope. Knife. Flint striker. Fishing line. Collapsible net. Duct tape. 
Water tabs. Two protein bars. A pot that would blacken with soot before night even noticed.​
Backpack. Hatchet. Tarp. Rope. Knife. Flint striker. Fishing line. Collapsible net. Collapsible 
shovel. Duct tape. Water tabs. Two protein bars. A pot that would blacken with soot before night 
even noticed. 

No hesitation. Just function. 

The cashier didn’t ask why. Didn’t blink at the pile. Just scanned. Tapped keys. 

“Cash or card?” 

He pulled out the wallet.​
Sleek. Broken in. The last artifact of the man who smiled at dinners and calculated happiness in 
decimal form. 

Inside: a platinum card. His license.​
And a photo. 

He stared at it.​
Like it might blink. Like it might plead. 

He didn’t flinch. But the stillness stretched, a moment too long. 

Then he folded the cash, exact change, and paid. 

 

On the way out, he passed the trash bin.​
Paused.​
One last breath. 

Then dropped the wallet in.​
Not a gesture.​
Just gravity.​
He didn’t flinch. 

Outside, the air clung to his skin.​
Yellow sky.​
Humidity like a hand on the back of your neck. 

The slogans hadn’t changed. Just the people who could still believe them. 

A billboard flickered above a pawn shop: WORK. WIN. REPEAT. 

He didn’t flinch. 



He walked. 

East. 

Not into wilderness. The space just before it. Forgotten industrial zones, planned parks that 
never happened. Land priced out of rescue. 

He walked on, under the overpass. Graffiti ran thick like rust. A man slept under a tarp between 
the columns, a sign tied to his wrist with wire: "This is mine. Don’t." 

Turf lines were marked now, not in laws, but in warnings. 

A man in a blanket pile muttered about cigarettes, his cart shielded with road signs. Another’s 
eyes followed. Without blinking. Without asking. 

A man in a blanket pile muttered about cigarettes, his cart shielded with road signs. Another 
watched him without blinking, without asking. 

He nodded once, quietly, and kept walking. 

Even wilderness wasn’t wild anymore. Everything unguarded became claimed by gangs, by 
scavengers, by desperate men who remembered how to hunt people more than animals. 

That’s why he chose a place no one would want.​
Near the places maps forgot. 

Anyone with money to their name retreated to the center. The city pushed its failures to the 
fringe. 

By dusk, he found the stream. 

He set the backpack down slowly. Deliberately. Like placing a body no one would come to claim. 

He took off his shoes. Stepped into the water barefoot. 

For a split second he paused. Not from cold. Something about the way the water moved around 
his ankles felt… familiar. Not a memory. Just a flicker. Like a room he’d never walked through 
but could still draw by hand. 

The cold bit his bones.​
He didn’t wince.​
He closed his eyes.​
And let it claim him. 

 



He worked until twilight.​
No ceremony.​
No rituals.​
Just motion. 

Tarp stretched between two pine trunks. Gear hung dry beneath knots he’d tied in silence back 
in the city. Each knot a small refusal to forget. 

Didn’t eat. Didn’t fish.​
The first night wasn’t for comfort. It was for erasure. 

He lay awake under plastic as the trees whispered and insects wrote code against his skin. 
Every sound was threat. Every flutter, a test. 

But fear was honest. And the city never was. 

On the second day, he fished.​
Not because he was hungry.​
Because the rhythm mattered. 

The stream moved slow, thick with algae and brown light.​
He set a net, crude but sufficient, and waited. 

By midday: one fish. Fat. Unaware.​
He killed it with a rock.​
Cleaned it with his folding knife. 

The blood on his hands reminded him of something older than guilt. 

Built a fire from wood that snapped sharp and dry. A ring of stones. A mouth for heat. 

The meat was bland. But it held. 

 

On the third night, rain came. 

He sat under the tarp, bare ankles in the mud, and listened to the forest drink. 

No shelter in the world ever felt enough. But this one didn’t ask him to perform.​
Didn’t check his balance.​
Didn’t pretend to be safe. 

And for the first time in months, that felt honest. 

He didn’t write anything down. Didn’t need to. The code was already built into every choice: 



●​ Leave nothing behind to be missed. 
●​ Never waste what keeps you alive. 
●​ Never let anyone think you’re more than you are. 

Not laws. Not even beliefs. 

Just structure.​
The simplest way to keep things from unraveling. 

He lay back, listening to rain. 

He’d planned for every need. Tracked every variable. Closed every loop. 

So why did it still feel like he was forgetting something? 

 

2.​FOUNDATION 
The scream came from nothing. Short. High. Gone. 

He sat upright under the tarp, blade already in hand. Not fear. Not instinct. Protocol. The woods 
were silent, unnaturally so. But silence was only ever the absence of known rhythms. He 
listened. Not for what was there, for what was missing. 

Thirty seconds passed. Birds returned. So did the wind. 

Pattern restored. 

He relaxed, but not fully. He never slept deeper than necessity allowed. Two-hour rotations, 
maximum. Enough for function. Never for dreaming. Dreaming was inefficient. 

He lay back down but didn’t close his eyes. Instead, he tracked the brush against tarp fabric, 
noted where the dew collected, and revised the placement of the corner stakes in his mind. By 
morning, they would move four inches southeast. The drainage vector would improve by three 
percent. Marginal, but measurable. 

He didn’t chase comfort. He refined function. 

At first light, he began to build. 

The site had been chosen days before, but it wasn’t locked. Nothing was ever locked until it was 
tested. He reviewed the soil again, finger-length into the clay, dry at the edges, cool in the 
middle. Slight slope. South-facing. Shelter potential: high. 



The stream to the west moved slow and brown, rich in algae but stable. Tested it for boil-time 
efficiency. Logged a three-minute boil per quart. Marked its sediment profile with a char stick on 
a scrap of tarp. No upstream industrial dumps. No fish die-off. Enough life to support netting, not 
enough to attract competitors. 

He recorded runoff angles with stacked pebbles, one per degree shift. The water pooled under 
one particular stump in a way he didn’t like. He flagged it. Twine, colored with soot. A reminder 
to trench it later. 

To the east: decay. Not wilderness, ruin. A collapsed chain-link fence interwoven with ivy. 
Beyond it, rusted track segments that hadn’t been active in decades. The silence of them had a 
weight to it. That was good. It meant isolation with a story. 

He began logging wind shifts on a scale of breath. Not numbers, vectors. North wind: sharp. 
East: empty. West carried pollen. South brought noise. From now on, he’d only cook under north 
wind. Safer drift. 

He didn't move fast. He moved correctly. Each step measured, nothing extra. 

The lean-to came first. Not because he needed shelter, but because its angle would anchor the 
rest. Thirty-eight degrees. Shed water. Caught sun. Tree-to-tree, not pole-fixed. Anchored to 
living trunks that swayed slightly, just enough to self-adjust under stress. 

Then the perimeter. 

Tripwires, low and invisible. Soda can tabs tied to tensioned fishing line. He tuned them like 
strings, each one giving a distinct jangle depending on pull direction. It wasn’t a system of 
alarms. It was a sonar. A language. 

Mirrors followed. Tin shards angled not for reflection, but for refracted movement. He 
memorized each one’s catch arc. At sunrise, they pointed inward. At dusk, they rotated ten 
degrees. The entire camp was calibrated to time. 

The tarp became a water catch. Angled with carved branches. Runoff filtered through fine mesh. 
Dripped into a five-gallon bucket rigged with ash, charcoal, cloth. It wouldn’t win awards for 
purity. But it met the standard. He tested for particulates using a backlight shard. 

Fire pit next. Subsurface. Ringed with cinderblock half-moons taken from a road crew dump 4 
miles out. Buried to mask light. Covered with a busted grill frame scavenged from a creek bed. 
Cooled with water each morning. Hidden under leaves. 

The first test fire burned too low. The pit wasn’t drawing. 

He crouched beside it, eyes tracking the smoke’s spiral as it drifted sideways instead of up. He 
ran a hand along the buried stone lip, too flat. The trench he’d cut wasn’t pitched right. 



Not enough to fail. But enough to matter. 

He dug it again, half an inch deeper at the eastern edge. Re-seated the block. Waited. 

This time, the smoke rose straight. 

Even precision required maintenance. 

He logged the error. Not to remember it, just to be sure it wouldn’t repeat. 

Even precision needed recalibration. 

 

Fire pit next. Subsurface. Ringed with cinderblock half-moons taken from a road crew dump 4 
miles out. Buried to mask light. Covered with a busted grill frame scavenged from a creek bed. 
Cooled with water each morning. Hidden under leaves. 

Every piece: dual use. Tarp = shelter + catch. Stones = insulation + cover. Netting = fish trap + 
alarm trigger. The whole camp worked in loops. 

He dug a root cellar into the embankment behind the lean-to. Found the right dirt by smell, old 
rot, not mold. Shoveled with a plate bound to a chair leg. Walls braced with crate panels and 
lined with insulation foam he’d stripped from abandoned appliances. 

He used moss as gasket. It sealed better than tape. 

By the end of week one, he had shelter, heat, hydration, refrigeration, and a rudimentary 
perimeter. 

He’d spent nothing. He’d wasted nothing. 

He was alone. Not out of fear. 

Out of design. 

 

He saw people sometimes. Usually at a distance, figures trudging along the broken overpass, 
voices carried by bad decisions and desperation. They weren’t threats. They were variables. 

He watched the way they moved. Loud. Slow. No one checked their backtrail. No one stopped 
to listen. They didn’t know how to inhabit terrain. They passed like broadcast signals, obvious, 
patterned, and easy to ignore. 

He didn’t wave. He didn’t hide. 



Once, he found a fire ring just south of the ridge. Still warm. The ashes smelled like grease. 
Burger grease. Someone had lit a fire and cooked fast food trash. That meant at least two 
things: first, they were newly displaced. Second, they had no long-term plan. 

They were not like him. 

He didn’t speak, not because he feared words, but because words were inefficient here. There 
were no reports to file. No minutes to approve. Just tasks. And every task had a measurable 
return. 

Only once did he address another living thing. A crow. 

It had landed on a tension line and set off his western arc. The tabs clattered. 

He looked up and said, “That’s not your wire.” 

The bird screamed. He tossed it a fish eye. 

It came back the next morning. Then again. 

He started calling it Blackwire. 

Not out loud. Just in his log. 

 

He mapped light over the course of a full week, shadow angles, sun breaks, mirror flare zones. 
He marked them with pebbles and returned daily to adjust the arcs. 

This was not a hiding place. 

This was a laboratory. 

By week two, his perimeter was perfect. 

By week three, it evolved. 

He built redundancies. Backup cache. Backup entry path. Emergency droppoint lined with wax 
paper. Distraction snare. Flame-damp blanket that doubled as underlayer. 

The first fish he caught was undersized. He measured it anyway. It meant the stream was 
overfished. Probably scavenger traffic. He altered bait technique. Pulled net lines higher. 
Switched to overnight traps instead of dawn casts. 

By the third successful catch, he could gut and cook a fish in under six minutes without raising 
the fire line. 

That wasn’t survival. 



That was mastery. 

He didn’t miss the city. 

He missed clarity. 

And this, this was clearer than anything he'd ever known. 

He paused at the mirror arc, tracing the angle, frowning as a vague unease flickered through 
him. For a second, he felt he’d forgotten something important; a small, necessary step lost in 
the routine. He shook it off, finished his rounds, and walked the perimeter again. 

He slept in short cycles. Dreamless. Purposeful. Every night, he checked each tripline twice. 
Every morning, he revised mirror angles. Every third day, he added a task. 

One day he built a clamp for dressing wounds. 

He hadn’t needed it yet. 

But it was only a matter of time. 

 

No one else would’ve thought this was peace. 

But they never understood what real peace meant. 

It wasn’t comfort. It wasn’t quiet. 

It was order. 

And finally, he had it. 

He walked the perimeter twice before sleep.​
The lines held. The net was dry. The mirror caught moonlight just right. 

Nothing moved. 

But just before lying down, he spotted a single stone. Small, rounded, placed at the base of a 
tree. 

He hadn’t put it there.​
And it wasn’t there yesterday. 

 

3.​THE EDGE 



He heard them before he saw them. 

A shuffle. Breath. Subtle weight on loose pine needles. 

He froze by the ridge, breath shallow, muscles quiet. Not because he was startled, because he 
was curious. Whatever was approaching hadn’t tripped the lines, which meant they hadn’t 
crossed them. Which meant they knew something. 

That ruled out desperation. It suggested intelligence. Or luck. He didn’t believe in luck. 

The figure appeared twenty yards beyond the second tripline, just where the moss patch 
thinned into dry brush. Small. Seated. Shoulders hunched. Wrapped in torn layers that didn’t 
match. Head down. Arms crossed. 

Young. Too small to be a threat. But he knew better than to define risk by size. 

He moved sideways through the trees, careful not to touch the tension lines. Every step 
calculated to avoid noise. No loose bark. No shifting leaves. He came to rest behind a birch 
trunk split from the storm two weeks ago. From there, he could observe. 

The figure hadn’t moved. Not crying. Not speaking. Just there. 

He watched for three minutes. Then five. No movement. No partner. No signal. 

Not bait. 

Still, he didn’t move forward. He crouched lower. Reset his position. Scoped the perimeter 
beyond. If this was a scout, the partner would come from the south ridge, but there was nothing. 
Not even crows. 

The air held a strange stillness. Not tension. More like pause. 

He hated that. 

Because it meant a variable he couldn’t define yet. 

Still, he waited. 

The figure shifted once. Adjusted their weight. Coughed. 

He tensed. Trained ear to the movement of lungs, rasp, shallow. Not faking. 

He weighed it: 

●​ If they died there, they’d leave a scent trail. 
●​ If he helped them, it invited uncertainty. 
●​ If he chased them off, it might trigger a threat response later. 



Options. None elegant. 

He stood. 

Not dramatically. Not loudly. Just enough to be seen. 

Nothing happened. 

They didn’t startle. Didn’t scream. Just slowly turned their head. 

Eyes. Wide. Tired. No calculation. No scheme. 

He stepped back into the shadows. Reset his footing. Evaluated wind angle. Watched for insect 
return, none yet. That was telling. Even bugs knew when to hold back. 

By nightfall, the figure was gone. 

No tripwire triggered. No alarm clatter. Just absence. 

He approached the spot with caution, knife sheathed but close. No blood. No drag marks. No 
second tracks. Just a flattened patch and a single item: a scarf.  

He picked it up. Cold. Damp. Hand-knit. 

Something about the pattern snagged in his mind. A shadow, not memory. Just a static hum. 
Like walking into a room he didn’t remember building, but knowing where everything went. 

Something about the pattern snagged. Not memory. Just a hum beneath thought. Like walking 
into a room he didn’t remember building, but knowing where everything went. 

It was just a scarf. 

He left it. 

The next morning, he moved the tripline six feet west. Just in case. 

 

By the third month, the camp became something more than functional. It became secure. Not 
just in its construction, but in its philosophy, a fortress not of walls, but of assumptions. Every 
corner calculated. Every tool redundant. Every path mapped in his head like source code. 

When he slept, he knew where to run, where to hide, what to grab first. He thought it meant 
peace. But in truth, it only widened the distance between him and everything else. A comfort 
born of control. 

The first trap was simple: a swing-arm snare. Balanced with a counterweight he engineered 
from bricks lashed inside an old paint can. Trip the wire, and a branch snapped upward, yanking 



the loop around whatever limb it caught. He tested it with a plastic jug full of water. It worked the 
first time. Too well. The jug exploded, flinging water and plastic shards across the clearing. He 
adjusted the tension. Replaced the wire with smoother nylon line stripped from a discarded 
extension cord. Less lethal. Still effective. 

The trap wouldn’t stop anyone. But it told him they were there. 

He called it Sentinel. 

Next came the fallback shelter. Digging was the hard part. He didn’t have a full shovel, just the 
small collapsible one from the shop. Every hour prying at root-tangled clay stole from sleep or 
food. But he worked anyway. Because the idea had sunk into him like a splinter: If they come, 
where do I go? 

It took nine days. He hollowed out a crawlspace under a flat boulder near the stream, reinforcing 
the sides with scavenged bricks and hand-hewn plywood. The entrance was masked with 
leaves and dirt, the hatch disguised as a fallen log. Inside: a tarp floor, two sealed buckets, one 
blanket, a solar lantern, and three jars of dried fish. It could fit one man, curled like a comma. 
Not comfortable. But survivable. And that was the point. 

By mid-month, the camp had transformed into something few would recognize as shelter. From 
the outside, it looked like chaos, trash, leaves, a tangle of branches. But to him, it was pattern. 
Tension lines here. Concealed trip wires there. Firepit covered when not in use, lined with ash to 
hide heat. Mirrors carefully placed to reflect sunlight or signal warning. A dry storage pit dug and 
layered with charcoal, lined with wax paper for moisture protection. The tarp system now caught 
enough water to fill two full jugs a week, more when it rained. 

He recorded everything in his head. A living schematic. 

He hadn’t spoken a word in twelve days. 

And he preferred it that way. 

Until the infection. 

It started with a cut, nothing serious. He was fishing downstream, net in hand, when he stepped 
on something sharp beneath the muck.It pierced the arch of his foot It pierced the arch of his 
foot. Small. Quick. He pulled back, cursed, wrapped it in a strip of his shirt, and limped home. 

He’d bled before. Splinters, scrapes, bruised ribs from a fall on wet rocks. This was nothing new. 

But this time it didn’t heal. By day two, the area around the cut had swelled. Red streaks crept 
up his ankle. He had trouble standing. By nightfall, the fever came. It crawled into his bones like 
fire. 



He tried everything he knew, washed it in boiled water, packed it with pine sap, tried moss,, 
chewed willow bark for the pain. Nothing stopped the swelling. 

He hallucinated that night, sweat-drenched and mumbling to no one. In his mind, the city 
laughed. All his systems. All his logic. Beaten by a cut on the bottom of his foot. 

When dawn came, he couldn’t stand. But he could think. And thinking, his last and most 
dangerous tool, told him the truth. 

You need antibiotics. 

Not a fire. Not a snare. Not a mirror to reflect intruders. You needed something forged by the 
very system you abandoned. 

He remembered a trick. Years ago, when researching for his off-grid plan, he came across a 
prepper blog. Something about fish antibiotics being chemically identical to human-grade. 
Available over the counter. Labeled for guppies. Amoxicillin. Penicillin. Sometimes tetracycline if 
you were lucky. 

He remembered the name of the store. A pet supply warehouse by the beltline. It was twenty 
blocks west, too far to walk in his state. 

So he planned. He disguised himself, dirt-washed jeans, hoodie stained with ash, shoes he 
hadn’t worn in a month. Tucked the bills from his emergency stash deep into his waistband. No 
ID. No phone. He wrapped the infected foot in plastic and tape, then slid a makeshift crutch into 
his armpit and started walking. 

Every step was a knife. 

It took two hours to reach the edge of the commercial zone. He passed other drifters. Most 
didn’t look at him. One woman offered a cigarette with a nod, which he declined without 
speaking. 

At the pet store, the clerk didn’t even blink. He bought two bottles, Fish Mox Forte. 500mg 
amoxicillin. Labeled Not for human consumption. He paid in crumpled bills. Didn’t wait for 
change. 

He made it five blocks before nearly collapsing. He ducked into an alley and dry-swallowed four 
pills, forcing them down with a sip from a rain bottle. 

He needed time. He needed cover. 

The idea came, ugly, simple, efficient. He found a wholesale market, bottled water by the case, 
cheap as possible. He spent the last of his backup cash on three cases and a stolen hotel cart. 
Rolled it to a nearby intersection. Heavy traffic. Hot day. No vendors. Everyone was thirsty, 
everyone impatient, and no one cared who the man with the cart was. 



He sold each bottle for one dollar. Some paid two. Some just handed him a five and rolled up 
the window. 

He wasn’t begging. He was trading. A value for a value. 

By the end of the day, he’d made more than enough. He limped into a dollar store and bought 
antiseptic, gauze, and a half-rotten sandwich. Then he vanished down a side street and took the 
long, slow walk home. 

He reached the camp after midnight. Collapsed beside the firepit, stripped off the wrappings, 
and cleaned the wound properly. The swelling had started to recede. The streaks had faded to 
pink. The fever broke two days later. 

Over the next two days, the swelling had started to recede. The streaks had faded to pink. The 
fever broke. 

He sat by the stream, foot soaking in cold water. He laughed bitterly. Because the trapdoor 
couldn’t protect him from everything. Because in the end, all it took was a stupid, microscopic 
invader to remind him: You’re never untouchable. Not really. 

He didn’t regret going. He’d traded, not begged. That was enough. 

Still, something gnawed at him. Not the pain. Not the limp. 

The interaction. 

The people in the cars hadn’t looked at him like trash. They hadn’t asked where he lived, or why 
he was selling water, or what his credentials were. They hadn’t pitied him or mocked him. 
They’d just... accepted the trade. 

And that made him uneasy. 

Because he’d built this life to disappear. And for the first time, he wondered if the world was 
really as fixed as he thought. 

He shook the thought off. That part of the story was done. 

He boiled a pot of water, dropped in the last fish head, and stirred with his scorched spoon. 
“This is why you planned,” he muttered. “For the variables. For the unknowns.” 

He hobbled to the trapdoor, opened it, and checked the contents one more time. 

Everything was still in place.​
Everything was still under control. 

Except, maybe, the part he built it to protect. 



In the half-light before dawn, he’d dreamed of a voice—soft, high, calling from a room just out of 
sight. He reached for it, but only caught the cold. When he woke, the echo was gone, leaving 
only the ache. 

Just before sleep, he walked the southern line again. No disturbance.​
But one of the mirrors had shifted, just slightly.​
No wind. No reason. 

And still, it faced the wrong direction. 

 

 

He sat by the stream, foot soaking in cold water. He laughed bitterly.  

In the half-light before dawn, he’d dreamed of a voice—soft, high, calling from a room just out of 
sight. He reached for it, but only caught the cold. When he woke, the echo was gone, leaving 
only the ache. 

Because the trapdoor couldn’t protect him from everything. Because in the end, all it took was a 
stupid, microscopic invader to remind him: You’re never untouchable. Not really. 

But he didn’t regret going. He didn’t hate himself for needing something. Because he’d found a 
way to get it without surrendering to the system. He’d traded, not begged. He’d navigated it like 
an engineer crawling through ductwork. 

Unseen. Unwelcome. But efficient. 

That was the thing about ductwork, no one noticed it until it failed. 

And that’s what he’d become: a system you only saw when it stopped working. 

Still, something gnawed at him. Not the pain. Not the limp. 

The interaction. 

The people in the cars hadn’t looked at him like trash. They hadn’t asked where he lived, or why 
he was selling water, or what his credentials were. They hadn’t pitied him or mocked him. 
They’d just... accepted the trade. 

And that made him uneasy. 

Because he’d built this life to disappear. And for the first time, he wondered if the world was 
really as fixed as he thought. 

He shook the thought off. That part of the story was done. 



He boiled a pot of water, dropped in the last fish head, and stirred with his scorched spoon. 
“This is why you planned,” he muttered. “For the variables. For the unknowns.” 

He hobbled to the trapdoor, opened it, and checked the contents one more time. 

Everything was still in place.​
Everything was still under control. 

Except, maybe, the part he built it to protect. 

Just before sleep, he walked the southern line again. No disturbance.​
But one of the mirrors had shifted, just slightly.​
No wind. No reason. 

And still, it faced the wrong direction. 

 

 

 

4.​THE SHADOW THAT ASKED TOO MUCH 
He’d grown careless. Not stupid. Just… relaxed. 

Three months. No incidents. No intrusions. No threats. Enough time for the perimeter to become 
routine. For the traps to blend into the trees. For his checks to become shallow. 

But none of them were invisible. That’s what he thought when he saw the figure again. Not the 
same one from the moss clearing. A new shape. Different posture. Less still. More curious. 
Standing half-shadowed beneath the canopy across the stream. Watching. 

Watching him lift the crate. 

Wrong time of day. Wrong position. He usually moved supplies at dawn or dusk. But something 
in the humidity made him rotate his cache early. Dry things. Mold check. Just another task. And 
now, not alone. 

The figure didn’t flinch. He caught a glint - maybe a blade. Maybe a buckle. Eyes met. A still 
moment. Then the figure took one step forward. Knife in hand. 

“You live out here?” the man asked. Voice calm. Too calm. 

No answer. The crate slid back into place, slow, deliberate. He stood sideways. One hand near 
the shovel. The other low. Open, but aware. 



Another step forward. 

“You’ve got a good setup,” the man continued. “Tarp system looks clean. You’ve got water 
figured out. Probably food too, right?” 

Still nothing. 

“I’ve been walking a long time. Haven’t had anything real in days. Smelled fish earlier. That 
yours?” 

No reply. 

The man glanced at the pack, at the fire ring, at the net strung between trees. 

“I’m not here to rob you. I swear,” he said. “Just figured if someone had more than they needed, 
maybe they’d spare something.” 

A beat. 

“You got more than you need?” 

That was the shift. The question wasn’t hunger. It was a test. 

“If you need something,” he said, “ask without the blade.” 

The man blinked, then looked down like he’d forgotten the knife was there. 

“Ah… right.” He tucked it into his waistband. Didn’t back up. “I’m not a threat,” he said. “I’m just, 
hungry.” 

“You’re armed. Watching. Asking questions about food, water, and access.” A pause. “That’s 
three signals. Any more, and I’ll consider you hostile.” 

The man stood still. 

Then: “Damn. You’re serious.” 

“Yes.” 

Hands raised. Slowly. 

“Alright. I saw the setup from the ridge. I got curious. I followed you down. That’s on me. I get it.” 

He took two steps back. 

“I’ve just… I’ve been out here a while. Most people scream or stab. You looked like someone 
who knew what they were doing.” 



Then, almost too soft to hear: “I thought maybe you’d have something to teach.” 

Not a compliment. A probe. 

He turned. Walked away. Paused. 

“Unless you were going to offer something.” 

No reply. He disappeared into the brush. 

That night, he didn’t sleep. Not fully. 

No fire. No dreams. Just silence broken by leaf rustle and creaking trees. Knife in hand. Trip 
lines rechecked. Mirror adjusted. 

He watched the southern path until dawn. Nothing. 

Two days passed. No return. By the third, he believed it had been a one-time probe. 

Then he saw movement upstream. Not at the camp. At the creek. Same man. Kneeling in the 
mud. Fishing with a branch and a shoelace. Clumsy. Elbows high. No bait. Just failure in 
progress. 

He stood on the rise above the bank. Watched. The man didn’t see him. Too focused on failing. 
Face red. Hands shaking. More desperation than strategy. Not threatening now. Just… pathetic. 

He turned. Took two steps. Stopped. And turned back. 

He approached with deliberate sound. Crunching leaves. The man turned fast. Hands up. No 
knife. 

“You again,” he muttered, embarrassed. “Guess I’m not hard to track.” 

“You’ll never catch anything like that.” 

“No kidding.” 

“You’re casting too high. Fish sit low. Your line’s too thick. Hook’s a keyring. No bait.” 

The man nodded. 

“I know. I was just… trying to do what you did. Figured it couldn’t be that hard.” 

He crouched. Pulled a strip of dried bait from a pouch. 

“Give me your line.” 



The man handed it over, silent. In two minutes, the line was rebuilt. Keyring reshaped. Bait set. 
Tension corrected. The cast was low. Clean. 

“Now,” he said. “Don’t move. Just watch the line. Let the stream work.” 

They crouched together in silence. 

Then: “Thanks,” the man said. 

No reply. Didn’t need one. 

Five minutes later, the line jerked. A fish. Small. Sloppy. But his. 

The man smiled. A real one. 

He stood. “You’ll need to cook it.” 

“I’ve got a lighter and a pan.” 

“Then you’ll figure it out.” A pause. 

“Why’d you help me?” 

He didn’t look back. 

“I’m not sure.” 

And he meant it. 

That night, the fire felt warmer. Not from trust. Not from friendship. But because, for the first 
time, he used what he knew to help someone survive. 

No barter. No agreement. Just value, given without loss. 

And that did something to him. Something small. Something dangerous. 

Later, he lay beneath the tarp and stared through the dark. He turned the stranger’s words over 
in his head: 

“I thought maybe you’d have something to teach.” 

It wasn’t flattery. It was insight. And that unnerved him more than the knife ever had. 

He hadn’t felt like a teacher in years. Not since the boardroom. The whiteboard. The rollout no 
one understood. And even then, they hadn’t learned. They’d applauded. Then forgotten. 

But this stranger hadn’t applauded. He’d listened. 



And now he was fishing. 

He shifted. His hand brushed the handle of the knife at his side. It had stayed there all night. Not 
just precaution. A tether. 

Because the man might return. Because the woods weren’t honest. Because his own calm had 
been an act. 

He sat up. Rechecked the mirror angle. Tightened the trapline by a fraction. Then returned to his 
tarp. 

Still no fire. Still no sleep. 

But at least, for now, the perimeter held. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 



 

5.​ECHOES 
The days had settled into a quiet rhythm. Not peaceful, never that. But predictable. And in the 
wild, predictability was safety. The stream continued its sluggish churn; the canopy broke light 
into fractured shapes across the dirt. The wind whispered through the trees without urgency, 
and the traps remained untouched. 

Each morning, the main character woke before sunrise, checked the perimeter, checked the 
mirrors, checked the sky. He boiled water, reinforced netting, sharpened edges. Then silence 
until dusk. It was a routine of minimal risk and maximum return. And for a time, it had been 
enough. 

But now there was Caleb. 

Still not trusted. Not entirely welcome. Yet not gone. 

He lingered on the edges of the camp, quiet, cautious, trying not to be in the way. He didn’t ask 
for much anymore. Just watched. Listened. Learned by copying. 

And sometimes, when the wind blew just right, talked. 

They were cleaning fish by the stream when Caleb started again. His hands worked slowly, 
clumsily, scraping scales off with the dull side of a piece of scrap metal. 

"I used to hate silence," he said. "Back when I had walls and doors and neighbors upstairs 
stomping around like elephants." 

The main character didn’t look up. He sliced the belly of a fish with three precise movements, 
scooping out the guts into a rusted tin. 

"Every night," Caleb continued, "TV on. Fan running. Podcasts. Always something in my ears." 

The only sound was the trickle of water and the wet slap of fish entrails hitting the tin. 

Caleb chuckled. "Funny how quiet gets louder out here." 

Still no reply. 

"I guess I just needed noise to drown myself out." 

The main character rinsed his hands. Didn’t say a word. 

But he didn’t walk away either. 



Later, they sat near the fire. Not beside it, just near. The main character tended it mechanically, 
feeding in pine and birch, watching the flame flatten as each log collapsed into coals. Caleb sat 
cross-legged across from him, carving a thin stick into something useless. Maybe just motion to 
keep his hands from trembling. 

"I miss the idea of things," Caleb said suddenly. 

The main character glanced up. "What things?" 

Caleb shrugged. "Structure. Routine. Knowing what a day’s supposed to look like. Waking up 
with steps, you know? Make coffee. Drive to work. Talk about weather." 

"Sounds like distraction." 

Caleb nodded. "Yeah. Probably was. But I was good at it. Showing up. Doing what I was told. 
Punching out on time." 

The fire cracked, and a small ember drifted into the air like a lost thought. 

"I thought that made me a good man," Caleb added. "Until it didn’t." 

The main character looked at him, just briefly. 

Caleb shifted, voice lower now. "I used to run cranes. Industrial rigs. City work, mostly. High-lift 
jobs. New construction. Hotels. Hospitals." 

The main character's gaze didn’t leave the fire. 

"I followed protocol to the letter. Every checklist. Every lockout. One day, someone didn’t secure 
a beam right. Wasn’t mine. Wasn’t my team. But I was in the operator’s seat when it went. 
Slipped off mid-lift. Came down on a man named Jarvis." 

He snapped the stick in half without noticing. 

"Killed him on impact." 

Silence. 

"They ran an internal investigation. I got let go a week later. No lawsuit. No hearing. Just... 
'Thanks for your time.' And a black mark on my name no one would touch." 

The main character said nothing. But something in his jaw tightened. 

"Six months of trying to get back in. No one cared. Operator error. That was the label." 

He tossed the broken stick into the fire. 



"That’s when the noise started. Couldn’t stand the quiet. Not after all the things I should’ve said. 
Or should’ve fought." 

He paused. 

"I used to have this old truck," he said, switching gears. "Kept it way past its expiration. Manual 
transmission. Rust in the wheel wells. Heater didn’t work unless you hit the dash twice." 

He smiled faintly. "That truck made sense. You push the clutch, it moved. You didn’t, it didn’t. It 
didn’t give a damn about how you dressed or what degree you had." 

The main character looked into the fire. 

"I think that’s what broke me," Caleb said. "Not the job loss. Not the divorce. Just realizing the 
world doesn’t care how hard you try. It just cares if you’re visible." 

That word struck. 

Visible. 

The main character’s jaw tightened. 

"I had this idea," Caleb said, "that if you did something well, quietly, someone would notice. 
Turns out, doing it loudly matters more than doing it well." 

He laughed again, bitter this time. "Should’ve started a YouTube channel. ‘Homeless Guy 
Reacts to Losing Everything.’ Probably would’ve been a hit." 

The main character stood abruptly and walked to the stream. 

He didn’t want to feel what he was feeling. 

It was too close. 

Too known. 

He crouched by the water and rinsed his hands, though they were already clean. The cold bit at 
his skin, made his joints ache. He welcomed it. Better that than remembering. 

Visible. That was the word. 

That was the whole system. 

He had watched brilliant men and women lose their careers while empty, shallow clowns played 
algorithm roulette on social media for millions of followers. He’d seen engineers who quietly 
solved logistical nightmares passed over for promotions while sales reps who "presented well" 
climbed ladders to nowhere. 



He’d been part of it. 

No, he had enabled it. He’d optimized systems that ran the whole machine. He’d helped build 
the infrastructure for a world that only cared about faces, not functions. He’d written the code 
that ranked people like billboards, clicks, conversions, impressions, reach. 

He was complicit. 

And he had despised himself for it. 

That’s why he left. Not because it failed him. Because it used him, and he helped it. 

He returned to camp without a word. 

Caleb had stopped talking. He poked at the fire. The silence had weight now. Not 
uncomfortable, but full. 

"You ever get tired of pretending?" the main character asked. 

Caleb looked up. "Pretending what?" 

"That the people in charge know what they’re doing." 

Caleb nodded slowly. "Yeah. That’s probably the first thing I stopped pretending." 

The main character sat down. 

He didn’t talk much. Didn’t want to. But the silence asked for something. 

He stared into the flames. 

"I used to believe value would rise." 

Caleb waited. 

"I thought... contribution was enough. Build something important, and it’ll be noticed. Be useful, 
and you’ll be needed." 

He shook his head, almost smiling. 

"It’s not about value. It’s about attention." 

Caleb exhaled. "Yeah. Exactly that." 

"They want a show. Not a tool." 

"Because a show can be shared." 



The main character didn’t reply. 

But Caleb had said something true. 

And that... hurt. 

They didn’t speak again for an hour. Just worked. Just sat. Just existed. 

But something had changed. 

The silence wasn’t as solitary anymore. 

It had... layers. 

The next morning, Caleb was boiling water when he spoke again. 

"You ever have someone look you in the eye and tell you you don’t matter?" 

The main character didn’t answer. But Caleb wasn’t really asking. 

"I applied for a job stocking shelves. Minimum wage. Guy looks at my file, sees the gap. Says, 
‘We’re looking for a more reliable candidate.’" 

He poured the hot water into two cups. Only one had tea. 

"Reliable," Caleb muttered. "After I showed up early for twelve years straight. After I didn’t take 
sick days." 

He offered the plain water. 

The main character took it. 

No thanks. No nod. 

But he accepted it. 

Later, while fishing, the main character watched Caleb crouched beside the stream. 

He wasn’t good at it. Still too loud. Still too impatient. 

But he tried. 

And for some reason, that mattered. 

Because the world they left behind didn’t reward trying. It rewarded framing. 

It didn’t care how well you fished. 



It cared if you looked good doing it. 

Out here, the line either moved or it didn’t. 

That made it real. 

At dusk, Caleb asked if he could move his shelter closer. "Just a little," he said. "Not right next to 
yours. Just... closer." 

The request struck something brittle inside him. An old sadness flickered up. A sense of loss, 
sharp and directionless, as if he’d broken a promise he couldn’t remember making. He said 
nothing. Turned away. 

The main character didn’t answer. But the next morning, Caleb’s tarp was ten paces nearer. 

Ten paces. Not together, not separate. An introduction of variables.  

He didn’t tell him to move it. 

He monitored the perimeter again, recalculating. 

That night, the main character lay awake, staring at the beams of moonlight slicing through the 
treetops. 

And he realized he hadn’t thought about the old life in a while. 

Not the apartment. 

Not the meetings. 

Not the elevator rides filled with buzzwords. 

But now, he couldn’t stop. 

He saw the little acts that drained him. 

The applause for shallow things. 

The silence for meaningful ones. 

He remembered being told a system update was more "engaging" than his research tool 
because it used emoji reactions. 

He remembered the CTO calling a marketing video "more impactful" than the product it 
advertised. 

And worst of all, he remembered believing, for a while, that he could change it. 



He remembered flagging a vulnerability once. Quietly. Just a memo. No urgency, no 
grandstanding, just a precise fix for a gap no one else had noticed. 

It was ignored. 

Two months later, the system was breached. Data lost. Clients outraged. 

The guy who patched it got promoted. 

The guy who’d warned them didn’t get a callback. 

That was the world he’d walked away from. 

Not because it punished failure. 

But because it only rewarded response. 

Everyone sprinted when alarms sounded. 

No one walked when it was quiet, to check the locks, to reinforce the hinges, to build something 
that wouldn’t break just because no one was watching. 

That’s why he built systems now. 

Because in the wild, if something failed, no one came. 

But the next morning, the mirrors were out of alignment. Two snares had been triggered. 

And Caleb didn’t wake where he’d laid his tarp. 

 

 

 

 
 

 



6.​THE UNWELCOME 
He went walking that morning. Not for firewood. Not to check traps. Not for anything useful. 

Just walking. 

For clarity. For silence. For something that didn’t ask him to maintain it. 

He followed the ridge east for nearly an hour, past the birch grove and into the edge of the 
marsh. 

The frogs never stopped talking here. The soil squelched like it had second thoughts about 
being solid. 

It was his favorite stretch. Hostile terrain. No plastic bags. No beer cans. Too uncomfortable for 
loiterers. Too wet for passersby. A place built to be left alone. 

That’s what he told himself. 

By midday, he turned back. No urgency. Caleb was probably cleaning the net again. 

They were quiet together now. Not allies. Not quite strangers. Just two people who shared 
silence like a second language. 

When he reached the camp, something felt... off. 

Not visible. Just present. The rhythm had changed. 

Voices. Too many. Too loud. Not alarmed. Not afraid. Comfortable. 

That was worse. 

He crouched behind brush near the western path. Heart still steady, but his thoughts... not. 

Six. Maybe more. Not shouting. Just occupying. The kind of noise people made when they 
assumed they belonged. 

He saw them. Younger. Loud. Crude. Tired, but not afraid. 

One leaned against the water catch barrels, eating something. 

Two others rummaged through the storage tarp. 

A fourth sat on an overturned crate, carving a stick with a knife that wasn’t his. 

A bright orange backpack, not his, rested against the fire ring like a dog marking territory. 



Still no sign of Caleb. No tracks. No blood. Just absence. 

The kind that hums too loud. 

He stepped forward. Deliberate. Snapped a branch underfoot. 

The laughter paused. A few heads turned. 

One of them, tall, wiry, bandana at the brow, grinned. 

“Hey there, old man. Nice setup you’ve got.” 

Another, shorter, pockmarked, snorted. 

“Seriously. You build this place? Smart. Real smart.” 

He kept his voice flat. 

“This is private.” 

The tall one spread his arms like they were friends. 

“We’re not here to steal. Just passing through. Figured it was empty.” 

“You figured wrong.” 

The short one laughed. 

“Yo, he’s pissed. Look at him. You mad?” 

He didn’t respond. Didn’t move. Just scanned the camp. 

Tarp, slashed. Mirror, kicked over. Storage crate, open. 

Still no reassurance. 

“Leave,” he said. 

Tall one stepped forward. Palms up. Smile still there, but tighter now. 

“Come on, man. Don’t be dramatic. We didn’t take anything. Yet.” 

That word was chosen. 

A woman near the crates spoke. 

“You got clean water? I haven’t had clean water in two days.” 



The short one opened the root cellar lid. 

“Damn. Pantry central. Where’d you get canned beans?” 

His hand twitched. Not toward a weapon. Just toward certainty. 

“Close that,” he said. 

No one moved. 

Bandana boy smirked. 

“Relax. We’re just vibing. Borrowing the aesthetic.” 

A woman giggled and tossed a stick toward him. 

“He’s tense. Relax, Grandpa.” 

“I’m not your friend,” he said. The words came low. Sharp. 

“I built this. I earned it. You’re stepping on my work. Breaking my system.” 

His voice didn’t rise. 

“You don’t belong here.” 

The man at the root cellar stood. A can in his hand. 

“Greedy much? You’ve got enough.” 

Two of them moved. Barely. Positioning. Blocking access to the shelter. 

He stopped walking. 

“I’m going to say this once.” A pause. “If you’re still here in ten minutes, someone gets hurt.” 

They laughed. Loud. Ugly. Tall one bent over, wheezing. 

“You? Gonna fight all of us?” 

Can-holder smirked. 

“You even know how to throw a punch?” 

No reply. Just a shift. Like something had clicked into place. 

And then, without warning, he moved. 



He crossed the space in four steps and hit the tall one in the chin so clean it felt engineered. A 
wet crack. A drop. Immediate. 

The second one lunged. 

He scooped dirt with his left hand, fast, and threw it into the man’s eyes. Pivoted. Shoved him 
into a tree. Skull. Bark. Collapse. 

Screams. Footsteps. Someone dropped the can. A clang. A scramble. 

He turned. Breath sharp. Face calm. 

Expression: gone. 

A woman pulled a knife. Small. Jagged. Dirty edge. 

He didn’t flinch. 

“You come forward,” he said, “I don’t stop at dirt.” 

The woman paused. Then backed up. Spat. 

“Psycho.” 

But she left. They all did. Stumbling. Limping. Silent. 

He stood in the middle of the wreckage. Didn’t shake. Didn’t cry. Just stood. Alone again. 

Ten minutes later, Caleb returned. Carrying two fish. 

He stopped. Took in the slashed tarp. The blood in the moss. The tilted mirror. 

“Jesus,” he said. “You good?” 

He didn’t answer. He wasn’t sure what answer wouldn’t make it worse. 

Caleb looked around again, slower. 

“We’re gonna need new traps.” 

He nodded once. 

“Yeah.” 

That was all. That was enough. 



He spent an hour resetting the tripwires along the western edge. When he reached the third 
line, he froze—unable to recall if he’d already checked it, or only meant to. He retied it anyway, 
fingers working by rote, uneasy at the blank spot in his memory. 

But when he sat by the fire that night, hands still raw from bark and stone, there was a moment. 

Brief. Silent. Uninvited. 

And in that moment, he almost admitted it: 

It felt good. 

Then he buried the thought. Like everything else. Like always. 

 

 

 

 

 

7.​CONSEQUENCES 
The bruises on his hand had started to yellow. Healing, technically. But it didn’t feel like 
recovery. 

The ache pulsed when he gripped anything. Dull and deep. Like something chosen, not inflicted. 

Every time he opened or closed his fist, it reminded him: You did that. You didn’t hesitate. 

He hadn’t told Caleb everything. Didn’t need to. 

The broken mirror spoke for him. So did the silence. So did the blood. 

Caleb didn’t ask. He just moved slower around him. Watched longer. Said less. 

They worked side by side that morning, rebuilding the tripline on the southern approach. One of 
the cans had gone missing. It didn’t matter. What mattered was the tension. The signal. The 
delay. 

The tripline clattered softly as he retied it. Caleb adjusted a snare knot. Fumbled it. Tried again. 

Eventually, he said: “You get a good hit in?” 



The main character didn’t look over. “Yes.” 

“You okay?” 

“No.” 

Caleb nodded like that was fair. 

That evening, they didn’t light the fire. Too risky. They sat in the dark. Backs against trees. 
Knives nearby. 

No one said what they were thinking. There weren’t words for it anyway. 

“They were gonna push until something broke,” Caleb said. 

“Something did.” 

“Yeah.” 

He pulled his knees up, stared into the dark. “That one guy. The second one. What happened?” 

“He hit the tree.” 

“Hard?” 

“Hard enough.” 

Caleb winced at that. Then nodded again. 

“I thought I’d feel worse,” the main character said. 

“About hurting them?” 

“About not hesitating.” 

Caleb looked over. “Yeah?” 

“I just moved.” 

“That’s not a bad thing.” 

The main character didn’t nod. “It should be.” 

 

The next morning, the tripline snapped. 

Not wind. The cans fell. Metal scraped bark. Birds scattered. 



They were up in seconds. The main character grabbed the hatchet. Caleb reached for the pipe 
he kept behind the rain barrel. They moved fast. Low. Silent. 

“Don’t shoot! Please!” 

A voice. Not loud. But scared. 

“I’m not here to fight!” 

They froze. Pushed forward through the brush. And saw him. 

One of them. The youngest. Face bruised. Lip split. Hands up. He looked like he hadn’t slept. 
Like someone had turned on him. 

He stepped forward, shaking. “I don’t want to stay. I just, just need water. Something to wrap 
this.” 

He held up his hand. Split. Swollen. Red. 

Caleb looked at the main character. Waited. Didn’t speak. 

The main character didn’t move. Just studied the kid. Watched his shoulders. His weight. 
Nothing twitching. Nothing fake. Just collapse, wearing skin. 

“Let me give him something,” Caleb said quietly. 

“Stay in my line of sight.” 

“Always do.” 

Caleb stepped forward. Dropped a cloth. Half a strip of jerky. A bottle, half full. Didn’t touch him. 
Didn’t ask his name. 

The boy took it all with both hands. Didn’t thank them. But he didn’t run either. 

“Why’d you come back?” the main character asked. 

“I crossed your lines. You could’ve hurt me. You didn’t. Figured you weren’t out to break 
people—just keep your space.” 

Then he turned. And walked away. 

 

That night, the fire stayed out. Caleb sat near the catchment with his arms wrapped around his 
knees. The main character sat near the edge of the camp, watching shadows. 

“You did the right thing,” Caleb said softly. 



The main character didn’t look at him. Didn’t answer. 

“I mean it.” 

Still nothing. 

“You helped him.” 

“He shouldn’t have come back.” 

“Probably not.” 

“He didn’t earn it.” 

“No one does.” 

Caleb picked at a leaf. “But sometimes you help anyway. Because it’s not about them.” 

The main character didn’t respond. Didn’t nod. 

Later, after the perimeter sweep, Caleb said one more thing: 

“You didn’t move because it felt good.” 

“I know.” 

“You moved because a line got crossed.” 

“I know.” 

Caleb looked over. “So why do you look like you’re waiting to be punished?” 

The main character stared at the dark. Didn’t blink. Didn’t speak. 

But his hands were already flexing. Already scanning for the next point of failure. 

 

 

 

8.​FORTIFY 
The wind had shifted. 



It wasn’t the kind of thing you noticed immediately. Not like rain or birdsong or temperature. It 
was more subtle. A different kind of silence. Less natural. Edged. 

The main character felt it in his spine before he recognized it anywhere else. 

The forest wasn’t quieter. It was watching. 

He’d always trusted the trees to keep his secrets, his tools, his routines, the rhythm of his days. 
But now, after the strangers had stomped through his camp, laughed in his face, pulled blades 
and touched his food, something fundamental had changed. 

The forest no longer felt like a buffer. 

It felt like a wall he hadn’t built high enough. 

 

He started with the mirrors. 

The old network was functional, good for spotting movement if the sun hit just right, but it wasn’t 
precise. He replaced the warped tin foil and broken glass shards with angled plates of salvaged 
metal, polished by hand with sand and sweat. He spent three hours repositioning them, rotating 
them centimeter by centimeter until he had sightlines from the ridge to the water’s edge. 

Caleb watched him for a while. Didn't speak. 

Finally, as the main character wedged a reflective panel between two branches, Caleb asked, 
“You expect them to come back?” 

“I expect worse.” 

“What’s worse?” 

“People who don’t laugh.” 

That silenced him. 

 

Next came the alarms. 

The original setup had been basic: tripwires and cans. Noise-makers. Enough to wake a 
sleeping man and scatter a curious animal. 

Not anymore. 

He began constructing what he called “delay traps”, sets of obstacles meant to slow entry, trip 
legs, or cause confusion. He weaved cord into knee-height tangles between tree roots, angled 



in irregular patterns to mimic natural debris. He planted planks with dull nails just beneath the 
topsoil, not deep enough to do real damage, but enough to earn a limp. 

Caleb stepped around one, brows raised. 

“You’re not just trying to keep people out,” he said. “You’re trying to make sure they regret 
coming in.” 

The main character didn’t answer. 

Because it was true. 

 

Caleb grew cautious around him over the next few days. 

Still helpful, still nearby, but more careful. He asked before stepping too close to the work zones. 
He started wearing the camp knife more openly, not as a threat, but a signal: I know the rules 
now. 

At night, they spoke little. 

But when they did, it sounded like strategy meetings. 

“Do you think a pack would travel at night?” Caleb asked one evening, while the main character 
adjusted wire tension on a snare rigged to a swinging branch. 

“No. They’re not coordinated. Opportunists. No discipline.” 

“What if they change tactics?” 

The main character didn’t hesitate. “Then we escalate.” 

Caleb paused. “To what?” 

“To whatever it takes.” 

 

By day five, the camp had changed. 

No longer a shelter carved into the woods. 

Now it resembled a fortified node in a hostile world. 

Tarp reinforcements covered the central fire area. Logs had been repurposed into low 
barricades, carved with notches and spikes to discourage leaning or vaulting. Paths were 
narrowed, funneled, chokepointed. 



It was brilliant. Efficient. Secure. 

And dead silent. 

Caleb broke that silence over morning tea. 

“You’ve stopped sleeping.” 

The main character sipped. 

“I see your shadow on the ridge at midnight.” 

Still, he didn’t reply. 

“I get it,” Caleb continued. “I do. What happened shook both of us.” 

“Then why aren’t you building?” 

“I am. Just not walls.” 

That earned him a glance. 

“You’re making yourself harder to reach,” Caleb said. “Not just them. Me too.” 

“Good.” 

“I don’t want to be a threat.” 

“You aren’t.” 

“Then why do I feel like one?” 

 

The main character stood and walked away. 

He spent the next hour felling a dead pine to repurpose into a stake barrier along the west flank. 
As he hacked away with his hand axe, sweat blurring his vision, all he could think about was 
entry angles, cover radius, retreat paths. 

He didn’t feel safer. 

He just felt ready. 

And that, he told himself, was better. 

 



That night, he sat awake, near the ridge. 

The new mirror line gave him clear sight over the old trail. Nothing moved. Not a bird. Not a fox. 

And still, he stared. 

At some point, he heard Caleb’s voice behind him. 

“You know, I think they were just trying to see how far they could push you.” 

The main character didn’t turn. 

“That’s the difference between people like them and people like you,” Caleb said. 

The main character spoke without looking. “What difference is that?” 

“You wait until pushed.” 

He didn’t respond. 

 

In the morning, he found Caleb reinforcing his tarp. 

Not with spikes or wire. 

With a carving. 

A symbol, something geometric and strange. Three concentric circles, linked by sharp angles. It 
had no obvious meaning, but it looked deliberate. 

The main character raised an eyebrow. 

“It’s not a warning,” Caleb said. 

“Then what is it?” 

“A sigil. Protection, maybe. Or something to remind me this place is different.” 

“Different from what?” 

“Everywhere else.” 

The main character didn’t like it. 

He didn’t like seeing his camp marked. 

But he didn’t remove it either. 



 

That afternoon, they found the first footprint. 

Just one. 

On the far side of the marsh, days old, barely pressed into the clay. Could’ve been from 
anything. Could’ve been a drifter passing through. Could’ve been a ghost. 

But the main character spent the rest of the day tightening traps anyway. 

Caleb offered to set up a scouting post at the old deadfall. 

“Let me keep watch for a night or two,” he said. “If someone’s circling, better we spot them first.” 

“No,” the main character said. “You’re not ready.” 

“I can handle myself.” 

“Not if it’s someone with real intent.” 

“You think I’m soft?” 

“I think you’re not prepared.” 

“That’s what this is about, then?” Caleb snapped. “You prepping for war and leaving me 
behind?” 

“I’m prepping for reality.” 

“And what am I? The human weak point in your perimeter?” 

The main character said nothing. 

Caleb shook his head. “You keep tightening everything. Traps, wire, barriers, your damn 
thoughts. But what happens when you forget how to open it all back up?” 

The main character didn’t answer. His jaw clenched. Eyes on the snare line. 

“At what cost?” 

 

They didn’t speak the rest of the day. 

By sunset, the air felt brittle. 

They both knew something had cracked, but neither wanted to admit it. 



The main character finished the log barrier on the north edge. Made a checklist in his head: 
sharpen spikes, reinforce net ties, add signal flags. 

He felt more secure. 

More distant. 

Less human. 

 

That night, he dreamt of doors. 

Endless doors, in a hallway too narrow to turn around. 

Each one opened to another room, identical to the last, mirrors and wire and more doors. 

He kept opening. 

Kept stepping through. 

And never found a way back out. 

 
 
 

9.​THE OUTSIDE 
He saw them before they saw him. 

It was the color, mostly.​
 The bright synthetic blue of the woman’s jacket, gleaming like wet plastic in the dappled 
sunlight.​
 Yellow trim catching light through the trees like a signal flare. 

Tourist colors.​
 Synthetic. Clean.​
 Manufactured to resist the world instead of belonging to it. 

He dropped into a low crouch behind a slick birch trunk.​
 Forty yards downhill, a man and a woman moved through the brush with a kind of casualness 
that didn’t belong this deep.​
 Not in the perimeter.​
 Not this close. 



The woman walked ahead, phone raised in front of her face, scanning, but not watching.​
 Recording. 

The man lagged behind, eyes on the trail like someone used to switchbacks and trail maps.​
 Not snare lines. 

They weren’t scavengers.​
 They weren’t survivors. 

They were sightseers. 

The main character narrowed his eyes.​
 They moved too loud. Too upright.​
 Stepped straight through twigs and cover like they didn’t know they were announcing 
themselves.​
 Her pack was symmetrical, with a mesh water bottle holster.​
 Logo visible. Expensive. 

They didn’t belong. 

He stayed there, memorizing their rhythm.​
 Too clean. Too confident. Too loud. 

They were heading straight toward the mirror arc.​
 Toward the tripline. 

He moved sideways through the undergrowth.​
 Quiet as dust settling.​
 He could intercept them before they crossed. 

But he didn’t.​
 Not yet. 

He wanted to see if they noticed. 

They didn’t. 

The woman stepped forward.​
 The wire snapped.​
 A metallic tumble broke through the brush. 

She jumped back. Laughed. 

“Oh my god. That was real! Did you get that?” 

The man caught her elbow.​
 “Damn,” he muttered. “That’s, like... actually real.” 



She turned, still filming.​
 “Is this the place? Like the place?” 

The main character stepped out of the trees. 

Deliberate.​
 No rush. 

The man saw him first.​
 Smile faltered. 

The woman lowered her phone, slightly. 

“Hey,” the man said. “We didn’t mean to intrude or anything.” 

No reply. 

The woman crossed her arms.​
 “We’re not hurting anything. It’s public land.” 

The man added, “You don’t own the woods.” 

He didn’t answer.​
 Just stared. 

Red light blinked from the woman’s phone. 

“You’re recording.” 

She hesitated.​
 “It’s not your face. Just... the setup. The vibe.” 

“Delete it.” 

She blinked.​
 “Why? It’s not like, ” 

He stepped forward.​
 Slow.​
 One hand moved to his belt. 

The knife was visible now.​
 Not raised.​
 Not offered.​
 Just present. 



The woman took a step back.​
 “Okay, what the hell? You can’t just, ”​
 Her voice cracked.​
 “We’re not doing anything wrong.” 

The man raised his hands.​
 “Dude. Chill. We were just curious.” 

The knife didn’t move.​
 Neither did he. 

“Delete it,” he said again. 

She tapped.​
 Deleted.​
 Opened the trash folder.​
 Deleted again. 

He watched her hands.​
 Her eyes.​
 The way she breathed when the power shifted. 

The man forced a smile.​
 “We’ll go. Okay? We didn’t mean anything by it.” 

They turned.​
 Started back up the trail. 

That should’ve been it. 

But then the man looked over his shoulder.​
 Grinned. 

“You’ve really built a fortress against ghosts.” 

The words landed like a blade pressed flat against skin. 

Not deep.​
 But enough to feel. 

He didn’t respond.​
 Didn’t move. 

Just watched them go.​
 Listened to every misplaced step.​
 Every crack of bark.​
 Every echo. 



Only when the sounds faded did he breathe. 

And when he did, it came all at once. 

Not relief.​
 Not fear. 

Shame. 

His stomach turned.​
 Hands cold.​
 Face flushed. 

Not embarrassment.​
 Something older.​
 More primal. 

 

He walked back to the stream without checking the lines.​
 Didn’t reset the trap.​
 Didn’t rehang the mirror. 

He just sat. 

The stream moved slow.​
 Unbothered. 

He wasn’t. 

They hadn’t taken anything.​
 They hadn’t mocked him. 

And still, ​
 They had seen him. 

Not as he was.​
 But as they wanted him to be. 

A curiosity.​
 A myth.​
 A metaphor. 

He rubbed his hands together.​
 Again.​
 Still cold. 



The red light kept flashing in his mind. 

Recording.​
 Framing.​
 Naming. 

 

He returned to camp past sundown.​
 Didn’t light the fire.​
 Didn’t boil water. 

He sat near the catchment.​
 Still. 

Caleb eventually found him.​
 “Something happen?” 

He didn’t lie.​
 Didn’t explain. 

Just paused.​
 Then said, 

“I saw a deer earlier.​
 Got close enough to scare it.” 

Caleb nodded.​
 Didn’t believe him.​
 Didn’t press. 

 

That night, he lay beneath the tarp.​
 Eyes open.​
 The trees too still.​
 The quiet too complete. 

For the first time, the camp didn’t feel protected. 

It felt exposed. 

He imagined the video.​
 Stripped of context.​
 The tarp lines. The mirrors. The buried catch. 



Strange.​
 Beautiful.​
 Ridiculous. 

They didn’t find a man.​
 They found a performance. 

 

He turned onto his side.​
 Stared at the dark. 

And heard it again.​
 The man’s voice, light and easy: 

“You’re not that far from the city.” 

He remembered the way the man said it.​
 Like a comfort.​
 Like a joke. 

And then his own reply: 

“You are.” 

 

He closed his eyes.​
Tried to feel the distance. 

It didn’t help. 

What if the fortress wasn’t hiding me... but showing me? 

 

 
 
 

10.​SHADOWS OF SELF 
The trapdoor hadn’t been opened in weeks. 



He kept it sealed, covered with loose dirt and debris, outlined with dead branches in a pattern 
only he would recognize. It wasn’t meant to be lived in, just survived in. Just a fallback. A last 
ditch. But that morning, before sunrise, he opened it. 

Just to sit inside it. 

Just to be underground for a little while. 

The smell was exactly as he remembered, earth and plastic and faint mildew. The walls were 
tight, the floor damp. The overhead crossbeam groaned when he moved. It wasn’t safe, not 
really. But it was hidden. Enclosed. Still. 

He sat there for hours, knees drawn to his chest, hand throbbing lightly from where he’d split it 
again carrying firewood the day before. 

His camp was secure. His perimeter untouched. 

But his thoughts were leaking. 

 

After the hikers, he hadn’t slept well. 

He kept dreaming of buildings again. 

Hallways, mostly. Fluorescent-lit tunnels lined with cubicles and glass walls, the hum of distant 
projectors and the soft whirr of people pretending to matter. He’d wake with clenched fists and 
the taste of recycled air in his throat, disoriented by the forest canopy overhead. 

He hadn’t had those dreams since the first month. 

Now they returned nightly. 

A subtle signal: something inside him was realigning. Not returning, but shifting. 

Caleb had noticed, of course. The kid always noticed. He had that irritating empathy, the kind 
that didn’t say anything but hovered like smoke. 

“You’ve been up before the birds,” Caleb said one morning. 

“I like the quiet,” the main character replied. 

“Used to sleep through sunrise.” 

“Now I don’t.” 

That was the end of it. 



But Caleb didn’t stop watching. 

 

He tried to fix it by returning to structure. 

That had always worked before, when things spun out, you tighten the system. If a program 
glitched, you sandboxed the environment. If a signal degraded, you fortified the path. Noise, 
error, entropy, they all came down to inputs. 

He needed cleaner inputs. 

He inventoried the food cache, twice. 

Tested every trap line. 

Replaced tension cords that didn’t need replacing. 

Cut and planed new firewood logs to exacting lengths. 

He even began sketching a pulley-based hoist system to store dry goods in the trees, 
something he’d thought about months ago but dismissed as inefficient. Now it felt like control. 

Caleb came upon him in the clearing one afternoon, hunched over a piece of scavenged 
cardboard, drawing equations in charcoal. 

“You working on something?” 

“Yes.” 

“What is it?” 

“Storage pulley.” 

Caleb nodded. “You already have a root cellar.” 

“This won’t mold.” 

A pause. “You don’t need it.” 

“I know.” 

Caleb sat on a nearby stump. Waited. 

The main character kept sketching, slower now. 

After a minute, Caleb said, “Is this about them?” 



The main character stopped moving. 

“The hikers,” Caleb said. “Is that what this is?” 

He looked up. 

“They saw us. They walked into something sacred and laughed. And I can’t stop thinking about 
it.” 

Caleb exhaled. “They didn’t laugh at you.” 

“No. They laughed at the idea of me. Of someone like me.” 

“Because they didn’t understand it.” 

“Exactly.” 

“Then what does it matter?” 

He stood suddenly, tossing the cardboard aside. 

“Because if it doesn’t matter, then what am I doing out here?” 

 

They didn’t speak again until nightfall. 

The fire crackled, low and modest, shielded from all angles. The stars blinked overhead like 
indifferent gods. 

The main character sat cross-legged, carving the edge of a stick he didn’t need. Caleb crouched 
across from him, cooking fish over an improvised spit. 

“You never talk about before,” Caleb said softly. 

“Because it doesn’t matter.” 

“I think it does.” 

He didn’t respond. 

“I think you came out here to prove something. Not just to the world. To yourself.” 

“That’s nonsense.” 

“Is it?” 

The fire cracked. 



Caleb shifted the fish, flipped it gently. 

“I’ve seen men who ran from things. They don’t build. They scavenge. They coast. You don’t. 
You plan. You engineer. That’s not running. That’s, ” 

“Replacing.” 

Caleb blinked. “Replacing what?” 

The main character’s face twitched. 

“Replacing the idea that I could matter.” 

The words slipped out too easily, and he hated them the second they hit air. 

 

Caleb didn’t react right away. 

Then he said, “You do matter.” 

“I don’t need affirmation.” 

“It’s not affirmation. It’s fact. You’ve created something that saved my life.” 

“That was never the point.” 

“Maybe not for you.” 

Another long silence. 

Then the main character looked up, sharply. 

“I used to think that everything I did would contribute to some greater good. That every line of 
code, every diagram, every long night at a monitor was another brick in the structure of 
progress.” 

His voice stayed even, but his hands tightened around the stick. 

“But then I realized progress doesn’t care who built it. It rewards the visible. The loud. The 
charming. Not the useful.” 

Caleb sat very still. 

“I gave it my best years,” the main character continued. “And I watched people cheat, fake, 
manipulate their way ahead of me. I smiled through meetings where no one understood what I’d 
built but nodded anyway. I watched someone repackage my work, pitch it with prettier colors, 
and get promoted for it.” 



His face was still now. Like granite. 

“So I left.” 

“And you thought this would be clean,” Caleb said gently. “But it’s not.” 

“No. It’s not.” 

“You thought isolation would purify something in you.” 

He didn’t answer. 

“Do you think it has?” 

The main character stared into the fire. 

“I don’t know.” 

The fire burned down to coals, a faint orange pulse against the dark. 

Caleb said nothing for a while. He rotated the spit, checked the edge of the fish, then pulled it 
free and laid it carefully on a flat stone to cool. He didn’t offer any to the main character. Not out 
of spite, but respect. Some moments didn’t ask for gestures. 

They asked for silence. 

The main character was still staring at the fire when he spoke again. 

“I thought I would become someone else out here.” 

“Have you?” Caleb asked. 

“I’m not sure I even know who I was before.” 

Caleb chewed slowly. Swallowed. “What do you mean?” 

“I think I used to believe I was… a good man. Not kind, not soft. But useful. I thought being 
useful mattered. I thought building something that advanced the collective made you important.” 

He shook his head, not in anger but in disbelief. “But it doesn’t. No one remembers who 
engineered the plumbing. Just who marketed the bottled water.” 

“That sounds like bitterness.” 

“It is bitterness. Earned bitterness.” 

Caleb leaned forward slightly. “What you built here? It’s not bitterness. It’s purpose. It has 
structure, safety, clarity.” 



The main character looked up at him, and for once, the mask cracked. 

“Then why do I feel more lost now than I ever did in the city?” 

Caleb met his eyes without blinking. “Because clarity isn’t the same as connection.” 

The words hit harder than expected. He sat back, away from the fire, letting the dark crowd in. 

Caleb let the moment settle. Let the idea take root. 

Then: “You know what I think?” 

The main character didn’t respond. 

“I think the first few weeks you were out here, it was about purification. Burn the world off your 
skin. Detangle your name from everything they turned it into.” 

Still no answer. 

“But now it’s about insulation. You’re not here to live anymore. You’re here to not be found.” 

“I’m here to be left alone.” 

“Same thing,” Caleb said. “At first. But not now.” 

The main character turned toward him, slow and deliberate. 

“Do you think I’m insane?” 

Caleb’s face didn’t change. 

“I think you’re wounded. Same as the rest of us. Just better at hiding it.” 

He pointed toward the trees. “Those two that came through? They were looking for something 
wild. Something strange to tell stories about. They found a man with a perimeter and precision 
and a place that actually works.” 

“They didn’t find a man. They found a relic.” 

Caleb shook his head. “They found someone who scared them, because you built a life without 
them. That’s not crazy. That’s rare.” 

The main character stood, paced away, hands flexing as if ready to fight the air. 

“You talk like you understand me,” he said, voice low. “But you don’t. You were never in the 
system. Never tied to it. You didn’t wake up every day knowing your work would be devoured 
and your name forgotten.” 



“No,” Caleb said, “I woke up in a warehouse with my paycheck stolen and my leg broken by a 
foreman who liked cheap labor and silence. We’re not the same, but we’re neighbors in the 
same pit.” 

That stopped him. 

The wind stirred through the leaves. A night bird called. Some distant thing shifted, an animal or 
a memory. 

Caleb spoke again, softer now. “You think I don’t understand losing yourself in the act of 
surviving? I do. But you’re not just surviving anymore. You’re replicating the thing you left. 
You’ve got walls, rules, procedures. Even punishments.” 

“I have standards.” 

“Same thing if no one else gets a say.” 

That hung there. Longer than it should have. 

 

Eventually, the main character sat back down. 

He picked up a stick and turned it in his hands. No knife. No weapon. Just a gesture. Something 
to hold that wasn’t himself. 

“You don’t understand what it was like,” he said, finally. “Believing, for years, that if I worked 
hard enough, someone would notice. That I could add real value. Not noise. Not narrative. Just 
solutions.” 

Caleb didn’t interrupt. 

“They noticed the clowns. The ones who posed. The ones who grinned while regurgitating what 
smarter people had built. I watched them climb ladders I wasn’t allowed to touch.” 

He turned the stick, stared at it like it was evidence of some deeper betrayal. 

“I felt like a ghost in a city full of spotlights.” 

Caleb stirred the fire. “You still do.” 

“Yes.” 

“But you’re not.” 

“Why?” 

Caleb shrugged. “Because I see you.” 



The main character laughed bitterly. “You think seeing someone makes them real?” 

“No,” Caleb said. “But it means they don’t have to prove they are.” 

 

Later that night, they sat under the stars. 

No fire now. Just the cool dark pressing in, wrapping around them like quiet. 

Caleb lay back on the moss, staring upward. 

“You ever think about what you would’ve done if you stayed?” he asked. 

“Died slowly.” 

“Not from violence.” 

“No,” the main character said. “From erosion.” 

“Think this is better?” 

“It’s something.” 

They were quiet again. 

Then Caleb asked, “You want people here?” 

“What kind of people?” 

“The right kind.” 

The main character thought for a long time. 

“I don’t know.” 

Caleb sat up. “Because it seems like you’re building something bigger than one man.” 

“That’s not the plan.” 

“It never is,” Caleb said. “But it happens anyway.” 

He stood, stretched. 

“Get some sleep,” he said, walking toward his shelter. “Tomorrow, you can show me how that 
pulley system works.” 

The main character didn’t reply. 



But for the first time in days, he didn’t feel like throwing the diagram in the fire. 

 

He lay awake for a while, staring at the underside of the tarp, counting the spaces between the 
knots in the cord. 

He wasn’t sure who he was becoming. 

He wasn’t sure who he was anymore. 

But for now, that was enough. 

The air smelled like pine and ash. 

And no one was watching him. 

 
 
 

11.​ THE QUIET ARRIVAL 
 

 

The creek was too loud. 

That’s what he noticed first. 

Usually, the flow whispered gently, slipping between rocks and fallen logs like it had nowhere 
urgent to be. But today it seemed agitated, the kind of sound that masked others. And in a place 
built on silence and signal, that mattered. 

The main character crouched by the water’s edge, holding still long enough for the insects to 
stop noticing him. He didn’t move, didn’t blink. He let the canopy cast dappled shadows across 
his face while he listened for patterns out of place. 

Then, there it was. 

Not one person. 

Two. 

One set of footsteps, precise, steady, moving with awareness. Then a second pair. Less 
cautious. More plodding. Too far behind to be a pair. Too close to be coincidence. 



He scanned the trees, shifting his weight to his back foot, and moved parallel to the sound. 
Slow. Methodical. Every footstep chosen. It wasn’t long before he spotted her. 

 

The woman moved like someone who didn’t expect to be watched but couldn’t afford to be 
surprised. 

Tall, wiry, worn. Her jacket was canvas, sun-faded but sturdy, cinched at the middle and patched 
at the shoulder. Her pack hugged her spine, the straps taped where the seams had blown out. 
Duct tape on the left boot. Knife at her hip, functional, not flashy. Her shoulders were up, but not 
tense. Not yet. 

She moved with purpose, threading through the brush on a narrow trail. Her head turned every 
few minutes, not scanning, but checking. Habit. Her steps were smart, no broken twigs, no 
snapped branches. She walked like she knew her weight. 

But she didn’t look behind her enough. 

The second man followed at a distance. Not enough to raise alarm, but just close enough that it 
should’ve. He was sloppier, dragged his feet through dead leaves, overcorrected his balance. 
He moved like someone who knew how to follow but never had to try very hard. 

His coat flapped open when he stepped over a log. That’s when the main character saw the 
holster. 

Worn. Leather. Right hip. Civilian draw, but practiced. Not concealed. Not boastful. 

This wasn’t just a tag-along creep. 

This was someone willing to use force if things went sideways. 

 

The main character sank back into the shadows of a cedar stand and observed longer. She 
made a water stop at a shallow pool, kneeled on her bad leg, right one stiff, and didn’t notice 
that her tail had moved thirty feet closer. Still just out of her periphery. 

She drank from her bottle. No cup. She didn’t waste gear. He liked that. 

But the gun changed everything. 

Confronting the man directly wasn’t worth it. He’d learned that the hard way in another life, bad 
odds don’t become good ones just because your morals say so. Besides, the woman was the 
more important variable. She was unaware. Vulnerable. She didn’t need a hero. 

She needed information. 



He looped wide around them, ghosting over the ridge, down through the gully, and reappeared 
fifty feet in front of her just as she crested a bend in the trail. 

She stopped instantly. 

Blade in her hand, out of instinct, not panic. 

He admired that. 

She didn’t scream. She didn’t demand. She just braced. 

“I’m going to give you three seconds to step aside,” she said flatly. 

“I don’t need three,” he said. “You’re being followed.” 

Her eyes didn’t move from his, but her fingers tightened on the hilt. “I noticed.” 

“Then you’d have ditched him by now.” 

She frowned. That landed. 

He continued, “You looped back twice, cut your own trail to the west for distance. Didn’t work. 
He’s behind that split cedar. Holster on the hip. Worn leather. Looks like someone who’s never 
fired in a fight, but thinks he’s brave enough to try.” 

She held her position for another long beat. Then, reluctantly, her stance relaxed a notch. 

“You tracking me, too?” 

“I was hunting squirrels.” 

“Bullshit.” 

“I’m not armed.” 

“Not visibly.” 

“Which makes me the better option.” 

That drew a tiny smile, dry, unwilling. 

“I hate that you might be right,” she muttered. 

He didn’t step forward. He didn’t invite. Just said: 

“There’s a clean exit route downhill. Left fork leads nowhere. Right fork’s a distraction. I live 
northeast. You’ll be safe if you come with me.” 



“Right. Because when a strange man tells you to follow him into the woods, you should 
definitely say yes.” 

He said nothing. 

Which, somehow, helped. 

She looked past him, toward the place he’d described. Then behind her again. 

“How far away?” 

“Forty yards. Maybe closer now.” 

“Think he’s armed?” 

“He is.” 

“Shit.” 

She shifted her weight, sheathed her blade, and said, “If I find a pentagram when we get there, 
I’m turning around.” 

 

She followed at a distance of eight paces, not ten. A subtle difference, but telling. Enough room 
to bolt, not enough to disengage entirely. 

Smart. 

They crossed two dry stream beds and one deliberately confusing loopback trail meant to 
confuse anyone unfamiliar with local growth patterns. She never commented. Never tripped a 
single snare wire. She noticed every blind before she stepped into it. 

He didn’t ask her name. 

She didn’t offer it. 

It was better that way. 

 

The camp revealed itself like a memory, not a discovery. Sloped terrain gave way to staggered 
trees, brush pruned in a pattern that looked natural but was entirely artificial. Tension lines 
webbed between trunks like a cautious spider had taken up architectural design. Tin-and-glass 
mirrors angled sunlight across key corridors. 

She stopped at the outer edge, squinting. 



“You’re serious,” she muttered. “This place is built like an ambush factory.” 

“Ambush deterrent,” he corrected. 

She tilted her head. “Tomato, toe-mah-to.” 

“No fires after dusk,” he said. “Perimeter is live. You’ll sleep outside the main ring.” 

“Do I get a welcome mat, or is that extra?” 

He didn’t reply. 

 

Skyler didn’t enter the camp core that night. 

She stayed at her lean-to, just beyond the moss line, seated on a flat stone with her knees 
drawn up and a thin cloth over her shoulders. The night pressed in quietly, just cool enough to 
notice, just loud enough with crickets to keep silence at bay. It was the kind of quiet you could 
listen to like music if you didn’t need anything from it. 

Caleb brought her a second cup of boiled water and sat across from her on the bare ground, 
palms pressed against the dirt for balance. He didn’t try to start conversation right away. Just 
watched the stars emerge through the high gaps in the canopy. 

Skyler accepted the water with a nod. No thank you. No small talk. That came later, if it came at 
all. 

After a few minutes, she said, “You’re not going to try and convert me, are you?” 

Caleb smiled. “To what?” 

“Whatever this is.” 

“It’s not a cult.” 

“That’s what every cult says.” 

He laughed softly. “Fair.” 

She took a small sip, holding the tin cup in both hands. “So what is it, then?” 

“A haven. Kind of. More like a system.” 

“System?” 

“Built from scratch,” Caleb said. “Every path, every tripwire, every ration count and dry line and 
cache, it’s all planned. All him.” 



She didn’t look surprised. “Yeah, I got that. Doesn’t seem like a ‘play it by ear’ kind of place.” 

“Nope.” 

“What’s his name?” 

Caleb hesitated. “I don’t know.” 

That made her glance up. 

“You don’t know his name?” 

“No.” 

“How long have you been here?” 

“Months.” 

“And you never asked?” 

“He never offered. I figured that meant something.” 

She shook her head slowly. “And you’re okay with that?” 

“Completely.” 

She stared at him like he was an unsolvable riddle. “That’s not normal.” 

“No, but it’s honest.” 

 

She stretched her legs out, repositioning her back against the base of the tree. 

“Alright then,” she said, “tell me what you do know.” 

Caleb exhaled. “I know he doesn’t lie.” 

“That’s a start.” 

“I know he builds things that last. Never improvises unless he has to. Everything is tested. And 
everything serves a purpose.” 

“Doesn’t sound like someone who left the world behind.” 

“He didn’t leave it. He walked out with intent. Like someone clocking out after a shift that lasted 
too long.” 



She traced a small scratch on the cup with her thumbnail. 

Caleb continued, “He has lines, rules he lives by, but they’re not written. They’re just… held. 
Tightly. You feel them without being told.” 

“Sounds rigid.” 

“Not in the way you’re thinking. He’s flexible about logistics. He’ll try five versions of something 
before settling on a design. But values?” 

Caleb shook his head. 

“Unbreakable.” 

 

Skyler looked toward the camp entrance, where the faintest flicker of light showed through the 
trees. No fire. Just a reflection off one of the mirror plates. 

“He doesn’t sleep much, does he?” 

“No.” 

“Why?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Does he talk?” 

“Sometimes. When there’s something worth saying.” 

She smirked, just slightly. “That must be hard for you.” 

Caleb grinned. “I talk enough for both of us.” 

“That tracks.” 

 

They sat for a while longer. 

The moon rose above the treetops, cold and bright. Skyler pulled the cloth tighter around her 
shoulders. 

“Alright,” she said, “so if this isn’t a cult, and it’s not just survival, what’s it for?” 

Caleb considered that. 



“It’s for people who don’t want to be watched.” 

She nodded slowly. 

“And for people who were let down so many times that they stopped trying to explain why.” 

Skyler turned to him. Her voice was quiet now. “Are you one of those people?” 

He didn’t answer right away. 

“Sometimes,” he said. 

“Yeah,” she said. “Me too.” 

 

They talked longer than she expected to. 

It wasn’t probing. More like comparing notes from the road. 

She told him about the abandoned train station outside Columbus where a group of ten had 
tried to start a communal garden, with three shovels and no seeds. 

He told her about a scavenger he’d met months ago who traded batteries for riddles, and left 
without taking anything after Caleb answered his correctly. 

She told him about the shelter with no locks on the women’s rooms and the guard who “forgot” 
to make his rounds. 

He told her about the first time he saw the camp, how it wasn’t even a camp then. Just a tarp. A 
hole. And a man with no name handing him a fish with no questions. 

 

She rubbed her fingers along the seam of her coat. 

“What made you stay?” she asked. 

Caleb tilted his head toward the camp. 

“Him.” 

“That guy? Mister Mirror Maze?” 

Caleb smiled. “Yeah.” 

“Why?” 



“Because he doesn’t want anything from me.” 

She blinked. “And that’s… comforting?” 

“It is when you’ve spent your whole life trying to earn a place.” 

She stared into the darkness. 

“I don’t trust people who don’t want anything.” 

Caleb nodded. “That’s why you stayed outside the perimeter.” 

She didn’t deny it. 

He leaned back on his hands, staring up through the trees. 

“I think that’s why people keep showing up,” he said. “Even though we don’t tell them to. Even 
though it’s hard and quiet and no one gets what they thought they wanted.” 

“What do you think they’re looking for?” 

“Relief.” 

“From what?” 

“Their own stories.” 

 

She didn’t speak for a long time. 

When she did, her voice was low. 

“I used to think if I stayed moving, I’d outrun the things I didn’t understand.” 

“Did it work?” 

“No,” she said. “But it helped me see them clearer.” 

Caleb nodded. 

“You’re welcome here,” he said. 

“I’m not sure I belong here.” 

“You don’t have to belong. You just have to not take.” 

She looked over at him. “I don’t want anything.” 



He smiled. 

“That’s how it starts.” 

 

She was outside the line.​
Not far. Not reckless. Just past the black root, sitting beside a stack of six small stones.​
Moonlight caught the curve of her jaw. Knife buried in the dirt beside her boot. 

He didn’t speak. Didn’t need to.​
When he stepped out of the brush, she didn’t turn.​
Just said, “You’re up late.”​
He moved closer. Quiet steps. No surprise.​
“Yeah,” he said. 

She nodded once. Then went quiet again. 

He watched the stones. Rough. Clean. Stacked with deliberate weight.​
A strip of cloth wrapped tight around the topmost one. 

“You build that for someone?” he asked.​
“No.”​
A beat.​
“For five.” 

He didn’t answer. 

She ran her thumb over the cloth’s edge.​
“No names,” she said. “Not here. Names stay up top. Paper burns. Memory lingers.” 

“You lost them?”​
“Not mine to lose. But I did.” 

He looked at the cloth. At the angle of the stack. Not haphazard.​
“Why out here?” 

She pulled her knees up. Rested her arms across them.​
“Because it’s the one place I don’t pretend we’re safe.” 

He crouched beside her. Not close. 

“You think this helps?”​
“No,” she said. “But it reminds me.”​
“Of what?”​
“That I’m not done being someone who remembers.” 



The words sat heavy.​
He watched her hands. Still. Unclenched. 

“You bury everything,” she said. “Doesn’t make it go away.” 

He didn’t flinch. 

“Neither does stacking rocks.”​
“No,” she said. “But it tells the truth.” 

She stood. Picked up the knife. Brushed the dirt off her knees.​
“I’m not building shrines. I’m marking consequences.” 

She walked past him. Back toward the perimeter. 

Then stopped. Without turning: 

“You remember their names?” 

He stared at the stones.​
No answer. 

She waited. 

Then: “Start with yours.” 

She disappeared into the trees. 

He stayed with the stones.​
Longer than he meant to. 

 

Skyler rolled herself into her tarp like a burrito, one knife under her left hand, the other near her 
right ankle. She hadn’t unpacked much. Not yet. 

She didn’t trust permanence. 

Not anywhere. 

Caleb lay under his tarp with one eye on the canopy and the other on the darkness near the 
moss line, listening to the faint movements of a woman not yet ready to sleep deeply. 

The main character, alone in his quadrant, wrote nothing down. But he’d already memorized 
every step she took since arriving. 

She hadn’t tripped a single alarm. 



That meant something. 

But not everything. 
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