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The stairwell of the evil necromancer’s tower creaked, each groan of the ancient wood echoing through the cold stone halls. Dust sifted down from the ceiling, and at the base of the steps, Stephan stood in the doorway, cap in hand, boots still muddied from the village road.
“YOU! HOW DID YOU GET IN!?” Shouted the almighty evil necromancer THYRA the FEARED. She hurried down the steps to the intruding human tradesman - her huge fluffy white tail wagging violently behind her. Her dark robes billowed as she descended, and Stephan caught the scent of something acrid—burnt herbs, maybe, or sulfur.
He cleared his throat and held up his other hand, the one carrying his toolbox. "The door was open, ma'am. I'm here about the... the roofing issue you reported to the guild?"

The necromancer stopped three steps from the bottom, close enough now that he could see her face properly.She seemed relatively nice looking. And the tail—he'd heard rumors about beast-folk practitioners in the northern territories, but he'd never seen one up close. The white fur seemed to glow in the dim light filtering through the tower's narrow windows.

"Roofing?" Her voice dropped from its initial shriek to something closer to shock. “O-oh! Right. Right!” She said, before she smoothed her robes with both hands, the gesture oddly self-conscious for someone who'd been shrieking moments before. "The shingles. They're leaking. Every time it rains, water drips right into my summoning circle and dilutes my blood offerings." 

Stephan nodded, keeping his expression neutral the way he'd learned to do when clients said peculiar things. The guild master had warned him this job might be unusual, but the coin was good.

"I can take a look, if you'll show me where the damage is worst." He shifted his weight, aware of the mud still clinging to his boots and how it was probably marking up her floor. The stone looked old enough that it shouldn't matter, but his mother had raised him better than to track dirt through someone's home.

Thyra descended the last three steps, and he had to tilt his head back to meet her eyes. Taller than him by three feet, maybe more. The tail had stopped its violent swishing and now moved in slower, uncertain sweeps behind her.

"Yes. Of course. Follow me." She turned and started back up the stairs, then paused and looked over her shoulder. "Don't touch anything. Some of the relics are... volatile. Please.”

"Understood, ma'am." Stephan followed, his toolbox bumping against his leg with each step. The stairs groaned under their combined weight, and he made a mental note to mention the structural concerns before someone got hurt.

The second floor landing opened into a circular chamber lined with bookshelves that sagged under the weight of leather-bound volumes. Stephan kept his eyes forward, though his curiosity tugged at him. The titles he glimpsed in passing were written in scripts he didn't recognize, and that was probably for the best.

Thyra led him past a workbench cluttered with glass vials and brass instruments, then through a narrow archway. The ceiling here showed water stains—dark patches that spread across the plaster like bruises. A skeleton stood with a bucket, holding it right underneath.

“Steve has been holding the water at bay admirably.” She said, beaming, before patting the skeleton on the head. 
Stephan's gaze moved from the skeleton—Steve, apparently—to the bucket, then up to the ceiling where a steady drip of water plunked into the container. The skeleton's grip looked firm enough, though how bones held anything without tendons or muscle was beyond him. He'd learned not to ask those sorts of questions in his line of work.

"Right," he said. "I'll need to get up to the roof to assess the damage properly. Is there an attic access, or do I need to go outside?"

"There's a hatch." Thyra pointed to the corner of the room where a ladder leaned against the wall beneath a square panel in the ceiling. "It's been stuck since I moved in last month.”

Stephan crossed the room, careful to step around a chalk circle drawn on the floorboards. His toolbox scraped against his leg as he set it down near the ladder and gave the rungs an experimental shake. Solid enough, though the wood had gone gray with age. 

"How stuck are we talking?" He glanced back at Thyra, who had moved to stand beside Steve, one hand resting on the skeleton's shoulder blade. The gesture struck him as oddly protective.

"Very." She tucked a strand of white hair behind her ear—he noticed now that her ears were pointed and furred, twitching slightly with each drip from the ceiling. "I tried opening it with a prying spell, but the hinges just sparked and smoked."

Stephan climbed the first few rungs, the ladder creaking under him in harmony with the floorboards below. "Might be rusted shut. Happens in these old towers, especially near the coast." He wasn't sure how close they were to the sea, actually—the journey here had taken him through enough winding forest paths that he'd lost his bearings. The air tasted of salt sometimes when the wind shifted, so probably close enough.

The hatch sat flush with the ceiling, its edges outlined in grime and what looked like bird droppings. He reached up and pushed. Nothing. Not even a tremor. He braced his shoulder against it and shoved harder. The wood groaned but didn't budge.

"See?" Thyra's voice came from below, carrying a note of vindication that made her sound younger than she'd seemed at first. "Completely stuck."

He descended two rungs and examined the seam more carefully, running his fingers along the edge. Moisture had warped the wood, swelling it tight into the frame. The hinges on the far side would be in worse shape if water had been leaking through. "I'll need to take the hinges off from this side. Do you have a candle or lamp I can borrow? Light's not great up here."

“Yes!” She said brightly - Tail wagging, as a bluish light emerged behind. Stephan turned to see a glowing orb floating at shoulder height, casting pale blue light across the chamber. The illumination made the water stains on the ceiling stand out in sharp relief, darker than he'd first thought. Thyra stood with one hand extended, her fingers moving in small circles as if she were stirring something invisible. The light pulsed in time with the movements.

"Will this work?" she asked.

"That'll do fine." He'd seen mage lights before, though never one quite that color. The blue made everything look colder, like early morning frost. He climbed back up the ladder, grateful for the improved visibility, and pulled a screwdriver from his belt. The hinges sat recessed into the wood—old iron, probably original to the tower's construction. Rust had fused the metal plates to the screws.

He worked the tip of the screwdriver into the first screw head and applied pressure. The metal resisted, then gave with a squeal that set his teeth on edge. Flakes of rust drifted down past his face, and he turned his head to avoid breathing them in.

"How long have you been a roofer?" Thyra asked from below.

The question caught him off guard. Clients usually didn't make conversation once the work started. "Seven years, ma'am. Started as an apprentice when I was fifteen."

"That's young."

"My father was in the trade." He moved to the second screw, this one even more corroded than the first. The screwdriver slipped once, scraping across the metal with a screech. He adjusted his grip and tried again. "Seemed natural to follow."

"Was?" The word hung in the air, gentle but curious.

"He passed three years back. Bad fall." Stephan kept his focus on the screw, turning it slowly until the threads began to move. He didn't like talking about it, but there was something in her tone that didn't feel intrusive—just interested. “And no, it wasn’t roofing.”

The second screw came free, and he dropped it into his pocket before moving to the third. His shoulders were starting to ache from the angle, arms held overhead while he balanced on the ladder. The blue light shifted slightly, moving closer to give him better visibility.

"I'm sorry." Thyra said.

"It happens." Two more screws to go. The third one fought him harder than the others, the head stripped almost smooth by rust. He had to press hard enough that his hand cramped around the screwdriver handle.

"I mean, if you want, I-I could have him brought back. If you wanted.”

Stephan looked back, sighing. The wolflady necromancer almost visibly yelped, and blushed.

The screwdriver handle dug into his palm. He turned back to the hatch, jaw tight.

"That's not necessary, ma'am."

The words came out harder than he'd intended. Behind him, the chamber fell quiet except for the steady drip into Steve's bucket. Stephan twisted the screwdriver, forcing the stripped screw to turn despite the rust. Metal screamed against metal.

His father wouldn't have wanted that anyway. The man had been clear enough about necromancy—called it an abomination, same as most folk in the village. Stephan had never given it much thought one way or another. People died. That was the way of things. Bringing them back seemed like it would just complicate matters.

The screw finally came loose. He pocketed it with the others and moved to the last one.

"I didn't mean to offend." Her voice had gone small, uncertain in a way that didn't match someone who called themselves THYRA the FEARED. "I just thought—people usually want their loved ones back."

"Some things should stay buried." The final screw turned easier than the rest, thank the gods. His shoulders burned now, and sweat had started to bead along his hairline despite the chill in the tower. He dropped the last screw into his pocket and tested the hatch again, pushing up on the side where the hinges had been.

The wood shifted. Not much, but enough to tell him the seal could be broken. He climbed down two rungs and repositioned himself, then drove his shoulder up into the panel. The hatch burst open with a crack that echoed through the chamber, and pale gray light flooded in along with a gust of salt-heavy wind.

Stephan blinked against the sudden brightness and climbed up through the opening. The roof spread out before him, a patchwork of slate shingles in various states of decay. Several had gone missing entirely, leaving gaps that exposed the wooden underlayment. Water damage had turned the exposed wood black in places, soft and rotting.

Worse than he'd expected. A proper fix would take days, maybe a week depending on how far the rot had spread into the supports.

He pulled himself fully onto the roof and stood carefully, testing each step before committing his weight. The wind pulled at his shirt, cold enough to raise goosebumps along his arms. From up here he could see the forest stretching out in all directions, dark green and dense. To the west, just visible through a gap in the trees, sunlight glinted off water.

So they were near the coast after all.

“A-are you gonna be ok up there?”Stephan glanced back at the hatch opening. Thyra's face peered up at him, white ears pressed back against her skull, the blue light still hovering beside her head like a nervous companion.

"I'll manage," he called down. "Done this a thousand times."

He turned his attention back to the damage, crouching to get a closer look at where the shingles had torn away. The wood beneath had gone spongy—he pressed his thumb against it and the surface gave, leaving an indentation. Not good. He'd need to replace at least three support beams, maybe more depending on what he found once he pulled up the surrounding shingles.

The wind gusted again, stronger this time, and he shifted his weight to compensate. His boots found purchase on the rough slate, years of practice teaching his body the right balance without conscious thought. He moved along the damaged section, cataloging what needed fixing. Missing shingles here, cracked ones there. A section near the tower's eastern edge had started to separate entirely, the whole thing sliding down at an angle that would collapse completely in the next heavy rain.

He pulled his notebook from his back pocket and made rough sketches, noting measurements and marking which areas needed immediate attention versus what could wait. The pencil scratched against the paper, and he had to shield the pages from the wind with his body.

A sound drifted up from below—Thyra's voice, though he couldn't make out the words. Probably talking to Steve. The thought should have been stranger than it was. A necromancer having a conversation with her skeleton servant while a roofer assessed water damage overhead. His life had gotten odd somewhere along the way.

He finished his notes and tucked the notebook back into his pocket, then made his way carefully to the hatch. The drop back down through the opening required a moment of awkward maneuvering, his boots searching for the ladder rungs while most of his weight hung from his hands gripping the roof's edge.

His feet found the wood. He descended into the blue-lit chamber where Thyra stood exactly where he'd left her, tail wrapped around her leg now instead of swishing behind her. Steve still held the bucket. The dripping continued its steady rhythm.

"Well?" she asked.

"It's bad." He stepped off the ladder and moved to collect his toolbox. "The missing shingles are just the surface problem. Water's gotten into the support beams. They've rotted through in places. I'll need to replace them before I can properly seal the roof, otherwise you'll just have the same leak again come winter."

Her ears drooped. "How long will that take?"

"A week, give or take. Depends on whether I find more damage once I start pulling things apart." He straightened, toolbox in hand. "And it won't be cheap. The materials alone—"

Thyra's tail unwound from her leg and drooped toward the floor. "Right. Materials. And labor." She turned toward Steve, gesturing with both hands. "Steve! Go find some gold. Check the third floor vault. No, wait—the second vault. The third one only has cursed coins and I don't think—" She paused, looking back at Stephan. "You do accept payment plans, right?"

The question hung in the air between them. Stephan set his toolbox down.

"Payment plans?"

"Yes. Like—installments?" Her hands twisted in the fabric of her robes, a steep blush in her face. "I'm still paying off the loan for this place. The previous owner's estate was very firm about the terms, and tower mortgages are apparently quite expensive, and the Guild of Darkness has very strict dues, and—" 

She was rambling. The great and terrible THYRA the FEARED was rambling about mortgage payments while her skeleton servant stood motionless with a bucket, waiting for instructions.

Stephan rubbed the back of his neck. The guild master hadn't mentioned anything about payment plans. Then again, the guild master had given him this job specifically because none of the other roofers wanted to work for a necromancer. "I'd need at least half up front for materials."

"Half. Right." Thyra's ears perked up slightly. "I can do half. Probably. Steve, go check the second vault. Bring whatever gold you find. All of it. Please."

The skeleton set down the bucket—carefully, Stephan noted, so the water wouldn't spill—and shuffled toward the archway. The blue light followed it partway before Thyra made another gesture and it returned to hover near her shoulder.

Water dripped into the now-unattended bucket.

"How much is half?" Thyra asked.

Stephan did the math in his head. Materials for support beams, slate shingles, sealant, nails, the waterproof underlayment he'd need to install. "Sixty gold crowns. Maybe sixty-five depending on what I find once I start the work."

Her face went pale beneath the white fur. "Sixty."

"The beams alone cost—"

"No, I understand. That's... that's reasonable. For a week's work. Plus materials." She worried at her lower lip with one pointed canine. "I have sixty. I think.”

"It's only an estimate," Stephan said, trying to soften the blow.

Her ears flattened completely against her skull. "Or it could be more."

The dripping seemed louder in the silence that followed. Stephan watched her tail curl tighter around her leg, the white fur bristling slightly. He'd seen that look before—clients realizing a repair would cost more than they'd hoped, the calculations running behind their eyes as they tried to figure out where the money would come from.

"Are you always such a worrier?" The words came out before he could stop them, gentler than he'd intended but still carrying a trace of exasperation.

"I'm sorry." Her shoulders hunched inward, making her look smaller despite the height advantage she had on him. "It's just—work has been slow. Very slow. It's hard to find employment as a dark evil necromancer."

Stephan blinked. He set his toolbox down again and crossed his arms. "Couldn't you just... raid and pillage? Isn't that what dark evil necromancers do?"

Her face flushed deeper, and she bit her lower lip, worrying it between her teeth. "That's—well, it's not—I mean, technically yes, but—" She twisted her hands in her robes again.

"I'm not very good at it," she finished quietly.

Stephan stared at her. The almighty THYRA the FEARED—who'd shouted at him from the top of the stairs like she might turn him into a toad or something worse—couldn't manage basic pillaging. The absurdity of it settled over him like the dust that kept sifting down from the ceiling.

"You're not good at pillaging," he repeated.

"It's harder than it looks!" Her voice pitched up defensively, and her tail gave an agitated swish. "You have to find a village that's wealthy enough to have things worth taking, but not so well-defended that they'll just kill you, and then you have to actually threaten people, which I'm—I'm not—" She gestured helplessly. "Everyone just looks so scared, and I feel terrible, and last time I tried the village chased me off with pitchforks before I even got to the threatening part."

The mental image of this wolfwoman—easily seven feet tall with whatever dark magic she had at her disposal—fleeing from farmers with pitchforks struck him as deeply unlikely. Then again, she was currently blushing about mortgage payments while her roof leaked into a bucket.

"Right," Stephan said, because he couldn't think of anything else to say.

"And raising an army of the undead takes time," she continued, apparently on a roll now. "You can't just snap your fingers and have a horde. Each skeleton needs to be properly prepared, and you have to bind them correctly or they just wander off, and the spell components are expensive, and—" She stopped, seeming to realize she was rambling again. Her ears drooped. "Sorry. You don't need to hear about my career problems."

Stephan picked up his toolbox again. His shoulders still ached from working on the hatch, and he could feel the beginning of a headache forming behind his eyes. This job had already gotten stranger than anything the guild master had warned him about.

"Look," he said. "I need the sixty up front for materials. The rest you can pay when the job's done. If you're short, we'll work something out."

Her head snapped up, ears perking forward. "Really?"

"Really." He'd probably regret this. The guild master would definitely have words about extending credit to clients, that was for sure.

"Thank you." The words came out soft, almost reverent. Her tail had started wagging again, just slightly. "That's—thank you. I'll have the sixty ready. Steve should be back any moment with whatever we have in the vault."

As if summoned by his name, the skeleton shuffled back through the archway. He carried a small wooden chest, which he set down at Thyra's feet with a clatter that suggested mostly coins rather than bars. She knelt and opened it, her fingers counting through the contents quickly. Gold glinted in the blue light—crowns and half-crowns, a few silver pieces mixed in.

Stephan watched her lips move silently as she tallied the total. Her ears twitched with each count, and her tail had gone still behind her, the tip just barely touching the floor.

"Sixty-two," she said finally, looking up at him. "Sixty-two crowns and eight silver."

The breath left his chest in a rush he hadn't realized he'd been holding. Beside him, Thyra's shoulders dropped as she exhaled, the tension draining from her frame all at once. The relief in the room felt almost tangible, like the air pressure had changed.

"That'll work," Stephan said. He knelt beside the chest and began transferring the coins into his belt pouch, the metal cold against his fingers. Sixty-two crowns would cover the materials with enough left over for contingencies. The guild would get their cut from his labor payment, assuming Thyra could actually pay the second half when he finished.

He stood, his pouch considerably heavier now. "I'll need to head back to town, get the materials ordered and arrange a work crew. Should be back tomorrow morning to start."

"A work crew?" Thyra's voice pitched up slightly, and her tail bristled. "How many people?"

"Three, maybe four depending on who's available." He picked up his toolbox. "The support beam replacement alone needs at least two men. Can't do it solo without risking the whole section coming down."

"But—" She glanced around the chamber, her gaze landing on the bookshelves sagging under their leather-bound volumes, then darting to the workbench with its glass vials and brass instruments."They'll see everything."

"Well, yes." Stephan shifted the toolbox to his other hand. "Hard to fix a roof without seeing it."

Her hands twisted in her robes again, and she took a half-step toward the workbench as if to shield it from view. "It's just—I can't have regular people knowing where I live. What if they tell the authorities? Or the church? Or what if they try to steal my research?" The words tumbled out faster with each question. "The Guild of Darkness has very strict policies about secrecy, and if anyone reports me, they could revoke my membership, and without the Guild backing I can't get insurance or licensing, and—"

"Ma'am." Stephan set his toolbox down for the third time. His back was starting to protest. "My crew knows how to be discreet. We work for all kinds of clients. Mages, alchemists, people who'd rather not have their business spread around town. It's part of the job."

She didn't look convinced. Her ears had flattened again, and she'd moved fully in front of the workbench now, her robes spread slightly as if she could hide the entire thing behind her frame.

Stephan rubbed his forehead where the headache was getting stronger. The afternoon was slipping away, and he still needed to make it back to town before the supply merchant closed. "Look, if it helps, I can bring my apprentice instead of a full crew. Just the two of us. It'll take longer—maybe ten days instead of seven—but we can manage the beam replacement between us if we're careful."

"Your apprentice." Thyra worried her lip again. "How old?"

"Sixteen. Been with me about a year." Marcus was a good kid, if a bit clumsy. Strong though, which mattered more for this kind of work. "He doesn't talk much. Keeps to himself."

The tension in Thyra's shoulders eased slightly. Her tail uncurled from around her leg, though it didn't resume its earlier wagging. "Just the two of you?"

"Just the two of us."

She glanced at Steve, who had returned to his post holding the bucket. The skeleton stared ahead with empty eye sockets, water dripping steadily into the container. Whatever silent conversation she was having with her servant, Stephan couldn't interpret it.

"Okay," she said finally. "Two people. That's—that's manageable."

"Right then." Stephan picked up his toolbox for what he hoped would be the last time. His fingers had started to cramp around the handle. "I'll be back tomorrow morning. Early, if that's all right. Want to get started while the weather holds."

"Early is fine." Thyra followed him toward the stairs, her footsteps barely audible despite her size. "I'm usually up before dawn anyway. Certain rituals work better in the pre-dawn hours, and—" She cut herself off. "Not that you need to know that."

The stairs groaned under Stephan's boots as he descended, the same creaks and protests from when he'd climbed them earlier. The tower felt darker now, the afternoon light through the narrow windows failing to reach the corners. He could hear Thyra behind him, her breathing steady and her robes rustling with each step.

They reached the ground floor, and Stephan headed for the door he'd come through. The wood stood slightly ajar, just as he'd left it, showing a slice of gray sky and the muddy path beyond.

"Thank you," Thyra said from behind him. "For—for being reasonable. About the payment."

Stephan glanced back. She stood at the base of the stairs, one hand on the railing, her tail curved around her leg again. The blue light had vanished at some point during their descent, leaving her face half-shadowed in the dim interior. Her ears were still drooped, but not as badly as before.

"It's just business," he said, though the words felt hollow even as he spoke them. The guild master would have demanded full payment up front or walked away entirely. Stephan had just agreed to front materials costs for a necromancer who couldn't pillage successfully and lived in a tower with a leaking roof.

His father would have called him soft.

"Still." Her voice carried something that might have been gratitude or relief—maybe both. "I appreciate it."

Stephan nodded and pushed through the door into the late afternoon chill. The wind had picked up since he'd arrived, bringing with it the salt-sharp smell of the sea and the distant sound of waves. His horse stood where he'd left it tied to a dead tree, its head hanging low as it dozed.

The walk back to town would take an hour, maybe more. He needed to place the supply order tonight, then find Marcus and explain they'd be working alone on this job. His apprentice would ask questions—he always did—but Stephan would keep the answers vague. A tower repair. Nothing unusual. The client values privacy.

He untied his horse and swung himself into the saddle, settling the toolbox across his lap. The animal snorted and shook its head, clearly unimpressed with the location or the late hour.

Behind him, the tower door closed with a soft thud that echoed through the trees.

——
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The wagon's axle groaned as it hit another rut, and Stephan tightened his grip on the reins to keep the whole thing from tipping. Behind him, the beam supports shifted against their ropes with a scrape of wood on wood that set his teeth on edge. He'd spent the better part of the morning loading everything—the slate shingles wrapped in canvas to keep them from chipping, the cut lumber for the support beams, barrels of sealant, three different sizes of nails, the waterproof underlayment rolled into tight cylinders that kept trying to unfurl.

Marcus had helped, though the boy had peppered him with questions the entire time. Where are we going? Why so many supplies? Is it really just the two of us? Stephan had kept his answers short. Tower repair. Big job. Yes, just us.

The sun had climbed higher than he'd wanted by the time they'd finally gotten the wagon secured and started out. Mid-morning now, edging toward noon, and the forest road seemed determined to slow them further. Roots buckled the path in places, forcing him to navigate around them at a crawl while the wagon threatened to lose its load with every jolt.

Marcus rode beside the wagon on his own horse, his young face pinched with concentration as he watched the supplies. "Should've brought more rope," he muttered for the third time.

"We have enough rope."

"The beams keep shifting."

"They're fine." Stephan guided the wagon around a fallen branch, the wheels crunching over smaller debris. The weight made steering harder than he'd expected. He should have brought another horse to help pull, but the rental fees would have cut into his profit margin.

The trees finally began to thin, and the tower came into view through the gaps—dark stone rising above the canopy, looking somehow more ominous in full daylight than it had the previous afternoon. Stephan directed the wagon down the final stretch of path.

They reached the small clearing around the tower's base. Stephan pulled the wagon to a stop and set the brake, his shoulders protesting as he climbed down. The tower door stood closed, no sign of movement from within.

He walked up to the door and knocked. Loud, firm raps that echoed against the wood.

Nothing.

He knocked again, harder this time. "Ma'am? It's Stephan. The roofer. I'm here to start the work."

Still nothing.

Marcus had dismounted and was standing by the wagon, one hand resting on the canvas-wrapped shingles. "Maybe she's out?" he offered.

"Maybe." Though where would a necromancer go at this hour? Stephan raised his fist to knock a third time when the door suddenly flew open.

"WHO DARES—" Thyra's voice cracked through the air like thunder, and Stephan found himself knocked to the ground by the 12ft wolfess. His cap flew off somewhere to the left. Above him, Thyra loomed—even larger than he'd remembered, her shadow blocking out the sun. Her eyes glowed an unsettling icy blue, and her lips had pulled back to reveal rows of sharp teeth that definitely hadn't been that prominent yesterday.

"APPROACH AT YOUR OWN PERIL, MORTAL, FOR I AM—" She stopped mid-sentence, the blue glow fading from her eyes. "Oh. Oh no. It's you. The roofer."

Stephan sucked in a breath, his ribs aching where they'd connected with the ground. Ow.

"Yes," he managed. "The roofer."

Thyra's hands flew to her mouth, and she stumbled backward through the doorway. "I'm so sorry! I thought—" The words tumbled over each other as her ears flattened completely against her skull. "Are you hurt? Did I hurt you? I didn't mean to—"

"I'm fine." Stephan rolled onto his side and pushed himself to his knees, testing each limb. Nothing broken, though his back would be complaining tomorrow. He stood slowly, brushing dirt from his shirt and trousers. His toolbox had fallen from the wagon at some point during the commotion, spilling half its contents across the ground.

"You're bleeding." Thyra pointed at his hand.

He looked down. A scrape across his palm had opened up, nothing serious but enough to well red. He wiped it on his trousers. "It's nothing."

"I can heal it! Let me—" She reached toward him, her fingers beginning to glow with that same blue light from yesterday.

"It's fine." He took a step back before he could stop himself. The movement made her hand drop immediately, the light winking out. Her tail tucked between her legs. Gigantic, massive watery puppy eyes locked down at him.
“A-are you sure?”
An uncomfortable silence settled over the clearing, broken only by the sound of Marcus rushing over. The boy had gone pale, his eyes wide as he looked between Stephan and the massive wolfwoman in black robes standing in the doorway.

"Master Stephan? Should I—do you need—"

"I'm fine, Marcus." Stephan bent to retrieve his cap from where it had landed near a tree root. Dirt clung to the fabric. He slapped it against his leg to shake the worst of it loose, then jammed it back on his head. "Help me gather the tools."

Marcus hesitated, his gaze still fixed on Thyra, who had shrunk back into the doorway. She'd pulled her dark robes tighter around herself, and the white fur on her ears had flattened.

"Marcus." Stephan kept his voice level as he crouched to collect a scattered handful of nails. The metal felt cool against his scraped palm, and the sting made him wince. "The tools."

That got the boy moving. Marcus tore his attention away from Thyra and hurried to help gather the spilled contents of the toolbox—screwdrivers, measuring tape, a hammer that had rolled under the wagon wheel. They worked in silence, the only sounds the clink of metal on metal as tools dropped back into the box.

Stephan glanced up at the doorway. Thyra hadn't moved, still half-hidden behind the frame like she was considering retreating entirely into the tower. Her tail remained tucked, and her hands twisted in those dark robes the same way they had yesterday when she'd been worrying about payment.

He closed the toolbox and stood, his back protesting the movement. "We're here to start on the roof," he said, addressing Thyra directly. Keeping his tone neutral, professional. "Need to unload the supplies and get them inside before we can begin."

"Right. Yes." She stepped fully into the doorway, though she kept several feet of distance between them. Her height seemed even more pronounced in the daylight, the sun catching the white of her fur and making it almost glow. "The roof. Of course. I'll—I can help carry things?"

The offer came out tentative, like she expected him to refuse. Stephan considered it. Having someone with her size and apparent strength would make the unloading go faster, but Marcus was already eyeing her like she might transform into something worse at any moment.

"That would help," Stephan said, and Marcus shot him a look that clearly communicated are you insane?

He ignored his apprentice and moved to the wagon, untying the ropes that held the first bundle of support beams. The wood was heavy, rough-cut pine that would need to be shaped to fit the tower's existing structure. He'd ordered extra in case the rot had spread further than his initial assessment suggested.

Thyra approached the wagon slowly, her footsteps careful and deliberate like she was trying not to spook them. When she reached the back of the wagon, she stopped and looked at the supplies with those pointed ears swiveling forward.

"What do you need me to carry?" she asked.

Stephan gestured to the beam supports. "These, if you can manage. They're about eighty pounds each."

"Oh." She reached out and lifted one of the beams with both hands, testing the weight. Then she tucked it under one arm and reached for another. "How many?"

Marcus made a strangled sound beside him.

"There are six total," Stephan said, keeping his voice even despite his surprise. Eighty pounds held like it was kindling. "Take what you can manage safely."

She collected all six beams, stacking them in her arms with an ease that suggested she could have carried twice.

"Right." Stephan turned back to the wagon and reached for the canvas-wrapped shingles. His scraped palm stung as his fingers closed around the rough fabric. "Careful going up the stairs. Last thing we need is a broken beam before we even start."

Thyra nodded and headed toward the tower entrance, the beams balanced across her arms like they weighed nothing at all. She had to turn sideways to fit through the doorway, her movements careful despite the casual way she held the load.

Marcus moved closer once she'd disappeared inside, his voice dropping to a whisper. "Master Stephan, that's a necromancer. An actual necromancer."

"I'm aware."

"She threw you to the ground!"

"It was an accident." Stephan hefted one of the shingle bundles, grunting at the weight. His back immediately reminded him about his earlier collision with the dirt. "She thought we were intruders."

"She has glowing eyes and fangs and—did you see how tall she is?" Marcus grabbed the other end of the shingle bundle without being asked, which at least meant he was still functional despite his panic. "What if she decides to raise us as skeletons or something?"

"Then you'll have a very interesting story to tell at the tavern." Stephan started walking backward toward the tower entrance, forcing Marcus to follow. "Now stop worrying and focus. These shingles chip if we drop them."

They maneuvered through the doorway and into the dim interior. The temperature dropped immediately, that same chill from yesterday settling over Stephan's skin. His eyes took a moment to adjust from the bright sunlight outside.

Thyra was coming back down the stairs, her hands now empty. She pressed herself against the wall as they passed, giving them as much space as the narrow stairwell allowed. The white fur on her tail brushed against Stephan's shoulder anyway—soft, warmer than he'd expected.

"Second floor," she said quietly. "I moved some books to make room."

They climbed in silence, Marcus's breathing growing heavier with each step. The shingles weren't impossibly heavy, but the awkward shape made them difficult to maneuver around the turns in the stairwell. Stephan's shoulders burned by the time they reached the second floor landing.

The circular chamber looked different than yesterday. The sagging bookshelves had been pushed back against the walls, creating an open space near the center. Steve still stood in the corner with his bucket, faithfully catching the steady drip from the ceiling. The water stains above looked darker in the morning light filtering through the windows.

Stephan and Marcus set the shingles down carefully, and Stephan straightened with a wince. His back definitely wasn't happy with him.

"How many more loads?" Thyra appeared at the top of the stairs, her voice still carrying that careful, tentative quality.

"Five, maybe six." Stephan wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. The scrape on his palm pulled, a sharp reminder of his graceless introduction to the ground. "The barrel of sealant is the heaviest. We'll need to roll it in."

"I can carry a barrel." Thyra was already heading back down the stairs, her footsteps quick despite her size.

Marcus waited until she was out of earshot before leaning close. "She's going to kill us and turn us into servants like that skeleton."

"Steve." Stephan started back toward the stairs.

"What?"

"The skeleton's name is Steve."

"That doesn't make it better!" Marcus's voice pitched up as he followed. "That makes it worse! She named it!"

Stephan didn't have a response to that. He descended the stairs carefully, his hand trailing along the stone wall for balance. The coolness of it seeped through his palm, soothing the scrape somewhat. When they emerged back into the sunlight, Thyra had already reached the wagon and was examining the barrel in question.

It was oak, bound with iron bands, and contained enough sealant to cover the entire roof twice over. Stephan had ordered extra because he always ordered extra—better to have too much than run short halfway through and lose a day waiting for more supplies.

Thyra crouched beside it, her robes pooling around her feet. She wrapped both arms around the barrel and stood, lifting it with a grunt that suggested this one actually took some effort. The muscles in her arms flexed beneath the fur, and her tail swept out for balance.

"Where?" she asked through gritted teeth.

"Second floor, same as the beams." Stephan moved to steady the barrel as she adjusted her grip, his hands automatically reaching out before he remembered who he was helping. His fingers brushed against the rough oak, inches from her fur-covered arms.

She nodded and started toward the tower, her steps slower now but still steady. The barrel had to weigh close to two hundred pounds.

Marcus grabbed Stephan's sleeve. "We should leave. Right now. While she's inside. Just get on the horses and—"

"We're not leaving." Stephan pulled free and reached for the rolls of waterproof underlayment. "We have a job to do."

"But—"

"Marcus." Stephan turned to face his apprentice fully. The boy was pale, his freckles standing out stark across his nose, and his hands had started trembling. “I swear to the Lord, I will have you working with the blacksmith for the next week, if I hear one more complaint out of you.”

The boy swallowed hard. Nodded.

"Good. Now help me with these.”

They spent the next hour hauling supplies up the narrow stairwell. By the time the wagon sat empty outside, Stephan's shirt clung to his back with sweat despite the tower's chill, and his shoulders felt like someone had been working them over with a hammer. The second floor chamber had transformed into a construction site—beams stacked against one wall, shingles piled near the ladder, barrels and tools scattered across the available floor space.

Thyra had carried the bulk of it, her strength making the work go faster than Stephan had anticipated. She'd grown quieter as they worked, keeping her distance from both him and Marcus, speaking only when necessary to ask where something should go. The careful way she moved around them reminded Stephan of a dog that had been kicked and was trying very hard not to give anyone a reason to do it again.

Marcus had stopped looking like he wanted to bolt, at least. The boy had settled into the routine of hauling supplies, though he still gave Thyra a wide berth whenever they passed in the stairwell.

Stephan wiped his forehead with his sleeve and surveyed the supplies. Everything accounted for. He pulled out his notebook and checked off items against his list, the pencil scratching across the paper. Beams, shingles, sealant, nails, underlayment. All present.

"We're going to start by assessing the damage from up top," he said, addressing Thyra who stood near the archway. She'd positioned herself where she could see them but wasn't in the way—unobtrusive despite her size. "Get a better sense of what we're working with before we start tearing things apart."

She nodded, her ears twitching forward. "Do you need anything from me?"

"Not right now. We'll be on the roof for the next few hours at least." He glanced at Steve, still dutifully holding his bucket. "Your assistant there might want a break. We'll be creating more leaks before we fix them."

"Oh." Thyra looked at the skeleton, and something passed across her face—concern, maybe, though Stephan couldn't quite read the expression. "Steve, you can rest. Thank you."

The skeleton set down the bucket with that same careful precision from yesterday and shuffled toward the corner, where it settled onto the floor with its back against the wall. The empty eye sockets stared ahead at nothing.

Marcus made a small sound that might have been discomfort.

"Right then." Stephan picked up his toolbox and headed for the ladder. His back protested as he started climbing, each rung sending fresh complaints through his shoulders. The hatch stood open from yesterday, gray light filtering down through the opening.

He pulled himself onto the roof and stood, breathing in the salt-heavy air. The wind had picked up since they'd arrived, coming in steady from the west where the sea waited beyond the forest. Clouds gathered on the horizon—dark and heavy with rain.

Marcus climbed up beside him, breathing hard from the exertion. The boy's face had regained some color at least, though he kept glancing back at the hatch like something might follow them up.

Stephan moved to the damaged section and crouched, running his fingers along the exposed wood. Still spongy, maybe worse than yesterday. The moisture had definitely spread overnight. He pulled out his knife and scraped at the surface, watching how easily the blade sank into the rot.

"We'll need to remove this entire section," he said, marking the area mentally. "And probably two beams underneath. Maybe three."

Marcus knelt beside him and pressed his thumb against the wood. It gave immediately, leaving a deep impression. "That's bad."

"That's why we're here." Stephan stood and walked the perimeter of the damaged area, his boots finding purchase on the slate automatically. The wind tugged at his shirt, stronger now. He looked up at those gathering clouds. They'd darkened in just the few minutes since he'd climbed up, spreading across the western sky like spilled ink.

A fat droplet hit his cheek.

Then another on his shoulder.

"Master Stephan—" Marcus was looking up too, his eyes wide.

The sky opened.

Rain came down in sheets, cold and heavy, soaking through Stephan's shirt in seconds. The slate beneath his boots turned slick instantly. He grabbed Marcus's arm and pulled him toward the hatch.

"Down! Now!"

They scrambled for the opening, boots slipping on the wet slate. Stephan's knee cracked against stone and pain shot up his leg but he kept moving. Marcus went through the hatch first, nearly falling in his haste, and Stephan followed, his hands gripping the ladder rungs as water poured down around them.

His boots hit the floor and he stepped aside, water streaming from his clothes onto the stone. Marcus stood beside him, soaked through and dripping, his hair plastered to his forehead.

The rain hammered against the roof overhead, a deafening drumroll that echoed through the tower.

Thyra appeared in the archway, her ears perked forward in alarm. "Are you both alright?"

Stephan nodded, catching his breath. Water dripped from his nose. His shirt clung to him uncomfortably, and his knee throbbed where he'd hit it. "Fine, fine. Just wet."

"That came on fast." Marcus wrung water from his sleeves, creating puddles at his feet.

Stephan moved to the window and looked out. Rain fell in solid walls, turning the forest into a gray blur. Thunder rumbled in the distance. He couldn't even see the wagon through the downpour. This wasn't a passing shower—this was the kind of storm that settled in for hours.

"Well," he said, turning back to face the room. "We're not working in that."

Thyra's tail had started a slow swish behind her. "You're both soaked. I could—would you like some tea? To warm up?"

Marcus glanced at Stephan, uncertainty written across his face.

The water pooling around Stephan's boots was cold, and he could feel the chill settling into his bones. His knee ached. The prospect of sitting in wet clothes for the next several hours while waiting out the storm held no appeal.

"Tea would be good," he said.

Thyra's ears perked up fully, and her tail wagged faster. "Yes! I'll—I'll go make some. And I have cookies. Steve made them yesterday. Well, I made them, but Steve helped." She was already backing toward the archway, her hands twisting in her robes. "They're good. I think. I mean, they're edible. Probably." She disappeared through the opening, her footsteps quick on the stairs.

Marcus leaned close. "Are we really going to eat food made by a necromancer?"

"Would you rather sit here cold and wet with nothing?" Stephan pulled off his cap and wrung water from it. His hair hung in his eyes, dripping steadily.

"I'd rather not get poisoned."

"If she wanted us dead, she had plenty of opportunities already." Stephan squeezed water from his sleeves, adding to the puddles.

"That's not comforting."

"It's polite." Stephan moved away from the window, his boots squelching with each step. Steve still sat in the corner, unmoving, empty sockets staring at nothing. Rain continued its assault on the roof, finding every gap and crack. New leaks had started—three that Stephan could see, water dripping steadily onto the floor.

He pulled out his notebook and started marking locations, the paper already damp from the rain. Marcus wandered to the bookshelves and peered at the spines, careful not to touch anything.

"These are all in different languages," the boy said. "Can't read any of them."

"Probably for the best."

Footsteps on the stairs announced Thyra's return. She carried a wooden tray laden with a teapot, three cups, and a plate piled with cookies. The scent hit Stephan immediately—butter and sugar and something spiced. Cinnamon, maybe. His stomach reminded him he'd skipped breakfast in his rush to load the wagon.

Thyra set the tray down on a cleared section of the workbench, her movements careful. "I wasn't sure how you take your tea, so I brought honey and milk." She gestured to the small containers beside the pot. "The cookies are ginger snaps. They're—well, they're not poisoned, if that's what you're worried about."

Marcus had the grace to look embarrassed.

"Thank you," Stephan said. He moved to the workbench, water still dripping from his clothes. The tea steamed as Thyra poured it into the cups, the liquid dark and fragrant. He accepted the cup she offered, wrapping his cold fingers around the warm ceramic.

The first sip burned his tongue slightly, but the heat spread through his chest, pushing back the chill. He added a spoonful of honey and tried again. Better. The sweetness cut the bitterness, and the warmth settled in his stomach.

Marcus took his cup with obvious reluctance, sniffing it before taking a careful sip. His eyebrows rose. "It's good."

"Did you expect it to taste like grave dirt?" Thyra's voice carried a hint of amusement, and her tail had resumed its gentle swaying.

"Maybe a little," Marcus admitted.

She laughed—a short, surprised sound that transformed her face entirely. The tension that had hung around her since Stephan's arrival lifted, and she looked younger somehow. Less like THYRA the FEARED and more like a wolfwoman in her twenties trying to figure out how to manage a leaking tower on a necromancer's budget.

Stephan reached for a cookie. The ginger snap was perfectly crisp, breaking cleanly when he bit into it. The spices hit his tongue—ginger, cinnamon, maybe a touch of nutmeg. The texture was right too, not too hard, with just enough chew in the center.

"These are good," he said, and meant it.

Marcus grabbed one, then another immediately after finishing the first. "Really good." He paused mid-chew and looked at Thyra. "These are as good as my mother's. Better, maybe, but don't tell her I said that."

A flush spread across Thyra's face beneath the white fur, and her ears flicked back in what might have been pleased embarrassment. "I like baking. It's—it's calming. More predictable than necromancy."

Stephan took another cookie and settled against the workbench, his wet clothes uncomfortable but the warmth from the tea and food taking the edge off. Rain continued its steady assault above, and water dripped into the new leaks with rhythmic plinking sounds. Steve sat motionless in his corner. The supplies they'd hauled up earlier created a maze of obstacles across the floor.

It should have been strange—standing in a necromancer's tower, soaked from a sudden storm, drinking tea while a skeleton watched from the corner. But the cookies were good, and the tea was hot, and Thyra had stopped looking like she expected them to flee at any moment.

Marcus was asking about the baking, something about how she got the cookies so crispy without burning them, and Thyra was explaining her technique with an enthusiasm that made her tail wag. Her hands moved as she talked, demonstrating something about oven temperature and timing.

Stephan watched her hands move through the air, tracing invisible patterns as she explained something about butter temperature. The enthusiasm in her voice reminded him of his father—the way the old man used to talk about proper roof angles and load-bearing calculations, his whole face lighting up when someone actually listened.

The comparison settled uncomfortably in his chest. His father wouldn't have approved. Wouldn't have stepped foot in this tower, wouldn't have shared tea with someone who raised the dead for a living. But his father was gone, and Stephan was here, and the cookies were good.

Thunder rolled overhead, closer now. The rain showed no signs of letting up. Stephan refilled his cup and added more honey this time, watching the amber liquid swirl through the dark tea.

"Do you live alone here?" The question came out before he'd really thought about it. "Besides Steve, I mean."

Thyra's hands stilled mid-gesture. Her ears flicked back, then forward again. "Yes. Just us. It's—it's quiet. I like quiet." She picked up her own cup, wrapping both hands around it. "Though sometimes it's too quiet. Steve isn't much for conversation."

Marcus snorted into his tea.

"What made you choose necromancy?" Stephan asked. "If you don't mind my asking."

She was quiet for a moment, her tail curling around her leg. "I was good at it. Not good at much else, but I could always feel the... the threads. The connections between life and death. It made sense to me in a way other magic didn't." She took a sip of tea. "My family wasn't pleased. They're merchants. Respectable. They thought I'd take over the business."

"But you didn't."

"But I didn't." Her voice went softer. "I wanted to be something they'd be proud of. Thought if I became powerful enough, feared enough, they'd see I'd made the right choice." She laughed, but there was no humor in it. "Turns out I'm not very good at being feared."

Stephan thought about the way she'd looked when she'd thrown open that door—twelve feet of fury and glowing eyes and bared fangs. Then he thought about how quickly that had crumbled into apologies and worry and those massive puppy eyes.

"You were pretty frightening this morning," he offered.

Her ears perked up slightly. "Really?"

"Terrifying," Marcus added, though his mouth was full of cookie. "Thought you were going to eat us."

A small smile tugged at her muzzle. "I don't eat people. That's ghouls. Completely different field."

The rain drummed steadily above. One of the new leaks had found the bucket Steve had been using earlier, creating a hollow plinking sound that punctuated the conversation. Stephan's clothes had started to dry in patches where his body heat reached them, leaving him simultaneously clammy and warm in uncomfortable alternation.

"How long have you been roofing?" Thyra asked, echoing her question from yesterday.

"Seven years. Started young." He took another cookie, more out of habit than hunger now. His stomach felt pleasantly full for the first time today. "My father taught me the basics, but most of it I learned through trial and error. A lot of error, at first."

"Did you ever want to do something else?"

The question caught him off guard. Most people assumed if you were in a trade, that was that—you were born to it or apprenticed into it and that was your life. "Maybe. When I was younger. Thought about joining the city guard for a while. Seemed exciting." He shrugged. "But roofing pays better, and you don't get stabbed as often."

Marcus laughed. "Just fall off things instead."

"Just fall off things, more than I’d like." Stephan agreed. His knee still throbbed from where he'd hit it on the slate. He'd have a bruise tomorrow, dark and tender.

Thyra was watching him with those bright eyes, her expression open in a way it hadn't been before. The tea had done its work, or maybe just time and conversation. She'd relaxed, her shoulders loose, her tail swaying gently behind her instead of tucked tight against her leg.

"I'm glad you came back," she said quietly. "After this morning, I thought—I worried you wouldn't."

"I said I would." Stephan set down his empty cup. "I don't break contracts."

"Still." She twisted her hands around her own cup. "Not everyone would have stayed. After seeing... all this." She gestured vaguely at the tower around them, the books and vials and Steve sitting motionless in the corner.

Stephan looked at Steve, then at the water-stained ceiling, then back at Thyra. She was watching him with something like hope in her expression, her ears perked forward, waiting for his response.

"It's not so bad," he said, and realized he meant it. "Seen stranger."

That was a lie—he hadn't seen stranger—but it felt like the right thing to say.

Her tail wagged faster, and that small smile returned. "Thank you."

The rain outside began to lighten, the hammering on the roof softening to a steady patter. Stephan moved back to the window and looked out. The worst of it had passed, the gray sheets thinning to reveal the forest again. The wagon stood where they'd left it, thoroughly soaked but intact.

"We should be able to get back to work soon," he said, though part of him wasn't in any rush. His clothes were still damp, and his knee hurt, and the workbench behind him held cookies and warm tea. The roof would still be there in an hour.

Marcus had wandered over to examine one of the bookshelves again, standing on his toes to peer at the higher volumes. Thyra was tidying the tea things, stacking the cups with careful precision.

"Will you need me to help with anything else?" she asked. "Once you start working again?"

"Probably not today. We'll be doing mostly assessment work until the weather clears properly." Stephan turned from the window. "But if you're around tomorrow, an extra pair of hands would be useful when we start pulling up the damaged section."

"I'll be here." She said it quickly, eagerly, her tail giving an enthusiastic swish. "I don't really go anywhere. The tower needs a lot of work, and my research takes up most of my time, and—" She cut herself off. "Sorry. I'm rambling again."

"It's fine." Stephan found himself almost smiling. "Better than working in silence."

The rain had tapered to a drizzle now, light enough that they could work if they were careful. His clothes were still uncomfortably damp, but the storm had bought them time to dry at least partially. He collected his toolbox from where he'd set it earlier and headed for the ladder.

Marcus followed, pausing at the base to look back at Thyra. "Thank you for the tea. And the cookies."

"You're welcome." Her ears perked up fully. "I'll make more. For tomorrow. If you want."

"We want," Marcus said immediately, and Stephan didn't contradict him.

They climbed back onto the roof, emerging into the gray drizzle. The slate gleamed wetly, treacherous underfoot. Stephan moved carefully to the damaged section and crouched, pulling out his knife to continue the assessment he'd started before the storm hit.

The work absorbed him—measuring, marking, calculating what needed to be replaced and in what order. Marcus assisted, holding the measuring tape and making notes in the waterproof notebook Stephan kept for outdoor work. The drizzle gradually stopped, leaving everything damp and clean-smelling.

By the time the sun started its descent toward the horizon, Stephan had a complete picture of the damage. Worse than his initial estimate—three support beams compromised, not two, and the rot had spread into the frame around the tower's chimney. They'd need additional materials, which meant another trip to town and another delay.

He descended the ladder as the light faded, his shoulders aching and his hands stiff from gripping tools in the damp air. Marcus followed, moving slower, exhaustion evident in the way he took each rung.

They found Thyra in the circular chamber, sitting at her workbench with a leather-bound tome open before her. She looked up as they entered, her ears perking forward. The blue light from earlier hovered near her shoulder, casting soft illumination across the pages.

"How bad?" she asked.

"Worse than I thought." Stephan set his toolbox down with a thud that echoed through the chamber. "Three beams instead of two, and damage around the chimney I didn't catch yesterday. I'll need to go back to town tomorrow, get more materials."

Her ears drooped. "More expensive."

"More expensive," he confirmed. "Another twenty crowns, maybe twenty-five."

She was quiet for a moment, her fingers resting on the open page. Then she nodded, her expression resigned. "I'll find it. Somehow."

The defeat in her voice settled uncomfortably in Stephan's chest. He thought about the way she'd carried those beams earlier, the enthusiasm when she'd talked about baking, the careful way she'd poured tea for two strangers who'd invaded her home. This tower was falling apart around her, and she was trying to hold it together with a necromancer's salary and determination.

"The extra work will take longer too," he said, gentler than before. "Maybe two weeks total instead of ten days."

"That's fine." She closed the book, her hands resting on the cover. "I'm not going anywhere."

Marcus shifted beside him, stifling a yawn. The boy had earned his rest today—hauling supplies in the morning, then scrambling across a wet roof all afternoon. Stephan's own exhaustion was catching up to him now that they'd stopped moving, settling into his bones alongside the damp chill that his clothes hadn't fully shed.

"We should head back before it gets full dark," he said. "Roads aren't safe after sunset."

Thyra stood, and the blue light brightened slightly, following her movement. "Let me pack you some cookies. For the road."

"You don't have to—"

"I want to." She was already moving toward the archway, her tail swishing behind her. "You worked hard today. Both of you."

She disappeared down the stairs, her footsteps quick despite her size. Stephan looked at Marcus, who shrugged, too tired to protest the offer of free food.

They waited in the blue-lit chamber, Steve still sitting motionless in his corner, the new leaks still dripping into various containers Thyra must have placed while they worked. The tower creaked around them, old wood and stone settling in the cooling evening air.

Thyra returned with a cloth bundle tied with twine, the smell of ginger and cinnamon wafting from it. She held it out to Stephan, and when he took it, their fingers brushed—her fur soft and warm against his scraped palm.

"Thank you," he said. "For the tea earlier. And these."

"It's nothing." But her ears perked up, pleased. "Thank you for staying. After this morning. After the rain. After—everything."

Stephan found himself looking at her properly for the first time since they'd met. Not the terrifying necromancer from the doorway, not the anxious tower owner worrying about payment, just... Thyra. Standing in the fading light of her falling-apart tower, wearing robes that had seen better days, her white fur catching the blue glow from her magical light. Alone except for a skeleton she'd named Steve and a roof that leaked every time it rained.

"I'll be back tomorrow," he said. "Early. Need to get to town and back before noon if we want to make progress."

"I'll have breakfast ready." The words came out quickly, almost hopefully. "If you want. I make good porridge. And there's bacon from the village—I bought it last week, it's not cursed or anything."

Marcus perked up at the mention of bacon.

"Breakfast would be good," Stephan said, and her tail wagged so hard it knocked against the workbench behind her.

They descended the stairs together, Thyra lighting the way with her blue orb. The ground floor felt darker than before, evening shadows pooling in the corners. She walked them to the door and opened it, revealing the forest beyond bathed in the deep blue of approaching night.

"Safe travels," she said, standing in the doorway, silhouetted against the blue light behind her.

Stephan nodded and headed for the wagon, Marcus trailing behind him. His apprentice climbed onto his horse while Stephan checked the wagon's contents—everything still secured despite the storm, the canvas wrapping on the shingles dark with moisture but intact.

He climbed onto the wagon seat and took up the reins, then glanced back at the tower. Thyra still stood in the doorway, one hand raised in farewell, her tail swaying gently behind her. The blue light made her seem almost ethereal, like something from a story his mother used to tell—the lonely guardian of a forgotten place, waiting for someone to remember she existed.

He raised his own hand in return, then clicked his tongue and urged the horse forward. The wagon creaked into motion, wheels squelching in the mud. The forest closed around them as they left the clearing, and when Stephan looked back one final time, the tower had disappeared behind the trees.

They rode in silence for a while, the only sounds the wagon's creaking and the horse's steady footfalls. The cloth bundle of cookies sat on the seat beside him, still warm somehow.

"She's not what I expected," Marcus said finally, his voice carrying through the growing darkness.

"No," Stephan agreed. "She's not."

"Are we really coming back tomorrow?"

The question should have been simple—yes, they had a job to finish, a contract to fulfill. But Stephan thought about Thyra's hopeful expression when she'd offered breakfast, the way her whole face had transformed when she'd laughed, the careful way she'd poured tea for two strangers who probably reminded her how alone she was.

"Yes," he said. "We're coming back."

Marcus was quiet for a moment. "The cookies really were good."

They were. Stephan untied the bundle one-handed and passed one to Marcus, then took one for himself. The ginger snap tasted even better than earlier, or maybe he was just hungry enough now to appreciate it fully. The spices warmed his mouth, and the sweetness cut through the lingering damp chill in his bones.

The road wound through the darkening forest, and above them the first stars were beginning to emerge through gaps in the canopy. Tomorrow he'd need to visit the supply merchant again, explain the additional materials needed, probably endure some lecture about proper initial assessments. Then back to the tower, back to Thyra and Steve and the leaking ceiling and breakfast she'd promised to make.

Two weeks of work stretched ahead of him. Two weeks of climbing that groaning staircase, of navigating around books written in languages he couldn't read, of avoiding volatile relics and making small talk with a necromancer who couldn't pillage successfully and baked cookies when she was stressed.

His father would have walked away. Would have refused the job the moment he'd seen Steve standing there with his bucket. Would have called it unnatural, wrong, an affront to everything decent people should stand for.

But his father was gone, and Stephan was here, and somehow the thought of returning tomorrow—of seeing Thyra's ears perk up when he arrived, of watching her tail wag when he accepted her offer of breakfast—didn't feel wrong at all.

It felt like the start of something, though he couldn't quite name what.

The wagon rolled on through the darkness, carrying them back toward town and tomorrow's preparations. Behind them, the tower stood alone in its clearing, its roof still leaking, its owner still hoping that maybe this time someone would stay long enough to fix what was broken.

And Stephan found himself hoping the same thing.
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