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Day Two began with a simple truth that felt too heavy for the morning.

Someone had been close enough to reach through a broken window and steal a compass while three awake boys stood only a few steps away.

No magic.

No ghost.

No “haunting.”

Just hands, patience, and practice.

Hoppy kept them inside the stone storage shed for one full hour after the theft—not because he wanted to hide, but because rushing would be the first gift they gave to whoever was shaping this place around them.

The shed smelled like cold rock and old grain. Dust sat in the corners like it had never been disturbed until they arrived. A thin blade of daylight cut through the door crack and made the air look thicker than it was.

Evan sat with his knees pulled close, notebook open on his thigh, trying to write with the broken half of a pencil. His handwriting had tightened. Less neat. More angry.

Miles sat opposite him, shoulders hunched, staring at the line of light under the door as if the village itself might slide through it.

Hoppy stayed nearest the entrance, listening.

Not for drama.

For patterns.

For footsteps.

For the smallest proof that the outside world still had rules.

“Say it,” Miles whispered finally, unable to hold it in. “Say what we’re doing.”

Hoppy didn’t look away from the door. “We’re leaving the village before afternoon.”

Evan’s pencil stopped. “Without a compass?”

“We don’t need a compass to walk out of a village,” Hoppy said. “We need a plan we can verify.”

Miles swallowed. “We tried facts. The facts say someone is watching us.”

“Then we treat that as a fact too,” Hoppy said.

Evan’s voice came out sharp, not on purpose. “How did he take it?”

Hoppy glanced at Evan and saw the crack clearly now—Evan’s pride wasn’t just hurt. His identity had been touched. His whole life was built on systems that made chaos smaller, and a stranger had reached in and pulled out the piece labeled certainty.

“That window,” Hoppy said. “A hand can reach. Quiet. Fast. And if he waited long enough, he could choose a moment when we all looked down. Humans blink. Humans breathe. Humans get tired.”

Miles’ eyes flicked toward the door. “So he’s close. Like... close close.”

Hoppy nodded once. “Close enough to hear our breathing if he wants.”

A hard silence followed.

Then Evan spoke, voice low. “We should test something.”

Hoppy waited.

Evan lifted his notebook slightly. “If he’s trying to herd us, he’ll push us toward something. The well. The square. The obvious places. He’s already marking paths.”

Miles shook his head. “So we avoid obvious places.”

“That’s too simple,” Evan said. “He expects that too.”

Hoppy watched Evan carefully. “What’s your suggestion?”
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