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The morning was unusually cold, the kind of cold that made the ocean look angry. Hank hadn't expected that—the forecast had promised mild, maybe even warm by noon. But the ocean didn't care about forecasts. It was doing what it wanted, and the cold was part of that.

He'd been coming to this beach for three years now, every Wednesday at dawn, to stack rocks. Not for Instagram, not for the tourists who sometimes photographed his towers before moving on. He did it because the rocks answered when he called, and because his uncle—dead now for fifteen years—had told him in a dream that this was how you spoke to the other side. You had to be specific about it. You had to build something that meant something.

This morning, the seventh tower. Six already stood behind him, spaced along the shoreline like waypoints. Each one took patience. Each one took knowing which rocks wanted to sit on top of which, which surfaces would catch and hold, which ones would betray you the moment you committed your weight to them.

He picked up a stone, gray and smooth from decades in the surf. The base was already solid—three rocks stacked with such care that even the wind hadn't bothered them. He set the fourth in place. Held it. Felt the balance shift minutely as the weight settled. Good. Fourth, fifth, sixth came easier. By the sixth, his hands were steady, his breathing shallow. He was already halfway to the external plane, already half outside his body. This was the state you needed to be in. The rocks knew. The things that lived on the other side knew.

He reached for the seventh stone.



He was reaching for the seventh stone when he felt it.

Not heard. Not seen. Felt—the way you feel a pressure change before a storm, the way your skin knows something before your brain catches up. The air itself had changed texture. It had weight now, substance, like he'd stepped from one room into another without moving his feet.

Hank's hand stopped midway to the stone. He didn't turn around yet. He'd practiced this enough to know: acknowledgment without reaction. Presence without panic. He finished the motion, let his hand rest on the seventh stone, felt its cold solidity against his palm. Then, slowly, he turned.

The wet footprints were the first thing he saw. A trail from the waterline, small pools of ocean water still glistening in the sand, leading directly to where he stood. They were fresh. They were still steaming slightly in the cold air.

Then he saw the creature itself.

There was no moment of confusion, no delay between sight and understanding. Hank's mind didn't try to rationalize it into something familiar. It was something unfamiliar, and that realness—that absolute, undeniable presence of something that shouldn't exist—hit harder than fear. It was worse than fear. It was the knowledge that every reasonable thing he'd ever thought about the world had been a comfortable lie.

Eight eyes. Not arranged like any creature he'd ever seen, but distributed across its upper body in a pattern that made his vision slide away from trying to understand it. Muscular. Multi-limbed. The limbs moved with a fluidity that suggested they weren't quite solid, or weren't quite bound by the same rules of physics that bound his own body. Its skin—if you could call it that—had a translucence to it, like looking through deep water at something moving in the depths.

But it was the energy that made him want to run.

That was what his uncle had warned him about. Not the appearance. Never the appearance. Some things were horrible not because of what they looked like, but because of what they were, the fundamental wrongness of their existence, the way they made reality bend around them like light through a prism. This creature didn't belong in this world any more than a hole belonged in solid ground. And yet here it was, pulling the world in after it, making everything around it seem slightly less real.

Hank's breath came shallow. His hands had gone numb. Every instinct in him was screaming to run, to move, to do something. But he stood still. He had prepared for this. This was why he came. This was why the rocks called.

The creature tilted one of its limbs—an appendage that might have been an arm, or might have been something without a name—and moved toward him.



It moved like it owned the beach, like it had owned beaches long before humans invented the concept. Two of its limbs reached out, not tentatively but with the certainty of something that had never been refused. Hank watched them extend, watched them come closer, watched them prepare to close around his face.

He didn't flinch.

By the time the creature's appendages made contact with his skin—cold, damp, with a texture like silk stretched over bone—Hank was already gone.

Not dead. Not unconscious. Gone. It was a state he'd learned to fall into over years of practice, of sitting on this beach and learning to let his consciousness slip sideways into a place that had no name. The external plane. The thin space between what was and what could be. His body remained where it was, kneeling in the sand, but his awareness had lifted up and out, hovering above himself like a man watching his own reflection from behind the glass.

From this vantage, he could see everything clearly. He could see the creature's grip tightening on his physical face, could see its limbs straining, searching for the consciousness it expected to find there. But there was nothing to find. No fear to feed on. No life force to drain. Just meat and bone and blood, empty of the thing that made it his.

The creature's eight eyes went wide. Not with hunger anymore, but with something that looked almost like confusion.

For the first time in what might have been millennia—Hank could sense this, could feel the age radiating off it like heat from stone—this creature had encountered something it didn't understand. Something that refused to be where it expected. Something that was awake on the other side.

Hank extended his hands from the external plane. Not his physical hands—those were still hanging limp at his sides. These were something else, something made of intention and will and the concentrated focus of three years of practice. He pushed them forward, through the creature, through its form as if it were made of mist.

The effect was immediate.

The creature screamed. Not with sound—there was no sound, not here on the external plane—but with a vibration that rippled through everything, a primal expression of something that had never known pain, had never known fear, had never known the possibility of its own defeat.

Its limbs released. It convulsed, pulling back, trying to retreat into the ocean from which it had come. But Hank was still there, still pushing, still holding the creature in that terrible space where it was exposed, where its nature was bare and its power meant nothing.

And then, as quickly as it had come, it was gone.

Not dead. Hank could sense that. But broken. Diminished. Running back to the deep places where things like it lived, carrying with it for the first time in its ancient existence the knowledge of fear.



Hank slipped back into his body like putting on a sports jacket.

The transition was immediate and disorienting—the sudden weight of flesh, the rush of blood in his ears, the cold sand beneath his knees, the taste of salt on his lips. His lungs gasped for air that his body had been drawing on its own the whole time, as if remembering how to breathe was a conscious act that required his attention.

He collapsed forward into the shallow waves.

The water was shockingly cold against his soaked clothes, against his face, against the exposed skin of his wrists where his sleeves had pulled up. It wasn't unpleasant. It was real. It was here, and he was in it, and the beach was still the beach, and the rocks were still standing where he'd left them. The seventh tower was incomplete—the stone he'd been reaching for when the creature arrived still lay at the base, waiting to be stacked. The other six stood untouched, their energy still radiating out into the morning.

Hank was laughing.

It started as something small, a breathless sound caught between relief and exhilaration, but it grew. He lay there in the shallow water, the waves lapping against his soaked body, his shoulders shaking with the force of it. The laughter felt obscene against the quiet of the morning, against the enormity of what had just happened. But he couldn't stop it. He didn't want to.

For three years, he'd built these towers. For three years, he'd practiced the techniques his uncle had taught him in dreams, learning to step outside himself, learning to exist in two places at once. For three years, he'd wondered if any of it was real, if he was deluding himself, if the whole thing was just the elaborate fantasy of a man with too much time and too much family history weighing on his shoulders.

But it had worked.

He had worked.

The creature had been real. The fear in its eight eyes had been real. The push he'd sent through it—the manifestation of three years of discipline and practice and belief—had been real enough to drive an ancient thing back into the ocean, carrying with it the knowledge that there were forces in this world it couldn't comprehend.

Hank sat up in the shallow water, still laughing, and looked back at his towers. The six completed ones stood like sentries. The seventh, still waiting.

In that moment, as the cold water ran down his face and the morning sun began to burn off the fog, Hank knew he was ready.

Not just for the next creature. Not just for whatever else lived in the deep places and the thin spaces between worlds. But for everything that came after. For the life he'd been preparing for without fully understanding it. For the weight of his family's blood, the gift and the burden of being a conduit for energies that most people would never acknowledge existed.

He was ready.

The waves lapped around him, gentle and eternal, and Hank laughed into the cold morning air.
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