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Chapter 1: The Education of Tamsin Pike

The forest had opinions about Tamsin’s presence, and it expressed them through the medium of roots placed at ankle height, branches positioned at eye level, and a species of thorn bush that grew exclusively in the gaps between “where you are” and “where you need to be.”

She was learning to read the forest the way Kellan read it, which was to say badly, slowly, and with considerably more bruising.

“Stop,” Doria said.

Tamsin stopped. Her boot hovered two inches above a patch of moss that looked, to her eyes, identical to every other patch of moss she had walked across in the last hour.

“What do you see?” Doria asked.

Tamsin looked at the moss. The moss looked back with serene indifference. Nothing but a plant that had been growing in this exact spot since before Tamsin’s grandmother had been a relevant concept. “Moss.”

“Look harder.”

Tamsin looked harder. The moss remained moss. It was green. It was soft. It occupied ground. These were the a few things moss did and it was doing all of them with commendable dedication.

“I see moss,” Tamsin said. “Very committed moss.”

Doria crouched beside the patch and pointed with one finger. “The colour’s wrong. See how it’s darker here, at the centre? Lighter at the edges?”

Tamsin crouched and squinted. The colour difference was there, barely, a shade’s worth of variation that she would have walked over without noticing if Doria hadn’t stopped her, and which she still might have walked over even after being stopped because the difference between “dark green moss” and “slightly darker green moss” was not, in Tamsin’s experience, the kind of distinction that separated the living from the dead.

“That’s a burrow cover,” Doria said. “Something dug underneath and the moss grew over the hole. The centre’s darker because the soil beneath is wetter, the burrow channels rainwater down. You step on that, your foot goes through, your ankle turns, and you’re limping for a week.”

“Or,” Kellan added from somewhere above them, he had climbed a hornbeam without announcing his departure, which was his preferred method of existing, “the thing that dug the burrow is still in the burrow, and it doesn’t appreciate visitors.”

Tamsin withdrew her boot from the moss’s airspace.

“What dug it?”

Doria straightened. “Could be a ridge-badger. Could be a stone-borer beetle colony or nothing anymore. Doesn’t matter what dug it. Matters that you see it before your ankle finds out.”

They moved on.

The second lesson came an hour later, in a clearing where the canopy thinned and the autumn light fell in columns that turned the leaf litter to copper.

Sergeant Harren, who had been assigned to escort the adventurers’ patrol by Captain Varrin, along with four soldiers whose names Tamsin had learned and immediately forgotten because her brain was full of moss and burrows and the specific shade of green that meant “hole”, called a rest stop. The soldiers sat on a fallen log and produced canteens. Kellan remained in his tree. Doria leaned against an oak and closed her eyes, which Tamsin had learned did not mean she was resting but rather that she was listening, because Doria’s ears did more work than most people’s eyes.

“Close your eyes,” Doria said, without opening hers.

Tamsin sighed and closed her eyes.

“What do you hear?”

Tamsin listened. The forest was not quiet. The forest was, in fact, aggressively loud in the way that natural spaces are loud when you stop moving through them and let them resume the business you interrupted. Birds. Wind in the canopy. The creak of branches. A distant woodpecker. The rustle of something small moving through undergrowth. The soldiers’ canteens sloshing.

“Everything,” Tamsin said.

“Good. Now stop hearing the soldiers.”

Tamsin tried. The soldiers were loud. They breathed loudly, drank loudly, existed loudly. One of them was whispering to another about whether the mess hall would have mutton tonight. She pushed the sounds aside, layered them beneath the forest sounds, filed them under “known and irrelevant.”

“Now stop hearing the wind.”

That was harder. The wind was everywhere, in every leaf, branch, between the bushes, and gap between trunks. She pushed it down and filed it. She was beginning to feel like Reeves Quill the more she did. That was a scary thought.

“Now stop hearing the birds.”

Tamsin pushed the birdsong down. The woodpecker and the finches in the canopy. The crow that had been following them for twenty minutes and which Kellan had identified as “curious, not threatening, probably wants our lunch.”

The forest went thin.

What remained was the undergrowth. The small rustlings and movement of things that were not wind, birds, or soldiers. Things that lived close to the ground and moved with purpose.

“Now,” Doria said. “Listen to what’s missing.”

Tamsin listened to the absence.

It took her thirty seconds to find it.

The clearing they sat in was alive with sound. But to the northeast, perhaps forty yards into the tree line, there was a pocket of nothing. A space where the undergrowth rustlings stopped. Where the small things that moved with purpose had decided, collectively, that purpose was best served elsewhere. A circle of silence in a forest that didn’t do silence.

“Something’s there,” Tamsin said. Her eyes opened.

Doria’s eyes opened too. She was smiling. “Something’s there. Probably a fox den, the small prey avoids the area, so the undergrowth goes quiet. But if the birds go quiet too?” Doria’s smile faded. “That’s bigger. Birds don’t care about foxes. Birds care about things that eat birds. Hawks. Wyverns.” She paused. “Worse.”

“How do you tell the difference?”

“Size of the silence. Fox makes a pocket. Hawk makes a lane, the birds go quiet along its flight path. Wyvern makes a dome. Everything shuts up in a radius. And if the insects stop…” Doria pushed off the oak. “If the insects stop, you run. You don’t ask what it is. You don’t look. You run.”

Tamsin filed this information in the same mental cabinet where she kept Garrick’s error codes and Brin’s metalwork metaphors and Nan’s rules about rope-catching. The cabinet was getting full. She was going to need a bigger cabinet.

The third lesson happened by accident, which was how most of the important lessons in Tamsin’s life had happened, including the one about not nicking sword edges and the one about not chasing Level 49 Ancient Elk into the deep forest.

They were moving through a stretch of old growth where the oaks grew so close together their root systems had merged into a single, continuous platform of gnarled wood that rose and fell like frozen waves. Tamsin was practising her silence-reading, ears tuned to the undergrowth, filtering wind and birds and soldiers the way Doria had taught her, when her System pinged.

A soft chime. Blue text at the edge of her vision.

Skill Unlocked: Ambient Mana Sense (Passive) — Level 1

You have demonstrated sufficient environmental awareness to perceive background mana fluctuations.

Current sensitivity: Minimal.

Note: This skill improves with practice and exposure. The System recommends not panicking.

Tamsin blinked.

She blinked again, because the blue text was still there, and because the forest had changed. The change was subtle, less a transformation and more a revealing, as though someone had cleaned a window she hadn’t known was dirty. The air carried something she could almost see. A shimmer and warmth that had nothing to do with temperature. It pooled in the hollows between roots. It drifted between trunks in slow, lazy currents. It gathered, faintly, around the oldest trees, clinging to their bark like morning dew that had forgotten to evaporate.

She was seeing mana.

But barely. The barest whisper of it, a Level 1 perception of something that had been there all along, invisible and omnipresent, and which she could now detect the way a person with a head cold can detect the ghost of a smell, present but maddeningly incomplete.

“You’ve gone pale,” Doria said.

“I’m fine.”

“You’ve also stopped walking.”

Tamsin resumed walking. The mana moved around her boots. It parted and reformed. It was everywhere and it was nothing and it was the most extraordinary thing she had ever perceived and she wanted to tell someone and she couldn’t tell anyone because telling someone would mean explaining how she’d unlocked it and explaining how she’d unlocked it would mean explaining that she’d been training her perception by listening to silence in a forest with the System which had decided this qualified as sufficient environmental awareness and—

“Seriously,” Doria said. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Just a root… almost tripped.”

Doria’s eyes narrowed. She looked at the ground. There were no roots within five feet of Tamsin’s current position.

Tamsin walked faster.

The fourth lesson was Kellan’s, delivered from his tree. “The mana gathers…”

Tamsin’s head snapped up. Kellan was twenty feet above her, balanced on a branch that should not have supported his weight, longbow in his hands, wyvern-gut string catching the filtered light.

“What?”

“You keep looking at the ground. At the hollows and the old trees.” He tilted his head. “You unlocked the sense.”

Tamsin’s mouth opened in shock. “How did you—”

“Everyone does it the first day, the looking-down thing in awe, like the whole world just got a new coat of paint and you can’t stop checking whether it’s wet.” He shifted on his branch. “Here’s what they don’t tell you in the scrolls and academy books. The mana pools where things have died. Old kills. Old battles. Old anything that released energy into the ground. The bigger the pool, the older the death. Or the bigger the death.” He pointed northeast, toward the pocket of silence Tamsin had identified earlier. “That fox den? Look at it now.”

Tamsin looked.

The mana around the fox den was thicker. A faint, warm glow that clung to the earth in a circle perhaps ten feet across. Old and settled. The residue of many small deaths over many seasons, prey brought back to the den, consumed, their tiny mana signatures released into the soil and accumulated over years into something visible at Level 1.

“Now look at the clearing we rested in,” Kellan said.

Tamsin turned. The clearing was behind them now, fifty yards back, visible through gaps in the trunks.

The mana in the clearing was thin. Even and unremarkable.

“Nothing died there,” Tamsin said.

“Nothing big or recent. Safe ground.” Kellan’s voice carried an instructional tone. “Now. If you see a pool that’s fresh, bright, unsettled, moving, that means something died recently. And if something died recently, the thing that killed it might still be nearby.”

“And if the pool is massive?”

Kellan was quiet for a moment. His fingers moved along his bowstring, testing tension. “Then you’re standing on a battlefield. Or a dragon’s feeding ground. Or somewhere a very powerful person did something very violent a very long time ago.” He looked down at her. “Or recently. Depends on the brightness.”

Tamsin thought about Garrick’s courtyard, the flagstones where he walked every day, and whether, if she looked at those flagstones with her new sense, she would see something that confirmed every hypothesis she’d been building for weeks.

She decided not to look.

Some answers were better left in their cabinet.

The rain arrived the next morning with commitment. A natural phenomenon that had been given a budget, a deadline, and absolutely no instructions regarding restraint.

It fell in sheets so thick that the concept of “visibility” became aspirational rather than descriptive. The sky had lowered itself to approximately fifteen feet above the ground and was expressing its feelings about the season through the medium of water delivered at volume and velocity. The cobblestones of Brackenridge vanished beneath a running film of grey. The rooftops dissolved into suggestion. The garrison wall became a rumour.

Tamsin stood under the overhang of the eastern portion of the forest with her cloak pulled tight and her wooden sword strapped across her back and water running down her nose in a continuous stream that she had stopped wiping because wiping was futile and futility was exhausting and the rain was winning and she had accepted this.

The argument had been going on for twelve minutes.

She could hear it from thirty feet away, which was impressive given that the rain was producing a white noise so comprehensive it should have drowned everything within a quarter-mile radius. The argument was louder than the rain. The argument had found a register that the rain could not compete with, a frequency reserved for professional disagreements between people who were both correct and both unwilling to acknowledge the other’s correctness.

She moved closer, boots splashing through puddles that had achieved the depth and ambition of small ponds.

Sergeant Harren stood beneath the massive oak trees overhang with his arms crossed and his jaw set and rain dripping from the brim of his helmet in a curtain that he was ignoring through what appeared to be sheer force of military discipline. Behind him, four soldiers huddled against the copse of trees, looking miserable in the specific way that soldiers look miserable when they have been told to stand somewhere and the somewhere is wet.

Kellan stood opposite Harren, his longbow cased in oilskin, his travelling cloak already dark with water. Doria stood beside him, short swords covered, pack on her back, boots laced for distance. Their horses were saddled and waiting behind them, heads down, ears flat, expressing equine opinions about the weather that aligned precisely with everyone else’s.

“—cannot authorise movement through the eastern pass in these conditions,” Harren was speaking. “Visibility is under twenty yards, the trail surface will be compromised, and even the gradient on the eastern slope—”

“We know the gradient,” Kellan said. “We’ve ridden it six times.”

“In dry conditions, the eastern slope in rain becomes a drainage channel. The footing—”

“We’re not asking for an escort, Sergeant. We’re informing you we’re leaving.” Kellan’s voice was level and patient. But it had lost all patience after twelve minutes of constant back and forth. “The caravan departs Brackenridge at sundown. If we miss it, we’re stuck here another week.”

“A week isn’t—”

“A week is multiple contracts we’ve already signed. A week is penalty clauses. A week is our reputation with the Merchant’s Guild taking a hit we can’t afford.” Doria stepped forward. Rain ran down her face and she didn’t blink. “We’ve ridden worse than this. We’ve ridden through worse than this while things were trying to kill us. A wet hill isn’t going to—”

“The captain’s standing orders are clear.” Harren’s arms tightened across his chest. “No civilian movement through the eastern pass during severe weather events. The liability—”

“Liability.” Kellan’s mouth compressed. “We signed waivers. We signed your forms. We signed Reeve Quill’s forms. We signed forms that existed solely to confirm we’d signed the other forms. At what point does a signed waiver actually waive something?”

Harren eyes flicked to the soldiers behind him, who were watching the exchange with careful, neutral expressions. “The waiver covers hunt-related activities within the designated zone. Travel through the eastern pass during a weather event is a separate classification—”

“Then reclassify it.”

“I don’t have the authority to—”

“Then get someone who does.”

Harren’s shoulders squared. “The captain is conducting morning drill and is back in Brackenridge. He is not available for—”

“Sergeant.” Doria’s voice dropped half a register. She took another step forward. The rain between them turned to mist where it hit the heat of the argument. “We are Level 28 and 29. We have survived the GloryVeil Passage in a blizzard. We have crossed the BlueBlood during the spring floods. We have ridden through the AshDread foothills while a territorial wyvern was actively expressing displeasure about our presence in its airspace. A wet hill in a frontier village is not going to kill us.”

Harren’s mouth opened and then snapped shut. His hand came up and rubbed the back of his neck beneath his helmet’s rim. Rain ran down his gauntlet and dripped from his elbow.

He looked at the sky, but the sky offered no assistance.

The sky was busy.

He looked at the pass. The eastern road climbed from the forest road toward the town gate over a ridge that was, on clear days, visible as a dark line against the horizon. Today the ridge did not exist. Today the road vanished into grey approximately forty yards from them and did not reappear.

“If you break a leg on that slope,” Harren said, “I am not sending a recovery team.”

“Understood.”

“If your horses throw a shoe, you walk.”

“Understood.”

“If you encounter anything on the pass that you cannot handle—”

“Sergeant.” Kellan’s patience arrived at its boundary and stepped over it with quiet finality. “We will be fine. We have been fine for eight years of professional adventuring across terrain that makes your eastern pass look like a garden path. We are leaving. Now. With or without your blessing, though we’d prefer with, because the paperwork for ‘without’ presumably involves another form and I have run out of ink.”

Harren stared at them for a long moment. Rain hammered the overhang above his head. The soldiers behind him shifted their weight.

“Go and if Varrin asks, I expressed formal disapproval.”

“Noted and appreciated.” Kellan turned to his horse, gathered the reins, and swung into the saddle.

Doria followed, her shorter frame requiring a half-second more effort that she converted into efficiency through practice.

They turned their horses toward the eastern road.

Kellan looked back. His eyes found Tamsin beneath the tree’s overhang, half-hidden behind a support post, water streaming down her cloak. “Pike. You coming to the ridge and back to Brackenridge?”

Tamsin’s heart kicked. “The ridge? Brackenridge?”

“Last lesson. Reading terrain from elevation. Can’t teach it in a shop.” He glanced at the rain, at the road, at the grey nothing beyond the gate. “Bit wet. Your call.”

Tamsin looked at Harren.

Harren looked back. His expression carried the weight of a man who was about to say no and then remembered that Tamsin Pike was not under his command, not a soldier, not his responsibility, and was eighteen years old with a signed waiver and an endorsement from a man who could throw pine planks across villages.

“Your call,” Harren echoed, and his tone made it clear that “your call” meant “your funeral” and “your funeral” meant “I will not be attending because I will be dry.”

Tamsin stepped out from under the partial cover from the rain into it proper.

It hit her like a wall that had been waiting for this exact moment to fall on her specifically. It soaked through her cloak in seconds, found the gaps between collar and neck, ran down her spine, filled her boots through the lace-holes, and generally conducted itself with the thoroughness of a natural force that had been given a target and intended to saturate it completely.

She followed the horses up the eastern road.

The slope was everything Harren had promised and several things he hadn’t.

The trail, which on dry days was packed earth and gravel with reasonable footing, had transformed into something that existed in the liminal space between “path” and “river.” Water ran down it in braided channels that carved new routes with every passing minute. The gravel had migrated downhill, leaving exposed clay that was the colour of old rust and the consistency of soap. The horses’ hooves slipped and caught and slipped again, their riders leaning forward in their saddles, weight distributed for the climb.

Tamsin climbed on foot.

Her boots found purchase where they could, exposed roots, embedded stones, patches of grass that clung to the slope’s edge with a desperate tenacity of vegetation that knew it was losing a war against gravity and water but refused to surrender. Her hands grabbed at saplings. Her wooden sword, strapped across her back, caught on low branches and pulled her off-balance twice.

The rain did not let up.

It intensified, as though the sky had been holding something in reserve and had decided that now, specifically now, while Tamsin was on a forty-degree slope with clay under her boots and nothing but grey in every direction, was the appropriate moment to deploy it.

They crested the ridge.

The view from the top was theoretical. The rain reduced everything beyond twenty feet to impressionist suggestion, shapes that might have been trees, contours that might have been hills, a darkness below that might have been the valley floor or might have been the edge of the world. Tamsin couldn’t tell. The water in her eyes made everything swim.

“There,” Kellan said, pointing from his saddle toward the valley’s far side. “On a clear day, you’d see the old watchtower ruins. The mana pools around them are visible from here if your sense is above Level 3. Today—”

Tamsin’s boot slipped.

The clay beneath her right foot liquefied. Her weight, which had been balanced on the ridge’s narrow crest, shifted backward. Her arms windmilled. Her left hand grabbed air. Her right hand found Doria’s stirrup leather—

Doria’s hand shot down. Fingers closed around Tamsin’s wrist. Strong fingers. Level 28 fingers that had gripped sword hilts and cliff edges and the manes of panicking horses in worse conditions than this.

The clay gave way beneath both of them.

The horse lurched sideways. Doria’s grip broke, not from weakness but because the angle and leverage were impossible, Tamsin’s weight pulling down while the horse pulled up and the rain made everything between them frictionless.

Tamsin fell.

The slope took her the way a river takes a leaf. Without malice or intent, with the simple, implacable physics of mass and gravity and a surface that had abandoned all pretence of solidarity with the humans attempting to traverse it. She slid on her back, then her side, then her stomach, the clay coating her cloak and her face and filling her mouth with a taste like old copper coin and wet earth.

She grabbed anything her fingers caught on.

A fern cluster, her fingers closed around the stems and the stems held for two seconds before tearing free, roots and all, leaving her with a fistful of green and a continued descent.

A sapling, her arm hooked around it and her body swung sideways and the sapling bent, bent, bent to forty-five degrees and held. She stopped. For three seconds she hung there, one arm wrapped around a tree no thicker than her wrist, feet dangling over a slope that continued downward into grey nothing.

The sapling creaked.

She let go before it snapped and slid again, slower now, her boots digging furrows in the clay, her hands grabbing at anything, roots, stones, grass, another fern cluster that held longer than the first, slowing her, slowing her, until her boots hit something solid and she stopped.

She lay on her stomach in the mud.

Rain hammered her back.

Her breathing came in gasps that tasted of clay and iron.

Above her, distant and muffled by rain, Doria’s voice sounded out. “Pike! Pike, are you—”

“I’m fine!” Tamsin shouted. Her voice cracked on the second word. She was not fine. She was covered in mud and her left elbow was screaming and her wooden sword had shifted sideways and was pressing into her kidney and she was lying on a slope she couldn’t see the bottom of in rain she couldn’t see through.

She pushed herself up.

Her hands pressed into mud. Her knees found purchase on whatever solid thing her boots had hit. She blinked clay out of her eyes and wiped her face with a sleeve that was wetter than her face and accomplished nothing except redistributing the mud into a more even coating.

She looked around.

The rain fell.

The slope continued below her, steep and grey and featureless except—

Except for the wall.

Tamsin’s jaw dropped. The mud on her chin cracked with the motion.

The rain had carved the hillside open. A section of earth, perhaps thirty feet wide, had sloughed away in a mudslide that must have happened hours ago, maybe minutes, the edges still raw and weeping brown water. The slide had exposed what lay beneath the surface, beneath the clay and the roots and the accumulated centuries of soil that had buried it; stone.

Massive, fitted stone blocks, each one taller than Tamsin and wider than her arm span, set together without mortar in joints so precise that the rain running across their surface found no gap to enter. The stone was dark, not the grey of local fieldstone but a deep, iron-black that drank the light and gave nothing back. Lichen clung to its surface in patches of pale green, the only colour on a wall that seemed to reject colour as a concept.

And in the centre of the exposed section: a doorway.

The doorway was sealed. Two stone slabs, fitted edge to edge, carved with symbols that Tamsin’s new mana sense registered as painfully bright. The ambient mana she’d been learning to perceive, the gentle pools, the quiet currents, the fox-den residue, was a candle flame. This was a bonfire. The symbols pulsed with a contained, ancient energy that pressed against her perception like a sound too loud for the room it occupied.

Her System pinged.

The chime was different from the skill unlock. Deeper and more insistent. The blue text that appeared carried a weight she hadn’t seen before, the letters sharper, the borders thicker, as though the System itself was paying closer attention than usual.

Location Discovered!

The Sunken Bastion of Kapel-Vareth

Classification: Ruined Keep (Dungeon)

Estimated Threat Level: ???

Status: Sealed

Note: The System recommends extreme caution.

Tamsin stared at the wall, the sealed door, the system message, and then the symbols that burned against her mana sense like brands pressed into the air itself.

Rain ran down the ancient stone and pooled at the door’s base, and the water that touched the symbols steamed, faintly, in the cold air.

Above her, Doria was shouting something about ropes.

Tamsin didn’t move.

Her spring was in her pocket. Her hand found it. It started turning.

Click-click-click-click-click,

The Sunken Bastion of Kael-Vareth stared back at her with its sealed door and its burning symbols and its threat level that exceeded analysis.

Tamsin Pike stood on a mudslide in a rainstorm, covered in clay, bleeding from her elbow, eighteen years old, Level 7, holding a spring in one hand and a discovery in the other.

The spring turned faster.

No. I’ve learned my lesson! I won’t be going in! I’m going straight to Garrick and tell no one, not even Doria.
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Chapter 2: The Door in the Hill

The day after arrived with the same rain and the same dark clouds, which had apparently decided that one day of comprehensive saturation was insufficient and that a second day was required to address any patches of dryness that might have survived the first assault through the criminal negligence of overhangs, awnings, or the occasional hat.

Brackenridge dripped.

It dripped from eaves and gutters and the broken gate that still wouldn’t close. It dripped from the shrine roof, which had resumed leaking despite Juniper’s best efforts and possibly because of them. It dripped from the garrison walls, the market stalls, the cobblestones, and the nose of every person foolish enough to step outside without an umbrella, which was everyone, because umbrellas on the frontier were considered a form of moral weakness roughly equivalent to admitting you couldn’t outrun water.

Garrick leaned on his counter and watched the rain through the shopfront window.

The street was empty. The cobblestones gleamed like the backs of wet fish. A single chicken had taken shelter beneath the chandler’s awning across the road and was staring at the sky with the affronted disbelief of a creature that had been promised a universe governed by reason and had received, instead, this.

No customers today.

No customers yesterday either, but yesterday had been a choice. Today was weather.

Tamsin was sitting on the stool near the courtyard doorway.

She had been sitting on the stool since seven-forty-five that morning, which was approximately three hours ago, and in those three hours she had not moved, spoken, fidgeted with a spring, asked a question, offered a hypothesis, or done any of the things that Tamsin Pike normally did when occupying a space, which included but were not limited to: disassembling nearby objects, reassembling them incorrectly, asking why they had been assembled the original way in the first place, and suggesting improvements that would require materials not yet invented.

She was staring at him.

The stare had a quality to it that Garrick had seen before, in war rooms and interrogation chambers and the faces of people who were holding a piece of information so large that it was deforming the shape of their skull from the inside. Her jaw was set. Her hands were on her knees, fingers spread, palms down, pressing into the fabric of her trousers as though she needed the pressure to keep herself anchored to the stool. The spring was in her pocket. It was not turning.

This was the most alarming detail.

Garrick remembered her arrival the previous evening. The door had banged open at quarter past six, and Tamsin had stood in the frame like something the forest had chewed up, considered, and spat back. Mud covered her from collar to boots in a layer so comprehensive it had achieved the status of a second skin. Her hair, freed from its twine, hung in ropes of brown water. Her cloak dripped a continuous stream onto the threshold. Her boots left prints on the floorboards that were less “footprints” and more “geological samples.”

She hadn’t gone to Brin’s.

She lived at Brin’s, slept at Brin’s, kept her things at Brin’s. The smithy was closer to the eastern gate by two hundred yards. She had walked past it, through the rain, covered in the entire hillside, and come here instead.

She hadn’t said a word.

She’d tracked puddles across the shopfront, through the corridor, up the stairs to the washroom, and the sound of water hitting the basin had continued for twenty minutes before she’d come back down in borrowed clothes that Garrick kept for exactly no reason except that the System Inventory contained everything he’d ever owned and some of it happened to be roughly teenager-sized.

Ash had not been happy about the puddles.

The cat had emerged from the crate approximately four seconds after Tamsin’s muddy boots had crossed the shopfront, surveyed the damage with ears flat and tail rigid, and walked to the nearest puddle with the slow, deliberate gait of a health inspector approaching a violation. One grey paw extended. It touched the puddle’s surface. The paw retracted. Ash looked at the puddle. Looked at the trail of puddles leading to the corridor. Looked at Garrick.

The look said: This is your fault. I don’t know how. But it is.

Ash was currently on the counter, as far from the still-damp floorboards as feline dignity could achieve without resorting to the shelves. The cat sat with its back to the room, facing the wall, tail wrapped around its paws, radiating displeasure at a frequency that made the herb jars vibrate.

Silver was at the front door.

The dog had been at the front door since the first peal of thunder at six-fifteen that morning, and his relationship with the door had progressed through several distinct phases. Phase one had been pressing his nose against the gap beneath it and whining. Phase two had been scratching at the wood with both front paws in a rhythm that suggested he was trying to dig through to the other side. Phase three, the current phase, involved sitting bolt upright with his ears flat and his body rigid and howling at each new crack of thunder with a sound that started in his chest, travelled through his throat, and emerged as a sustained, wavering note of canine existential protest that rattled the window glass and made Ash’s ears rotate backward by an additional two degrees.

Thunder rolled across the village.

Silver threw his head back and howled.

Ash’s tail lashed once against the counter.

Garrick watched the dog, the cat, the rain, and the girl on the stool who had been staring at him for three hours without blinking, and he thought: I’ll build him a little house. Elevated, in the courtyard. With a covering above it. Something he can retreat to when the storms come. Cedar, probably. Waterproofed. Maybe with a blanket inside. Straw might be smarter.

He added it to the mental list.

The mental list was long. It contained, among other things: stock rotation for the moonpetal, quarterly tax filing in four weeks, the garrison repair that Lena had cleared, a fence modification to address the goat’s latest climbing technique, and the ongoing project of teaching himself to have conversations with customers that didn’t end in their rapid departure.

He leaned on the counter and sighed.

The shop was quiet. The rain was loud. The thunder came and Silver howled and Ash’s tail lashed and Tamsin stared and the morning stretched itself thin across the hours like butter scraped over too much bread.

Nan didn’t visit.

Nan visited every day. Nan visited in sunshine and cloud and light drizzle and moderate wind and conditions that any reasonable person would describe as “fine, actually, stop complaining.” Nan did not visit in rain that required a boat. Nan was, Garrick had learned, a woman who drew a firm line between “dedicated community surveillance” and “getting her hair wet,” and the line was drawn at approximately the point where puddles became navigable by small watercraft.

Elsie didn’t come with the kids.

The children, who normally arrived at Garrick’s courtyard with the inevitability of wind existing and the volume of weather that had been given legs and opinions, were presumably indoors, dry, cozy, and presumably driving Elsie to madness that only occurs when energetic children are confined to small spaces during extended precipitation events.

Brin didn’t come.

Brin came most afternoons. He would lean in the doorway, say nothing for ten minutes, accept tea, say one thing that contained more meaning than most people’s paragraphs, and leave. The silence between them had become a fixture of Garrick’s day, a load-bearing silence, the kind that held things up rather than pressing them down.

Juniper didn’t come with his nails.

The shrine’s infinite nail surplus remained, presumably, in the vestry, gathering the dust that Juniper would use as an excuse to visit tomorrow, or the day after, or whenever the rain stopped and the roads dried and a kind man with patched robes could walk to the east road without arriving looking like he’d been baptised by the entire sky.

Garrick missed them.

The thought arrived without permission, sat down in his chest, and made itself comfortable. He missed the company. The noise of it. The warmth of bowls passed between hands and conversations that went nowhere important and arrived somewhere essential. He missed Brin’s silence and Juniper’s chatter and Nan’s half-smile and Elsie’s flour prints and the children’s laughter and the specific, irreplaceable texture of an ordinary day filled with ordinary people doing ordinary things in his vicinity.

Maybe I should go visit Nan’s inn. Won’t get any customers in this rain anyway.

He pushed off the counter.

Tamsin’s stool scraped against the floorboards. She was on her feet, hands at her sides, fingers curled, jaw working. Her eyes, which had been fixed on him with unblinking intensity for many solid hours consecutively, were now fixed on him with an unblinking intensity. The surveillance apparatus reached a decision.

Garrick turned to face her fully.

He’d had enough.

“What’s wrong?”

Tamsin’s mouth opened. “Hmm? Nothing is—”

He gave her a look. The look was not complicated. It contained no threat, warmth, intonation, or particular emotion at all. It was simply a deep, steady frown that communicated that the time for staring had concluded and the time for talking had arrived and the transition between these two states was not negotiable.

Tamsin’s chin dropped. Her eyes found the floorboards. The spring emerged from her pocket and turned once, twice, three times, fast, the metal clicking between her fingers like a tiny mechanical heartbeat accelerating toward something.

She gathered herself. Garrick could see it happening, the way you can see a person on a diving board shift their weight forward, committing to the fall before the fall begins.

“I found a dungeon and told no one!”

The words came out in a single breath, compressed and fast, a sentence that had been sitting inside her for eighteen hours and had finally been released from containment with all the force that eighteen hours of compression could provide.

Garrick’s hand, which had been reaching for his coat on the hook by the door, stopped.

“Wait. What? Where?”

Undelved dungeons were catastrophes with patience. They sat beneath the earth like infections beneath skin, building pressure, leaking energy, growing. The mana they produced seeped into the surrounding landscape in quantities too small to notice and too large to ignore, attracting creatures from miles around, drawing them in, feeding them, growing them beyond their natural parameters until something Level 49 was strolling through a forest that should have contained nothing above Level 15.

The Level 49 Trident Horned Elk.

The elk that had nearly killed Tamsin. The elk that had been in a forest a few hundred miles south of the dense mana regions where creatures of that calibre actually belonged. He’d wondered about it. He’d filed the question away in the part of his mind that tracked anomalies, the part that had kept him alive for a century and a half by noticing when things were where they shouldn’t be.

A dungeon explained it. A sealed dungeon, leaking mana into the groundwater, into the soil, into the roots of the old-growth oaks, creating a gradient that drew larger and larger creatures south toward the source the way a lamp draws moths. The elk hadn’t been lost or wandering. The elk had been feeding. Growing fat on ambient mana that shouldn’t have existed in concentrations sufficient to sustain it.

And the dungeon was close to the town.

“Where?” he said again.

Tamsin told him. The eastern slope. The mudslide. The exposed wall of iron-black stone fitted without mortar. The sealed door with symbols that burned against her mana sense. The System notification: The Sunken Bastion of Kapel-Vareth. Classification: Ruined Keep (Dungeon). Estimated Threat Level: ???. Status: Sealed.

Garrick’s thumb pressed against his two fingers hard.

Sealed meant contained. Sealed meant the mana was leaking through cracks in the containment rather than flowing freely. Sealed meant the dungeon hadn’t broken open yet, hadn’t vomited its contents into the forest, hadn’t sent whatever lived inside it crawling up through the earth and into the wheat fields and the cobblestone streets and the bakery and the shrine and the inn and the courtyard where Silver chased leaves and Ash claimed crates and Tamsin drilled footwork with a wooden sword that was secretly a Level 58 artifact she couldn’t activate.

Sealed meant time.

But sealed didn’t mean safe. Sealed meant the pressure was building. Sealed meant the cracks were widening. Sealed meant that every day the dungeon sat beneath that hillside, it grew stronger, and the things inside it grew hungrier, and the mana leaked faster, and the gradient steepened, and the creatures it attracted grew larger and more dangerous until one day something would come out of that forest that wasn’t a Level 49 elk but something worse, something that wouldn’t fall over dead because Garrick happened to be standing nearby suppressing his aura, something that would reach the village before anyone could stop it.

Unless someone dealt with it first.

Garrick turned and stepped toward the door.

Silver scrambled sideways, nails clicking on the floorboards, making room. The dog’s howling stopped mid-note. His ears came forward. His tail, which had been tucked against his belly since the first thunder, emerged and gave a single, tentative wag, because Garrick was moving toward the door and Garrick moving toward the door meant outside and outside meant together and together was the only word in Silver’s vocabulary that outranked thunder.

“You’re going?” Tamsin’s voice came from behind him. Small. Stripped of hypothesis and sarcasm and the armour she wore like a second skin.

Garrick paused in the doorway. He did not turn around. The rain fell beyond the threshold in a curtain so thick it looked solid, a wall of water between the shop and the street, between the ordinary life he had built and the thing beneath the hill that threatened it.

“Yeah.”

“It had question marks, Garrick.” Her voice cracked on his name. The spring clicked faster. “Aren’t you worried? I know you’re strong, but—”

“No.” He looked at the rain. At the empty street beyond it. At the rooftops of Brackenridge dissolving into grey. The bakery chimney still breathing smoke. The shrine’s patched roof still leaking. The garrison wall still standing. The village still here, still whole, still ordinary, still his. “No, I am not.”

Garrick stepped out into the rain.
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Chapter 3: The Bastion Beneath

Garrick walked through it without complaint.

He had walked through rain like this before. The first time, he’d had a dog at his heel, a cat stealing jerky, a scared guard he’d passed, and a town he’d never seen emerging from the dark like a promise he hadn’t asked for. This time the street was empty. The cobblestones gleamed under the downpour, the shutters were closed, the lanterns were dark, and Brackenridge had pulled its blankets over its head and decided, collectively, that today was not a day for being outside.

Garrick was outside though.

His coat was soaked through in the first thirty seconds. The rain found every gap between collar and neck, every seam that had loosened, and patch that had thinned. It ran down his back and pooled in his boots and plastered his hair flat against his skull. He didn’t notice. He had stopped noticing weather approximately eighty levels ago, when his Constitution had reached a threshold that made environmental conditions less “experience” and more “background texture,” like wallpaper in a room you’ve lived in too long.

His eyes were elsewhere.

They had gone unfocused, his Perception was reaching outward, extending through the rain and the stone and the earth beneath the cobblestones, feeling for the thing Tamsin had described. The ambient mana of Brackenridge was thin and ordinary, the gentle background hum of a place where people lived and worked and baked bread and filed forms and argued about goats. It tasted, to his senses, like woodsmoke and copper coins. Laced with the faint mineral tang of the well water.

He walked past the well. Past the bakery, its chimney still breathing. Past the shrine, where Juniper’s roof was leaking again, a steady drip he could hear through two walls and forty yards of rain. By the garrison, where Varrin was presumably eating cookies and checking horizons.

The eastern gate appeared before him as he turned around a bend.

The broken gate that still wouldn’t close, its left door fused in its frame, its right door hanging at its angle of permanent psychological distress.

Garrick passed through it without slowing.

The wheat fields stretched beyond, flattened by rain, the stalks bent and heavy and glistening. The tree line was a dark smear against a darker sky. The eastern slope rose beyond the trees, invisible in the downpour, but Garrick didn’t need to see it.

He could feel it now.

The dungeon’s mana signature hit his senses like a bass note in a cathedral, low and vast and resonant. It pulsed beneath the hillside in slow, rhythmic waves that pushed outward through the soil, the stone, trees, and the root systems of the old-growth oaks, saturating everything within a half-mile radius with energy that had been building for decades, maybe centuries, pressing against its containment the way water presses against a dam that has developed opinions about its structural future.

The signature was dense and old.

And it was angry.

Dungeons didn’t have emotions, technically. They were mana constructs, self-organizing systems that grew and evolved according to rules that the System administered with a cheerful diligence that it applied to everything else. But this one had been sealed for a very long time, and sealed dungeons developed a quality that Garrick could only describe as pressure, a contained fury that had nowhere to go and was getting creative about finding exits.

The Level 49 elk had been one such exit.

A creature drawn to the gradient, fed by the leakage, grown beyond its natural parameters by decades of ambient exposure. There would be others, larger ones that were closer to the source.

Unless someone went inside and dealt with it.

Garrick reached the edge of the forest. The trees closed around him. The rain diminished beneath the canopy, filtered through layers of leaves that were turning gold and letting go, falling around him in a slow, wet spiral that made the forest floor a carpet of amber and brown.

He stopped.

Mythical Legendary Skill Activated — Juggernaut Warp

A bolt of white light struck the ground where he had been standing.

The light was absolute. It existed for a fraction of a second and in that fraction it was the only thing in the universe, a column of brilliance that connected earth to sky with a casual, devastating precision. It made no sound and no mark. The gravel road beneath it remained whole, the mud undisturbed, the rain uninterrupted. The only evidence that anything had happened at all was a corridor of air, approximately six feet wide and extending from the forest floor to the canopy above, through which the rain refused to fall for the next several minutes, as though the water had witnessed something and needed time to process it before resuming its duties.

Garrick reappeared on the eastern slope.

The transition was instantaneous.

One moment: forest floor, leaf litter, bushes surrounding him, the smell of wet oak.

The next: exposed hillside, raw clay, and the iron-black wall of fitted stone rising from the earth like a tooth from a jaw.

The wall was exactly as Tamsin had described it. Massive blocks, each one taller than a man, fitted without mortar in joints so precise they rejected water. The stone drank light. The lichen clung to it in pale patches that looked, in the rain, like the fingerprints of something that had tried to climb out and failed.

The sealed door stood at the centre of the exposed section. Two stone slabs, edge to edge, carved with symbols that pulsed with contained energy. The symbols were older than the village. Older than the kingdom the village belonged to. They belonged to a language that had been dead so long it had been forgotten, rediscovered, studied, forgotten again, and was now known only to four people in the world, one of whom was Garrick and the other three of whom were dead.

He could read them.

They said:

SEALED BY AUTHORITY OF THE THIRD COMPACT.

ENTRY FORBIDDEN.

CONTENTS HOSTILE!

DURATION: PERMANENT.

“Permanent” was doing a lot of heavy lifting in that sentence.

The System pinged.

Location Identified!

The Sunken Bastion of Kapel-Vareth

Classification: Ruined Keep (Dungeon — Sealed)

Estimated Threat Level: 81

Floors: 12

Alignment: Nature / Poison

Status: Seal Integrity — 31% (Critical)

Dungeon Break Estimated: 4–7 weeks

Recommended Party Size: 40 (Level 75+)

Recommended Party Composition: 8 Tanks, 12 DPS, 8 Healers, 6 Support, 4 Scouts, 2 Siege Specialists

Note: The System recognizes you are alone.

Note: The System has reviewed your file.

Note: The System withdraws its recommendation.

Note: Good luck. Not that you need it.

Garrick read the level’s number and felt nothing in particular about it. Level 81 was, in the grand taxonomy of things that could destroy civilisations, firmly in the category of “kingdom-ending.” A dungeon at this level, if it broke, would vomit creatures into the surrounding landscape that could flatten Brackenridge, the garrison, the walls, the people, and everything within a fifty-mile radius before the regional command in Iron Gate City finished reading the first emergency dispatch.

Captain Varrin’s seventy soldiers would last approximately nine seconds.

The village would last less.

It was nothing but four to seven weeks until the seal failed completely and the thing beneath the hill stopped leaking and started flooding.

Garrick placed his palm flat against the sealed door.

The symbols flared. The stone vibrated beneath his hand. The containment wards, ancient and failing and held together by the magical equivalent of tar paper and flat stones, recognised the pressure of his touch and responded the way all locked doors respond to someone with sufficient authority: they opened.

The slabs ground apart. Stone scraped against stone in a sound that was less “door opening” and more “geological event occurring on a schedule it hadn’t planned for.” Dust fell from the lintel. The darkness beyond was absolute, a black so complete it had texture, weight, and a smell like wet stone and rotting vegetation.

Garrick stepped through.

The door slammed shut behind him.

The sound was final. A period at the end of a sentence. A stamp on a form. The kind of closure that Lena Quill would have appreciated for its decisiveness if not for its context.

Spatial distortion hit him immediately. The dungeon’s internal structure was warped, folded, compressed into a space that was larger on the inside than the hillside that contained it. The transition between “outside” and “inside” involved a dimensional shift that would have given most people vertigo so severe they’d have spent the first ten minutes on their hands and knees reacquainting themselves with their breakfast.

Garrick felt a mild tickle behind his left ear.

He kept walking.

The corridor ahead was wide, stone-floored, and lit by bioluminescent moss that clung to the walls in patches of pale green and sickly blue. The air was thick with moisture and the sweet-chemical smell was stronger here, a miasma that clung to the skin and the lungs and the back of the throat. Poison mist. Nature-aligned, slow-acting, designed to weaken intruders over time, reducing their stats by increments so gradual they wouldn’t notice until their sword arm felt like it was made of wet bread and their legs forgot the choreography of walking.

Environmental Hazard Detected: Kapel-Vareth Miasma (Nature/Poison)

Effect: -2 STR, -2 DEX, -1 CON per minute of exposure

Your Poison Resistance (Level 101) has nullified this effect.

The miasma is very sorry.

Garrick extended his right arm.

The motion was unhurried. His hand opened, fingers spread, palm facing forward, and the air in front of him shimmered once, a heat-haze distortion that lasted half a heartbeat. Then the weight arrived. The familiar, perfect, inevitable weight of a blade that had been waiting for this moment the way Silver waited for Garrick at the door, with patience and absolute certainty that the waiting would end.

The greatsword materialised in his grip.

It was as tall as he was. The blade was dark steel, almost black, with a single fuller running its length that caught the bioluminescent light and held it like a river holds the sky. The edge was invisible, honed beyond the threshold where metal became concept, where sharpness stopped being a physical property and became a philosophical position about the relationship between matter and the space it occupied. The crossguard was simple and unadorned. The grip was wrapped in leather that had been replaced seventeen times over the decades and still bore the impression of his fingers from the first wrapping, because some things remember the hands that hold them. The tip sunk into the earth.

Weapon Equipped: Voidedge

Classification: Legendary Mythical

Level Requirement: 95

Note: The System has missed this sword.

Note: The sword has not missed the System.

His armour followed.

It appeared over his shoulders and chest in pieces, each one settling into place with a soft click. Pauldrons of dark metal. A breastplate scored with marks that told stories he didn’t like remembering. Gauntlets that flexed with his fingers as though they were skin rather than steel. Greaves that locked around his shins with quiet authority.

Over all of it: a traveller’s cloak. Ripped and worn. Frayed at the edges where wind and blade and time had taken their portions. It settled across his shoulders and hung to his calves and moved in a breeze that didn’t exist, because the cloak had opinions about drama and expressed them through the medium of fabric physics.

Garrick Hallow stood silently for a moment before vanishing, no longer the owner of the Herb and Repair shop.

Harrick Gallow walked forward, the Night’s Terror.

The corridor opened into the first floor.

The first floor of the Sunken Bastion of Kapel-Vareth was an underground forest, which was a contradiction in terms that the dungeon had resolved by simply ignoring the contradiction and growing trees anyway. Massive trunks rose from a floor of black soil, their canopy pressing against a ceiling of living rock sixty feet above. The trees’ bark was too smooth and it pulsed with veins of green light that ran from root to crown like circulatory systems made visible. Their leaves were bro and dripped a liquid that was not water and not sap but something between the two that hissed faintly when it hit the ground.

The air was thick with spores. They drifted in clouds of pale gold, catching the bioluminescent light, beautiful and lethal. Each spore carried enough concentrated nature-poison to paralyse a Level 40 warrior in six breaths.

Garrick breathed normally.

The spores hit his lungs and died.

Movement in the canopy caught his attention. Three shapes detaching from the branches with fluid, boneless grace. They were elk-shaped, roughly, in the way that a nightmare is roughly shaped like the thing it’s based on. Four legs, a body, a head with antlers, but the proportions were wrong. The legs were too long, jointed backward at the knee. The antlers branched and branched again until they resembled root systems more than bone. The eyes, six of them per head, arranged in a crown around the skull, glowed the same sickly green as the tree-veins.

Canopy Stalker (Nature/Poison) — Level 81

Canopy Stalker (Nature/Poison) — Level 81

Canopy Stalker (Nature/Poison) — Level 81

They dropped from the trees in unison. Silent and coordinated. Multiple bodies falling sixty feet with their too-long legs extended and their root-antlers spread wide and their six eyes fixed on the intruder who had walked into their territory.

Garrick didn’t look up.

He swung Voidedge once, horizontal, at chest height, without breaking stride.

The blade passed through the Canopy Stalkers in a single arc. The cut was so clean, so fast, so fundamentally complete that the creatures’ bodies continued their descent for a full second after the blade had separated their upper halves from their lower halves, momentum carrying them forward in a brief, grotesque parody of flight before gravity reasserted its authority and six halves hit the forest floor in a wet, heavy sequence of impacts.

3 x Canopy Stalker Defeated

Experience Earned: 4,830

Garrick kept walking.

The forest floor erupted around him as he moved. Roots burst from the soil, thick as a man’s torso, barbed with thorns that dripped the same hissing liquid as the leaves above. They struck at him from every direction, rising and falling and coiling with coordinated fury. They were defending their territory.

He cut them down anyway.

Each root that reached for him met Voidedge and ceased to be a root and became two pieces of root falling in opposite directions. His stride never changed. His breathing never quickened. The sword moved in arcs and lines that were less “combat technique” and more “a man clearing brush on a morning walk,” efficient and faintly annoyed at the brush for being in the way.

Floor Guardian Encountered: The Hollow Warden

It rose from the centre of the underground forest. Forty feet tall. A trunk-body of twisted black wood wrapped in vines that pulsed with green light. Arms that were branches, ending in clusters of thorn-tipped fingers. A head that was a knot of wood with a face carved into it by centuries of growth, the features frozen in an expression of permanent, vegetative rage.

The Hollow Warden (Nature/Poison) — Level 81

Floor Boss: 1 of 12

It roared. The sound was less audible and more structural, a vibration that shook the soil and the trees and the ceiling and the spores in the air. The golden clouds scattered. The canopy shook. Leaves fell in sheets, hissing where they landed.

Garrick looked up at it noting the load-bearing elements and the structural weaknesses and the places where a single, well-placed intervention would bring the whole thing down.

He found the place.

Voidedge came up in a rising cut that started at his hip and ended above his head and passed through the Hollow Warden’s trunk-body at the exact point where the creature’s mana core sat, a dense knot of green energy that powered its movement and its rage and its forty feet of arboreal fury.

The core split.

The Warden split with it. Two halves of a forty-foot tree-monster falling in opposite directions, crashing through the underground forest, flattening smaller trees, sending spores billowing in golden clouds that rolled across the floor and broke against Garrick’s armour like waves against a cliff.

The Hollow Warden Defeated

Experience Earned: 12,400

Floor 1 Cleared

Proceeding to Floor 2…

The staircase descended.

Floor two was unlike floor one.

The forest gave way to a swamp. Black water stretched in every direction, broken by islands of moss-covered stone and the skeletal remains of trees that had died standing and refused to fall. Will-o’-wisps drifted above the surface, pale blue flames that moved with purpose and malice, leading the unwary into deep water and deeper trouble.

In the centre of the swamp, on the largest island, sat a cottage.

The cottage was made of wood and stone and thatch and it had a chimney that breathed smoke and windows that glowed with warm, yellow light and a door that was painted green and a garden path lined with stones and a fence with a gate and a mailbox and a welcome mat that said, in cheerful embroidered letters:

COME IN, DEAR.

Garrick stopped at the water’s edge.

He looked at the cottage. The cottage looked back with an aggressive cosiness. The building was trying very, very hard to appear harmless and was succeeding in the way that a Venus flytrap succeeds, which is to say perfectly, if you were a fly, and not at all, if you were anything with a brain larger than a pinhead.

The mana signature inside the cottage was Level 81. Dense and wrapped in layers of concealment so sophisticated that anyone below Level 60 would have read it as “kindly old woman, probably bakes pies.”

Garrick was not below Level 60.

He crossed the swamp. The black water parted around his boots without touching them, because even swamp water had survival instincts. The will-o’-wisps drifted toward him, flickered once, and then drifted rapidly in the opposite direction, their pale flames dimming to nothing as they fled.

He reached the island. Walked up the garden path. Stepped over the welcome mat.

He knocked on the green door.

“Coming, coming! Oh, just a moment, dear!”

The voice was warm, cracked with age, and had the tone of a grandmother who had been baking all morning and was wiping flour from her hands on an apron before answering the door. It was perfect. It was exactly what you wanted to hear when you knocked on a cottage door in the middle of a dungeon swamp. It was the auditory equivalent of a warm blanket and a cup of tea and the absolute certainty that nothing bad could possibly happen in a room that smelled like cinnamon.

The door opened.

She was small. Barely five feet, hunched with age, wrapped in a shawl that was the colour of autumn leaves. Her face was a map of laugh lines and crow’s feet and the softness that comes from decades of smiling at people who needed smiling at. Her eyes were bright and blue and twinkling behind spectacles that sat on the tip of her nose. Her hair was white and pulled back in a bun. Her hands, emerging from the shawl, were small and spotted with age and dusted with flour.

She smelled like cinnamon and fresh bread and something that Garrick’s Level 101 Poison Resistance identified, catalogued, and dismissed in the space between one heartbeat and the next. Nightshade. Hemlock. Deathcap extract. Wraithvine distillate. And four other compounds that didn’t have names in any language currently spoken by living things.

“Oh my!” She pressed one flour-dusted hand to her chest. “A visitor! How wonderful! I get so few visitors down here, you know. It’s the swamp. People find it off-putting. I keep telling them, it’s just water with a quirk, but does anyone listen? They do not.” She stepped aside and gestured inward with the warmth of a kindly grandmother welcoming a grandson home from a long journey. “Come in, come in! You must be soaked through. I’ll put the kettle on.”

Garrick ducked through the doorframe.

The interior was exactly what the exterior promised. A hearth with a fire crackling. A kitchen with herbs hanging from the rafters and pots bubbling on the stove. A rocking chair with a knitted blanket draped over its back. Shelves lined with jars of preserved fruits and pickled vegetables and things that looked like preserved fruits and pickled vegetables but were, to Garrick’s Perception, preserved organs and pickled extremities.

A cage sat in the corner.

The cage was iron, small, and contained a creature that was approximately two feet tall, grey-skinned, and possessed of a pair of horns that were trying very hard to be intimidating and achieving, at best, “concerning.” It had a tail that was wrapped around its own ankles and eyes that were too large for its face and it was pressed against the far side of the cage with a compressed, trembling posture. It had been in that cage for a very long time and had stopped hoping for rescue many cages ago.

It saw Garrick.

Its eyes went wider.

“Sit, sit!” The old woman bustled toward the kitchen, her slippers shuffling against the stone floor. “I’ll make tea. You look like a tea person. Strong jaw, broad shoulders, sensible coat, well, it was sensible before the rain got to it. Tea people always have sensible coats. It’s a rule. I don’t make the rules, dear, I just observe them.”

Garrick sat in the rocking chair.

Voidedge leaned against the wall beside him, its dark blade catching the firelight, and his armour creaked as he settled. The cloak draped over the chair’s arms and pooled on the floor.

The old woman moved through her kitchen. She did not need to pause once. Kettle on the hook. Water from a pitcher. Leaves from a jar, leaves that Garrick’s Herbalism skill identified as chamomile, mint, and a compound called Soulthorn that dissolved the nervous system over a period of approximately forty-five seconds and left the victim conscious for thirty-eight of them.

She poured the tea into a cup painted with blue flowers.

She brought it to him on a saucer, both hands steady, her smile reaching her twinkling blue eyes. “There you are, dear. Careful, it’s hot.”

Garrick took the cup.

He looked at the tea. The tea looked back, steaming gently, smelling of chamomile and mint and the faintest whisper of something that wanted very badly to kill him.

He drank it.

All of it.

One long pull that emptied the cup and left nothing but dregs and the painted blue flowers at the bottom.

Poison Detected: Soulthorn Compound (Lethal)

Your Poison Resistance (Level 101) has nullified this effect.

The poison is reconsidering its career choices.

He set the cup on the saucer. “Good tea.”

The old woman stood in front of him, hands clasped, smile fixed, blue eyes twinkling.

She waited.

Garrick rocked in the chair.

“Lovely cottage,” he said.

The smile held. The eyes twinkled. The hands remained clasped. But something behind the performance shifted, a gear catching, a mechanism encountering resistance it hadn’t planned for. The smile was still there but it was working harder now, maintained by effort rather than habit.

Garrick rocked the chair a third time. “How long have you been down here?”

“Oh, ages, dear. Ages and ages. Time moves differently in the swamp, you know. The days blur together. One morning you’re young and the next you’re old and the kettle’s always on and the visitors never come and—” She stopped. Her head tilted. The tilt was two degrees past “grandmotherly curiosity” and into “predator assessing prey that isn’t behaving correctly.” “You’re not feeling dizzy, are you, dear?”

“No.”

“Not even a little lightheaded?”

“No.”

“Perhaps some tingling in the extremities? A warmth in the chest? A sense that the room is getting smaller?”

“The tea was fine. Thank you.”

The old woman’s smile did not move. Her eyes did not blink. She stood perfectly still for eight seconds, which was four seconds longer than a person stands still when a conversation is going well and four seconds shorter than a person stands still when they are recalculating every assumption they’ve made about the situation they’re in.

“More tea?” she offered.

“Please.”

She went back to the kitchen. She made more tea. She added more Soulthorn. She added twice as much Soulthorn. She added enough Soulthorn to dissolve the nervous systems of every living thing in Brackenridge simultaneously and still have enough left over to pickle something unpleasant in a jar.

She brought it back on the saucer with the blue flowers.

Garrick drank it.

Poison Detected: Soulthorn Compound (Extremely Lethal)

Your Poison Resistance (Level 101) has nullified this effect.

The poison has filed for early retirement.

“Lovely,” Garrick said. “Bit more mint this time.”

The old woman’s smile cracked the way ice cracks on a lake in spring, a single line appearing across the surface that widened and branched and spread until the whole structure was compromised and what lay beneath became visible. The twinkling blue eyes went flat. The laugh lines smoothed. The hunched posture straightened by six inches, then twelve, then eighteen, until the small, flour-dusted grandmother was standing at her full height, which was considerably taller than five feet, and the shawl was no longer autumn-coloured but black, deep black, the kind of black that light entered and did not return from.

Her face changed. The softness melted away like wax from a candle held too close to a forge. What remained was angular, sharp, pale as bone. Her eyes, no longer blue, were a green so dark it was almost black, and they held no twinkle, no warmth, no pretence of anything that could be mistaken for kindness.

Her hands, no longer flour-dusted, were long-fingered and tipped with nails that curved to points and were stained at the tips with something that was not flour and had never been flour and would never, under any circumstances, be mistaken for flour by anyone who had ever seen flour.

“Well.” Her voice had dropped an octave and lost its warmth. It was cold now. Carrying the clipped consonants of someone who had been educated in places that no longer existed and had opinions about everyone who hadn’t been. “That’s never happened before.”

Garrick rocked the chair. “The tea?”

“The living.” She circled him, her movements fluid, predatory, her black shawl trailing behind her like a shadow that had gotten ideas above its station. “Two cups of Soulthorn concentrate. Enough to kill a Level 80 dragon. Enough to dissolve the bones of a titan. And you sit there in my rocking chair asking for more mint.”

“It was a bit strong.”

Her lip curled. “Do you know how long I’ve been trapped in this wretched hole? Do you know how many decades I’ve spent in this swamp, in this cage of stone and seal and mana, pushing and pushing and pushing at the walls until the cracks formed and the creatures grew and the seal weakened and—” She stopped circling. She stood in front of him, arms crossed, chin raised. “I was going to break free. Another month, maybe two. The seal was failing. The creatures I’d been feeding, growing, nurturing with the dungeon’s mana, they would have broken through. They would have poured out of that hillside like a flood and I would have walked out behind them while your pathetic little village burned.”

Garrick stopped rocking.

The chair went still.

The fire crackled.

The creature in the cage backed itself harder against the iron bars, making itself as small as possible, its tail wrapped so tightly around its ankles that the circulation must have been compromised.

“And now,” the witch said, her dark eyes narrowing, “some man walks into my dungeon, drinks my poison like it’s breakfast tea, and sits in my chair wearing armour that—” She stopped. Her eyes moved across the armour, the sword, the cloak. Her pupils contracted. “That’s Voidedge.”

Garrick said nothing.

“That’s Voidedge.” Her voice had changed again. The cold was still there but something else had crept in beneath it, something that lived in the same register as Captain Varrin’s trembling hand and the colour leaving his face in stages. “The blade that killed the… No. No, that’s impossible. He’s on the front lines. He’s with the armies. He’s—”

Garrick let the suppression talisman’s effect drop.

Just for a moment.

Just long enough for his full, unmasked, Level 105 presence to fill the cottage like water filling a glass, pressing against the walls, the ceiling, the floor, the cage, the witch, and every molecule of air in the room with a weight that was less “physical force” and more “the fundamental reassessment of one’s position in the universe’s hierarchy.”

The fire went out.

They simply stopped burning, because the flames had received information about what was sitting in the rocking chair and had decided, unanimously and without discussion, that existing in the same room as it was no longer within their operational parameters.

The witch’s knees buckled.

She caught herself on the kitchen table. Her long fingers gripped the wood hard enough to leave grooves. Her dark eyes were wide, pupils blown, the green-black irises reduced to thin rings around voids that reflected nothing because there was nothing in the room except Garrick and Garrick was everything.

He pulled the presence back. Tucked it away. Became, once again, a man in a chair.

The fire resumed burning, sheepishly.

The witch remained gripping the table. Her breathing came in short, sharp pulls. Her face, already pale, had achieved a shade of white that existed primarily in the domain of fresh snow and people who had just been informed of their own irrelevance.

Garrick stood from the rocking chair.

Voidedge came to his hand. The blade caught the firelight and held it the way a river holds the sky.

One stroke was all it took.

The witch’s head separated from her body with a sound like a whisper being interrupted. The concealment spells, the glamours, the decades of accumulated magical infrastructure that had maintained her cottage and her disguise and her dungeon-manipulation and her slow, patient campaign to break free, all of it collapsed in the same instant, unravelling like a knot pulled from both ends.

The cottage flickered. The walls thinned. The cosy interior revealed itself as what it had always been: a nexus of dark mana, a spider at the centre of a web that extended through all twelve floors of the dungeon, feeding it, directing it, growing it toward the surface.

Floor Boss Defeated: Morrigan the Sealed (Witch — Level 81)

Experience Earned: 48,200

Note: The dungeon’s growth pattern will destabilize without its director.

Note: Remaining floors will still require clearing.

Note: The System suggests you continue.

Garrick looked at the witch’s remains. Then at the cage in the corner.

The creature inside had not moved. It was pressed against the far bars, tail wrapped around its ankles, too-large eyes fixed on Garrick with an expression that contained approximately seventeen different emotions, none of which were compatible with each other and all of which were competing for control of a face that was too small to accommodate them.

Garrick walked to the cage.

He looked down at the demonling.

The demonling looked up at him.

It was small. Grey-skinned, with horns that curved back from its skull in miniature arcs that would have been threatening on a creature six times its size and were, on this one, approximately as threatening as decorative bookends. Its tail, still wrapped around its ankles, twitched once. Its eyes, amber and enormous, reflected the firelight and Garrick’s face and the sword in his hand.

Garrick raised Voidedge.

The demonling’s mouth opened.

“I am not hostile!” The voice was high and clear. “I am safe! I am good! I am kind! I am trustworthy! I have completed no evil actions! I have harmed no persons! I am—I am requesting mercy! Formally! As a formal request! Is there a form? I will sign the form!”

Garrick’s sword arm did not lower.

“I was tricked!” The demonling’s tail unwound from its ankles and began lashing back and forth, betraying a terror that its voice was trying very hard to package as composure. “The witch had cookies! She offered cookies! I accepted cookies because cookies are—cookies are a reasonable thing to accept! This is documented! Cookies are not evil! The acceptance of cookies does not constitute a binding agreement to become a test subject!”

Garrick reached into his inventory with his free hand.

The Demon Truth Stone materialised in his palm. It was a small, flat disc of obsidian veined with red, warm to the touch, and enchanted with a simple, brutal function: it glowed when a demon lied. Any demon. Any lie. The enchantment was absolute, undefeatable, and had been verified by seven independent magical institutions across four kingdoms. Demons lied. It was what they did. It was what they were for. They lied when they told the truth, they lied when they were silent, they lied with their faces and their tails and the specific angle of their horns.

The Truth Stone caught all of it.

“I am safe,” the demonling repeated. “I am not a threat. I do not wish harm upon anyone. I wanted cookies. Only cookies. The witch said she was a grandmother. Grandmothers have cookies. This was a reasonable assumption based on available evidence.”

The Truth Stone sat in Garrick’s palm.

It did not glow.

Garrick frowned.

He looked at the stone. He looked at the demonling. He looked at the stone again. He turned it over, checked the enchantment matrix, confirmed the veins were still red, confirmed the obsidian was still warm, confirmed that the artifact was functioning within normal parameters and had not been tampered with, degraded, or confused by proximity to the dungeon’s mana field.

It was fine and working. It was simply not glowing, because the demonling was not lying.

Garrick reached into his inventory again.

A second Truth Stone appeared in his other hand. Different make and enchanter. Different kingdom of origin. Redundant verification, because demons were tricky and always lied and even when they told the truth they were covering falsehoods and even when the falsehoods were absent they were planning falsehoods and the only safe assumption about a demon’s honesty was that it didn’t exist.

“I am telling the truth,” the demonling said. Its voice had dropped from formal declaration to something smaller, something that lived closer to the ground. “I am not evil. I do not want to hurt anyone. I was alone and I was hungry and the witch smelled like cookies and I made a mistake and the mistake has lasted—” Its tail curled around its ankles again. “—a very long time.”

The second Truth Stone did not glow.

Garrick blinked.

He stared at both stones. One in each hand and neither glowing. Both functioning. Both confirming, with the cold, impartial authority of enchanted obsidian, that the demon in the cage was telling the truth.

A demon.

Telling the truth.

He lowered Voidedge. The blade’s tip touched the stone floor with a faint tink.

The demonling’s enormous eyes tracked the sword’s descent. Its tail loosened by one coil. Its shoulders, which had been pressed up around its ears, dropped.

Garrick crouched in front of the cage. At this distance, the demonling was even smaller than he’d estimated. Its grey skin was marked with faint patterns that might have been natural colouration or might have been bruises that had healed badly. Its horns had chips in them. Its fingers, wrapped around the cage bars, were thin and the knuckles were prominent.

It had been in this cage for a long time.

He reached for the lock. The iron was old, corroded, held shut by a mechanism that was more rust than function. He broke it with his thumb and forefinger, the metal crumbling like stale bread, and the cage door swung open with a creak that echoed through the dissolving cottage.

The demonling did not move.

It sat in the open cage, door hanging wide, freedom only inches from its feet, and it did not move. Its eyes stayed on Garrick. Its tail stayed wrapped and thin fingers stayed on the bars.

“You may leave the cage,” Garrick said.

“Is that… permitted?”

“The door is open.”

“Open doors are not always permissions. The witch opened the cage twice. Both times were—” The demonling stopped. Its jaw worked. “Both times were not permissions.”

Garrick sat back on his heels. He set both Truth Stones on the floor beside him and Voidedge against the wall. He placed his hands on his knees, palms up, fingers relaxed, in the posture of a man who was not holding weapons and was not reaching for weapons and was not thinking about weapons.

“What’s your name?”

The demonling’s tail twitched. “Pip.”

“How long were you in the cage, Pip?”

“I do not know. The witch did not provide a calendar… I requested a calendar. She said calendars were for people and I was not people.” Pip’s fingers tightened on the bars. “I counted sleeps. I lost count at four hundred and twelve. Then I stopped counting because counting without a calendar is—” The amber eyes blinked. “—imprecise. Imprecision is uncomfortable.”

“What did she do to you?”

“Experiments.” A single word carrying a weight that four hundred and twelve sleeps had pressed into it. “She required demon mana for her workings. The dungeon’s growth. The creatures. The seal-breaking. Demon mana is, she said it was compatible with the dungeon’s nature alignment. She extracted it. Regularly. The extractions were—”

Pip stopped talking.

The tail wrapped tighter.

Garrick waited.

“The extractions were not pleasant,” Pip finished. “I would prefer not to describe them. Is that permitted? Am I permitted to not describe things?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you. I am noting this permission for future reference.” Pip’s eyes moved from Garrick’s face to the open cage door to the floor beyond it to Garrick’s face again, completing a circuit that was less “looking around” and more “calculating escape routes and finding none that don’t pass through the large man with the enormous sword.” “What happens now?”

Garrick pressed his thumb to two fingers.

What do I do now? Do I take him with me? Feels like I’m leaving a little kid behind.

The thought sat in his chest the way thoughts sat in his chest when they were important and inconvenient and refused to be dismissed the way System notifications could be dismissed. The demonling was small and thin and had been in a cage for over a year and had chips in its horns and bruises that had healed badly and it had wanted cookies and gotten a cage and it was telling the truth and the Truth Stones confirmed it was telling the truth and Garrick didn’t like demons, had never liked demons, had killed more demons than the System could count in a single cascade event, and this one was looking at him with eyes that were too large and too amber and too full of something that he recognised because he’d seen it in a dog on a rainy night in a village he’d never been to before.

The eyes said: I will be here in the morning and every morning after that until one of us dies.

The eyes said: Please.

Pip’s tail uncurled from its ankles. One thin foot extended past the cage’s threshold. Touched the stone floor. The demonling flinched at the contact, as though the floor might be a trap, and then placed its second foot beside the first, and stood, outside the cage, for the first time in over four hundred sleeps.

It was shorter standing up. Barely two feet tall. Its tail hung behind it, limp, uncertain. Its hands found each other and clasped in front of its chest, fingers interlocking, holding on.

It looked up at Garrick.

Garrick looked down at it.

The fire crackled in the hearth of a cottage that was slowly ceasing to exist around them.

Pip’s enormous amber eyes went wider. The pupils expanded. The clasped hands tightened. The tail curled once, tentatively, around its own ankle, and then uncurled, and then curled again, caught between the habit of self-comfort and the possibility that comfort might, for the first time in a very long time, come from somewhere outside itself.

“Are you… Are you a person who has cookies?”

Garrick closed his eyes.

Damn it.
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Chapter 4: The Bastion Beneath Part 2

The staircase descended into the earth with confidence. A structure that had been designed to intimidate and had been doing so successfully for several centuries without receiving a single complaint, largely because everyone who might have complained was dead.

Pip sat on Garrick’s right shoulder.

The demonling had arrived there through a process that involved Garrick crouching to retrieve Voidedge, Pip taking multiple rapid steps forward, climbing Garrick’s arm like a ladder made of armour plate, and settling into the crook between pauldron and neck with a speed and precision that suggested the manoeuvre had been rehearsed in Pip’s imagination during four hundred and twelve sleeps and was now being executed with the accumulated urgency of all of them at once.

Garrick had not invited Pip onto his shoulder nor had he objected to Pip being on his shoulder.

These two facts existed in a space that was rapidly becoming familiar, because it was the same space that Ash had occupied on a rainy night in a village Garrick had never seen before, and the same space that Silver had occupied on a cobblestone street outside an inn, and the pattern was becoming clear enough that even a man with seven Intelligence could no longer pretend it was coincidental.

Things climbed onto him and stayed.

This was apparently his life now.

Pip was eating a cookie.

The cookie had come from Garrick’s System Inventory, produced in the space between the cottage dissolving and the staircase appearing, handed over without ceremony or explanation, and received by Pip with a reverence that bordered on the fanatism. The demonling held it in both hands, tiny grey fingers wrapped around its circumference, and took bites so small they were less “eating” and more “communion.”

“Mmmmm.”

The sound came from somewhere deep in Pip’s chest. It was not a word or a vocalisation that any linguistic framework could categorise. It was a vibration and a resonance that existed in the same register as Ash’s purring and Silver’s contented sighs and the specific noise that Juniper made when someone agreed to let him help without restricting his methods.

“Mmmmmmmm.”

Pip’s tail, which had been limp and uncertain since leaving the cage, uncurled from its ankle and extended behind the demonling in a slow, wavering arc. The tip twitched left, twitched right. Began a tentative oscillation that was not quite wagging but was clearly auditioning for the role.

“This is—” Pip swallowed. The amber eyes went wider, which should not have been physically possible given their existing diameter. “This is the best cookie. This is the best cookie that has ever existed. All other cookies are lesser cookies. All other cookies are practice cookies that the universe made while learning how to make this cookie.”

Garrick’s mouth twitched. “It’s one of Elsie’s.”

“Who is Elsie? Is Elsie a titan primordial? Is Elsie the titan primordial of cookies? I would like to give my gratitude and serve for a hundred years at her service. Is there a schedule? Do I need a form?”

The staircase ended.

Floor three opened before them without preamble.

The third floor was a cavern system. Vast, echoing, stalactites hanging from a ceiling lost in darkness, the floor broken into platforms of stone separated by chasms that dropped into nothing and produced, when Garrick kicked a loose pebble over the edge, no sound of impact. The bioluminescent moss was here too, but sparser, clinging to the walls in patches that provided just enough light to make the shadows between them feel intentional and malicious.

Shapes moved in those shadows.

Chasm Crawlers (Nature/Poison) — Level 81 x 12

They came from below, the gaps between platforms, hauling themselves over the edges with limbs that were too long and too many and jointed in places that joints had no business being. Their bodies were segmented, chitinous, and glistening with the same hissing liquid that had dripped from the canopy above. Their mouths, if the openings at their front ends could be called mouths, were vertical slits lined with teeth that rotated inward like the mechanism of a meat grinder.

Twelve of them surrounding the platform. Closing in from every direction with the coordinated, precision of predators that had never encountered prey capable of fighting back and saw no reason to rush.

Pip stopped chewing.

The cookie hovered an inch from Pip’s mouth. The amber eyes tracked the approaching creatures. The tail, which had been attempting its first wag, wrapped itself around Garrick’s neck like a scarf made of anxiety.

“Those are very large,” Pip observed.

Garrick shifted Voidedge to his left hand.

“And very numerous.”

Garrick stepped forward.

“And their mouths appear to rotate, which seems—”

Garrick swung.

The arc was wide and covered approximately two hundred and seventy degrees of the platform’s perimeter. The blade passed through seven Chasm Crawlers in a single motion, bisecting them at their midsections with a sound like wet towels being torn simultaneously. Their upper halves continued forward on momentum. Their lower halves remained where they were, legs still gripping the platform’s edge and operating on instructions from a nervous system that hadn’t received the memo about its recent bisection.

The remaining five came from behind.

Garrick reversed the blade without turning. A backhand stroke, casual, the kind of motion a man makes when swatting a fly that has been bothering him during breakfast. The stroke caught all five in a line, because they had been approaching in formation, which was tactically sound against most opponents and tactically catastrophic against an opponent whose sword could reach all of them at once.

12 x Chasm Crawler Defeated

Experience Earned: 19,200

Pip had not moved or breathed in the seconds that passed.

Pip’s cookie was still hovering an inch from Pip’s mouth, held in fingers that had gone rigid.

A piece of Chasm Crawler, approximately the size of a dinner plate and still twitching, sailed through the air on a trajectory that would have intersected with Pip’s cookie at a velocity sufficient to knock it from the demonling’s hands and into the chasm below.

Garrick’s free hand came up and caught the piece mid-flight. He flicked it sideways into the dark.

Pip looked at the cookie then at the oozing projectile in Garrick’s hand. “You saved the cookie…”

“Yes.”

“You saved my cookie.”

“It seemed important.”

Pip’s tail unwound from Garrick’s neck. It extended behind the demonling and began, for the first time since Garrick had met the creature, to wag. A real wag. A committed, full-amplitude, side-to-side oscillation that communicated something that Pip’s vocabulary had not yet found words for but which lived in the same territory as Silver’s tail on a good morning.

Pip took a bite of the cookie. “Mmmmmmm.”

They descended.

Floor four was a fungal garden where mushrooms the size of houses released clouds of paralytic spores and the floor guardian was a mycelial network that controlled the entire level like a puppet master made of rot. Garrick cut the central node and the network died in a cascade of collapsing fruiting bodies that fell like buildings in an earthquake.

Pip clutched the cookie and screamed once, briefly, when a mushroom cap the size of Elsie’s bakery crashed six feet to their left.

The cookie survived.

Floor five was a lake of acid populated by things that had too many eyes and not enough reasons to exist. Garrick froze the lake with a word, walked across it, and shattered the floor boss, a serpentine horror that had been coiled at the bottom, with a downward thrust that cracked the ice and the creature and the floor beneath both.

Pip finished his cookie on floor five.

The tail drooped.

Garrick produced another cookie from his inventory.

Pip’s tail resumed wagging before the cookie had fully materialised.

“Is there a limit?” Pip asked, accepting the cookie with both hands and a careful, trembling grip. “To the cookies? Is there a finite number? Should I be conserving? I can conserve. I am excellent at conservation. The witch gave me one meal every four days and I conserved very efficiently, although the efficiency was not voluntary and I would prefer not to—”

“There are more cookies.”

“How many more?”

“Enough.”

Pip processed this information. The amber eyes went distant and the tail slowed its wag to a contemplative rhythm. “Enough,” Pip repeated, tasting the word the way it tasted the cookie, rolling it around, finding its texture and its weight. “Enough is… a good number. Enough is my favourite number.”

Floor six was a maze of thorned corridors where the walls closed in behind you and the only way forward was through creatures that resembled roses if roses had been designed by someone who hated beauty and loved teeth. Garrick walked through the maze without stopping because the walls that closed behind him opened again when they sensed what was walking between them, the thorns retracting, the corridors widening, the dungeon’s own architecture flinching away from his passage like pedestrians clearing a path for a runaway cart.

Pip rode his shoulder through it all, second cookie in hand, tail wrapped loosely around Garrick’s upper arm for stability, and amber eyes tracking the retreating thorns with an expression that cycled between terror, awe, shock, and the dawning realisation that the large man whose shoulder served as Pip’s current mode of transport was not merely strong in the way that strong things were strong but was strong in a completely different way.

“You are very frightening,” Pip said, on floor seven, while Garrick bisected a creature that was mostly mouth and entirely hostile. “I am noting this for my records. Category: extremely frightening. Subcategory: to other things. Additional note: not to me. You are not frightening to me because you have cookies.”

“Is that the only reason?”

Pip considered this with the gravity of a philosopher encountering a new axiom. “You also saved the cookie from the flying piece. This demonstrates priorities I approve of.”

Garrick continued through the dungeon all the way through floor ten.

Each one fell like pages being turned in a book whose ending was never in doubt. The dungeon threw everything it had at the man walking through its corridors, escalating with each level, producing creatures of increasing size and decreasing sanity, environmental hazards that would have killed parties of forty, traps that would have stumped siege specialists, and puzzles that would have baffled scholars.

Garrick walked through all of it the way a man walks through rain.

He noticed it. He didn’t care about it.

It got him wet and he kept going.

Pip received a new cookie on floor eight and floor eleven. Each one was accepted with the same reverence. Each one was consumed with the same tiny bites and the same deep, resonant “mmmmm” that had become, over the course of twelve floors, the soundtrack of their descent.

Between cookies, Pip talked the way water flows downhill, continuously and with a momentum that suggested stopping would require an intervention from physics. Pip talked about the cage and the witch and the cookies that had lured Pip into the dungeon in the first place. Pip talked about rules, which Pip loved, and schedules, which Pip needed, and the specific anxiety of not knowing whether the current situation was permitted or whether permission was required or whether the concept of permission applied to someone who had been in a cage for over four hundred sleeps and was now sitting on the shoulder of a man who killed things by looking at them.

“Is this allowed?” Pip asked, on floor nine, while Garrick carved through a phalanx of armoured beetles the size of horses. “Sitting here on your shoulder? While you do… this?”

“Yes.”

“Is there a rule about it?”

“No.”

“There should be a rule. Rules provide structure. Structure provides safety. Safety provides—” A beetle’s severed leg sailed past Pip’s head close enough to ruffle the demonling’s horn-tips. “—cookies. Safety provides cookies. That is the rule. I am making it now. Rule One: safety provides cookies.”

“Fair enough.”

“Rule Two,” Pip continued, ducking as Garrick’s backswing cleared the air above the demonling’s head by approximately four inches. “Rule Two: the large man does not accidentally squish Pip.”

“I’ll add it to the list.”

“So there is a list?”

“There is now.”

Pip’s tail wagged.

Floor eleven was a swamp.

Another swamp, because the dungeon’s nature alignment had a limited vocabulary and “swamp” was apparently its favourite word. This swamp was larger, darker, more menacing, and considerably more hostile than the witch’s floor. The water was black and moved on its own, currents flowing in directions that had nothing to do with gravity and everything to do with hunger. The trees were dead, skeletal, their branches reaching upward like hands frozen mid-grasp.

And in the centre of the swamp, rising from the black water like a cathedral built by something that had heard about cathedrals but misunderstood the purpose, was the dragon.

It was not a large dragon by the standards of dragons Garrick had encountered. Forty feet from snout to tail. Wingspan perhaps sixty. Scales the colour of stagnant water, green-black, slick, dripping with the same toxic liquid that permeated the entire dungeon. Its eyes, yellow and slitted, opened as Garrick stepped onto the final platform.

Swamp Dragon of Kapel-Vareth (Nature/Poison) — Level 83

Sub-Boss: Floor 11

It saw him.

It opened its mouth.

The breath weapon gathered in its throat, a visible compression of toxic mana that glowed green-white between its teeth, building pressure, heat, and toward a release that would have dissolved everything on the platform, the stone, the air, and any organic matter unfortunate enough to be standing on it, into a soup of constituent atoms and regret.

Pip saw the dragon.

Pip saw the mouth opening.

Pip saw the glow building between teeth that were each individually larger than Pip’s entire body.

Pip screamed.

The scream was not a word. It was not a vocalisation that contained semantic content. It was a sound that existed purely in the domain of a very small creature confronting a very large creature and arriving at the conclusion that the size differential was, from a survival perspective, suboptimal. The scream started high, went higher, found a register that made the stalactites above vibrate in sympathy, and then went higher still, into a range that only dogs and bats and extremely stressed demonlings could produce.

Pip’s tail wrapped around Garrick’s neck so tightly that it would have strangled a normal man. Pip’s hands grabbed Garrick’s pauldron. Pip’s entire body pressed flat against the side of Garrick’s head, making itself as small as possible, which was already very small but was now attempting to achieve a new personal record in smallness.

“Large! Very Large! Extremely large! Teeth! Many Teeth! Rotating? Are they Rotating? I think they’re—”

Garrick swung Voidedge.

The swing was not horizontal this time. It was vertical, an overhead arc that brought the blade down from above his head in a line that bisected the space between Garrick and the dragon. The blade did not touch the dragon. The blade stopped at the bottom of its arc, six feet from the creature’s snout.

The energy that left the blade did not stop.

It crossed the distance in a fraction of a heartbeat, a crescent of dark force that was less “visible” and more “the absence of everything visible,” a line of nothing that cut through the air, the toxic breath still building in the dragon’s throat, the dragon’s skull, the dragon’s spine, and the dragon’s tail in a single, continuous, uninterrupted passage that did not slow, deviate, or acknowledge the dragon’s existence as anything more than a minor inconvenience in its trajectory.

The dragon fell in two pieces.

The left half went left. The right half went right. The black swamp water received both with twin splashes that sent waves rolling across the entire floor, lapping against the platform’s edges, carrying with them the fading mana signature of a creature that had been Level 83 and was now Level Nothing and would remain Level Nothing for the foreseeable future and all futures thereafter.

Swamp Dragon of Kapel-Vareth Defeated

Experience Earned: 52,800

The swamp went quiet.

Pip’s scream tapered off into a wheeze, then a whimper, then silence. The tail loosened its grip on Garrick’s neck by approximately one coil. The amber eyes, which had been squeezed shut, opened. One at a time, cautiously. The way a person opens a door they suspect leads to something terrible and discovers, instead, that the terrible thing is in two pieces and sinking.

“Is it…” Pip’s voice was very small. “Is it dead?”

“Yes.”

“You killed it?”

“Yes.”

“With one swing?”

“Yes.”

“Of your sword?”

“That is traditionally how swords work.”

Pip’s tail unwound entirely. The demonling sat up on Garrick’s shoulder, straightened its back, adjusted its horns, and looked down at the sinking halves of the Swamp Dragon of Kapel-Vareth with an expression that was attempting to be composed and dignified and was achieving, at best, “recently terrified but recovering.”

“I was not scared,” Pip announced.

The Truth Stones in Garrick’s inventory glowed faintly.

“I was concerned,” Pip amended. “Concern is different from fear. Concern is a rational response to stimuli. Fear is—fear is for creatures who do not have a large man with a sword. I have a large man with a sword. Therefore: concern and not fear.”

Both Truth Stones stopped glowing.

Garrick’s mouth did something that was definitely a smile and which he did not bother to suppress because they were alone in a dungeon and no one was watching and the demonling on his shoulder had just reclassified abject terror as “rational concern” with such earnest, desperate dignity that suppressing the smile would have required more effort than killing the dragon had.

“Cookie?” Garrick offered.

Pip’s composure shattered, dignity evaporating. The tail began wagging at full speed and the amber eyes went enormous and the thin grey fingers extended with the grabbing, unself-conscious greed of a creature that had learned, over the course of twelve floors, that cookies arrived after terrible things and that terrible things were therefore, in a roundabout and deeply questionable way, good.

“Yes. Cookie. Please. Immediately… Err… as a formal request.”

Garrick produced the cookie.

Pip took it.

“Mmmmmmm.”

They descended to floor twelve.

The dungeon core sat at the centre of the final floor like a heart in a chest.

It was a sphere of compressed mana, three feet in diameter, rotating slowly in the air above a pedestal of black stone. Green light pulsed from its surface in waves that matched the rhythm Garrick had felt from the hillside above, the slow, building pressure that had been pushing against the seal for decades, growing the dungeon, feeding the creatures, drawing the elk, and threatening the village.

The room around it was empty. No guardians or traps. No final boss lurking in the shadows. The dungeon had spent everything it had on the floors above and had nothing left to defend its core except the core itself, which pulsed and rotated and radiated a mana density that would have killed a Level 60 warrior simply by proximity.

Garrick walked to the pedestal.

Pip finished the cookie.

Garrick raised Voidedge.

“Wait,” Pip said.

Garrick paused.

“Is destroying it… permitted? Is there a form? The sealed door had writing on it. Writing implies authority and authority implies rules. Rules imply—”

“The authority that sealed this dungeon has been dead for six hundred years. The seal was failing. In four weeks, everything inside would have broken free and destroyed the village above us.”

Pip processed this. “Does the village has cookies?”

“The village has cookies.”

“Then destroying the core is permitted. I am authorising it, formally. As a formal authorisation from Pip.”

Garrick brought the blade down.

The core shattered.

The sound was not loud. It was not the crash of breaking glass or the boom of an explosion. It was a sigh. A long, exhausted exhalation of energy that had been contained too long and was finally, mercifully, being released. The green light flared once, brilliant, filling the chamber, and then faded. The mana dispersed outward in a wave that passed through the walls, the floors, the ceiling, the hillside above, and dissipated into the earth and the sky and the rain-soaked forest with the quiet finality of a breath being let go.

Dungeon Core Destroyed!

The Sunken Bastion of Kapel-Vareth has been cleared.

All 12 Floors Complete.

Total Experience Earned: 847,200

Loot Generated: [Extensive — Auto-collected to Inventory]

The treasure materialised around the pedestal in the traditional fashion of dungeon loot, which was to say it appeared from nowhere in quantities that defied the available floor space and arranged itself in piles that were less “organised” and more “avalanche that had been given a budget.” Gold coins in drifts. Gemstones scattered like seeds. Weapons, armour, artifacts, scrolls, potions, and seventeen other categories of valuable object that the System had catalogued and sorted and presented with a cheerful diligence.

Garrick waved his hand.

The treasure vanished into his inventory. All of it. Every coin, gem, blade, and scroll, absorbed in a single gesture with casual indifference.

Pip watched the mountain of wealth disappear. “That was… a lot of gold.”

“Yes.”

“You did not count it?”

“No.”

“You did not examine it?”

“No.”

“You did not… celebrate? Or dance? Or make a sound of satisfaction? The witch celebrated when she found a single copper in my cage lining. She danced. It was disturbing.”

“I have enough gold.”

Pip’s tail stopped wagging. The amber eyes went very still. The demonling looked at Garrick with an expression that contained, beneath its surface of childlike confusion, something older and more calculating, the expression of a creature that had just received a piece of information that rearranged its entire understanding of the person it was sitting on.

“Enough gold and enough cookies.”

“Yes.”

“You are a person who has enough of things.”

“Most things.”

Pip’s tail resumed its wag, slower this time. It was thoughtful. “I would like to be a person who has enough of things. Is that… achievable? For someone like me?”

Garrick looked at the demonling on his shoulder. The grey skin, the chipped horns, the too-large eyes, the thin fingers still holding cookie crumbs, and the tail that had learned to wag in the space of twelve floors and a handful of baked goods.

“We’ll work on it,” Garrick said.

The exit portal shimmered into existence where the core had been. A disc of blue-white light, two feet wider than Garrick’s shoulders, humming with the spatial distortion of a doorway between here and there.

Garrick stepped through.

The world inverted.

For a fraction of a second, up was down and left was right and time ran sideways and Garrick’s stomach, which had not objected to anything in approximately sixty levels, registered a mild note of displeasure that it immediately suppressed out of professional pride.

Pip’s stomach had no such pride.

They emerged on the hillside where the sealed door had been. The door and wall was gone. The iron-black stone had crumbled to gravel, the symbols had faded to nothing, and the hillside was just a hillside again, wet clay and exposed roots and the smell of rain-soaked earth.

The rain had stopped.

The sky above was clear and black and full of stars. The air was cold, pure, clean, and carried the smell of wet leaves and woodsmoke from distant chimneys. The forest stretched below them, dark and quiet, and beyond the forest, the wheat fields, and beyond the fields, the lights of Brackenridge, small and scattered across the landscape like embers in a dying fire.

It was the middle of the night.

Pip made a sound.

The sound began as a gurgle. It progressed through several intermediate stages that included a hiccup, a wheeze, and a noise that resembled a very small drain being unblocked. It concluded with Pip leaning sideways off Garrick’s shoulder and vomiting four cookies’ worth of partially digested baked goods onto the wet clay of the hillside.

The vomiting was thorough.

It was also, judging by the sounds that accompanied it, deeply upsetting to Pip on a level that transcended the merely physical and entered the domain of spiritual crisis.

“No,” Pip said, between heaves. “No, no, no, no. The cookies. The cookies are—” He heave once more. “—they’re leaving. They’re leaving and I didn’t give them permission to leave. This is—” Again he heaved. “—this is theft. My stomach is committing theft against my cookies. I would like to file a complaint. Is there a form for—”

Pip’s tail hung limp. The amber eyes were watering. The thin grey fingers gripped Garrick’s pauldron with the desperate strength of a creature that had lost everything it valued in the space of three seconds and was clinging to the only stable surface available.

“Portal sickness,” Garrick said. “It passes.”

“The cookies do not pass! The are gone! They were inside me and now they are outside me and the outside is mud and cookies do not belong in mud! This is a violation! Of Rule One! Safety provides cookies and the portal has un-provided them!”

Garrick reached into his inventory.

A fresh cookie materialised in his hand.

Pip’s tail, which had been hanging like a dead rope, twitched. The amber eyes, still watering, locked onto the cookie with a focus so intense it could have been used to cut glass. The thin fingers released the pauldron and extended, trembling, toward the offering.

“Is that…” Pip’s voice was very small and very hoarse and very, very hopeful. “Is that a replacement cookie?”

“Yes.”

Pip took it and held it.

Pip did not eat it immediately. Instead, the demonling pressed the cookie against its chest with both hands, curling around it, tail wrapping protectively around its own knees, and sat on Garrick’s shoulder in a compact ball of grey skin and amber eyes and cookie-clutching devotion.

“I will follow you,” Pip said. The words came out with a weight that had nothing to do with cookies and everything to do with over four hundred sleeps in a cage and a door that opened and a hand that didn’t strike and a shoulder that didn’t shake and a sword that killed dragons and a man who produced cookies from nothing and waved away mountains of gold like dust from a shelf. “I will follow you to the ends of the world. I will follow you past the ends. I will follow you to wherever the ends lead and then I will follow you back. Death cannot stop me. Portals cannot stop me. Vomiting cannot stop me.”

Pip took a bite of the cookie.

“Mmmmmmm.”

“I will never leave,” Pip said, through a mouthful. “This is a formal declaration. Witnessed by the stars and the mud and the cookies that are in the mud. I am Pip. You are the large man with the sword and the cookies. We are together now. This is the rule. Rule Three.”

Garrick’s hand came up and rested on top of Pip’s head.

The palm settled against the space between the small horns, broad and warm and steady. His fingers didn’t ruffle or pat. They just rested there.

Pip’s tail wagged.

The cookie was consumed in small, reverent bites.

Garrick looked down the hillside at the lights of Brackenridge and thought about what he was bringing home. A cat had claimed him on a rainy night. A dog had chosen him on a cobblestone street and now a demonling had declared eternal fealty over baked goods on a muddy hillside at two in the morning.

Third pet? Or apprentice, like Tamsin?

He wasn’t sure. The categories didn’t fit. Pip was too small to be a colleague, too articulate to be a pet, too earnest to be an apprentice, and too committed to cookie-based loyalty oaths to be anything that existed in Garrick’s previous experience of relationships.

Pip was Pip.

That would have to be enough for now.

They walked down the hillside through the forest. Past the old-growth oaks with their turning leaves invisible in the dark. Past the wheat fields, flattened and glistening. Through the broken gate that still wouldn’t close. Down the main road with its wet cobblestones reflecting starlight. Past the well, the bakery, the shrine, the garrison. East, toward the shop, the building that was finished and whole and waiting.

Brackenridge slept.

Every window was dark. Every door was closed. Every chimney had gone cold except Elsie’s, which breathed a thin ribbon of smoke into the night sky because her oven never fully slept, because Elsie’s oven was, thanks to Garrick’s repair, operating on a level that transcended the normal parameters of bread-making and had developed opinions about downtime that did not include “stopping.”

The shop appeared on the east road. Its new roof a clean line against the stars. Its shutters straight and door hung true.

Garrick pushed the door open.

The shopfront was dark. The herbs sat on their shelves. The counter gleamed faintly in the starlight from the window. The bell above the door rang once, soft, a small brass sound that hung in the air.

Silver was in the main shop area.

The dog was on his back, all four legs pointed at the sky in different directions, tongue hanging from the side of his mouth, belly rising and falling with the deep, slow rhythm of a creature that had exhausted itself through hours of thunder-howling and escape attempts and had finally, mercifully, surrendered to unconsciousness. His tail lay across the flagstones like a dropped rope. One ear was folded inside out.

He did not wake.

Ash was on the counter.

The cat was awake and sitting upright, amber eyes open, tail wrapped around its paws. It had been waiting. The posture said so. The eyes said so. The single, pointed chirp it issued as Garrick crossed the threshold said so with a clarity that required no translation.

You left and came back. These facts are noted. The duration was unacceptable. We will discuss this later.

Tamsin was on the floor.

She was sitting against the wall beneath the shelves, knees drawn up, the wooden sword across her lap, a blanket from the bedroom wrapped around her shoulders. Her eyes were closed but she was not asleep. Her breathing was too fast and shallow, the rhythm of a person who had been trying to sleep and failing and had given up and was now existing in the grey territory between rest and wakefulness where the body lies still and the mind runs laps.

Garrick’s boot hit the floorboard.

Tamsin’s eyes snapped open.

She was on her feet before the blanket hit the ground, the wooden sword in her hand, her body dropping into the guard stance she’d been drilling for weeks, left foot forward, right foot back, hips turned. Her eyes found Garrick in the dark and her shoulders dropped, the sword lowered, her mouth opened, and she took a breath that shook on the way in and she said—

“You’re alive. You’re—oh thank—you’re alive, I thought—I didn’t know if—the dungeon was question marks, Garrick, it was question marks and you just walked into it and I’ve been sitting here for—”

She stopped.

Her eyes, adjusting to the dark, had moved past Garrick’s face and his shoulder. To the small, grey shape sitting on that shoulder, clutching a half-eaten cookie, with horns that curved back from its skull in miniature arcs, a tail that was wagging, and amber eyes that were very, very large and looking directly at her.

Tamsin’s mouth stayed open.

No sound came out.

The wooden sword hung at her side, forgotten.

Pip looked at Tamsin. Tamsin looked at Pip.

Pip raised the cookie in a gesture that might have been a wave or might have been an offering or might have been a threat display, depending on one’s familiarity with demonling social customs, which Tamsin’s was zero.

“Hello! I am Pip. I am not hostile and I have a cookie. Is there a form I should fill out?”

Tamsin’s mouth closed.

Ash, on the counter, turned its head toward the demonling. The cat’s amber eyes met Pip’s amber eyes across the dark shopfront. The cat’s tail flicked a couple times.

Ash chirped.

The chirp was brief, evaluative, and carried the specific tonal quality of a monarch being informed that a new subject had arrived in the kingdom and would require processing.

Pip’s tail stopped wagging as the demonling looked at the cat.

The cat looked at the demonling.

“Is that… the authority? Is that who I file the form with?”

Garrick set his pack down. He hung his coat on the hook. He crossed to the counter, where Ash sat, and scratched behind the cat’s ears. Ash purred, once, a single rumble of acknowledgement, and then returned its gaze to Pip with an intensity that suggested the filing process had begun and would be thorough.

Tamsin still hadn’t moved.

Her eyes were fixed on Pip. Her jaw was working. The spring had materialised in her left hand from whatever pocket dimension springs inhabited when not in use, and it was turning at a rate that suggested her brain was processing information faster than her mouth could output it.

“That’s a demon,” Tamsin said.

“A demonling,” Garrick corrected.

“On your shoulder and eating a cookie…”

“Yes.”

“You went into a dungeon with question marks for a threat level and came back with a demonling.”

Pip raised the cookie higher. “I am also very good at rules, I have three so far. Would you like to hear them?”

Tamsin’s spring turned faster.

Garrick walked past her toward the bedroom, Pip still on his shoulder, cookie still in hand, tail still wagging. He paused at the corridor entrance and looked back.

“We’ll talk in the morning,” he said. “Get some sleep.”

Tamsin stood in the dark shopfront with her wooden sword, her spring, her wide eyes, and the absolute, unshakeable certainty that sleep was not going to happen tonight, because the man who sold herbs and fixed ovens and threw planks at goats had just walked out of a sealed dungeon carrying a demon child on his shoulder like it was a cat, and the cat on the counter was looking at the demon child like it was a new employee who hadn’t submitted the correct paperwork, and somewhere in the shop’s floor a dog was sleeping belly-up through all of it, and Tamsin Pike’s life had just gotten considerably more complicated in a way that no pamphlet, timber catalogue, or System notification had prepared her for.

Ash jumped from the counter.

The cat crossed the shopfront, passed Tamsin without acknowledgement, and followed Garrick into the corridor with the unhurried gait of a creature that had assessed the new arrival and would be rendering its verdict on a timeline of its own choosing.

The purring started from the bedroom.

Then, very faintly, from the same direction: “Mmmmmmm.”

Tamsin sat back down against the wall.

The spring turned and the night continued.
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Chapter 5: New Skills Uncovered

The morning arrived before the morning was ready.

This was evident from the sky, which had managed only a thin, unconvincing grey that suggested the sun had set an alarm, hit something equivalent to a snooze button, and was now lying beneath the horizon pretending it hadn’t heard anything. The cobblestones were still dark with last night’s rain. The chimneys of Brackenridge had barely begun their first tentative exhalations of smoke. The shrine bell had not rung. The garrison had not stirred. Even the Grennick goat, whose internal clock operated on a schedule that defied both astronomy and reason, was presumably still asleep on top of whatever fence it had conquered overnight.

Garrick was behind the counter, arranging herb jars that did not need arranging, when the front door exploded inward with enough force to ring the bell twice and send Ash bolt upright in the crate with ears flat and pupils the size of dinner plates.

Nan Sallow filled the doorway.

She was breathing hard. Her silver hair, normally pinned, had escaped its moorings on the left side and was conducting an independent expedition down her cheek. Her half-smile was not at half. It was at full. It was, in fact, at a deployment level Garrick had never witnessed, a smile so wide and so luminous that it preceded her into the room by a few feet and arrived at the counter before her boots had cleared the threshold.

She carried a basket in each hand, both were enormous and steaming. Both smelled of things that made Garrick’s stomach, which had not eaten since yesterday’s lunch and had spent the intervening hours watching him kill a dungeon’s worth of monsters without offering it so much as a cracker, issue a formal protest.

“Nobody touches anything,” Nan announced, setting both baskets on the counter with twin thuds that made the herb jars rattle. “Not until everyone’s here. I’ve brought enough for the whole lot of you and I will not have it picked at piecemeal like crows on a carcass. There is an order to things.”

Tamsin, who had been sitting against the wall in the same position she’d occupied since two in the morning, with the wooden sword across her lap and the blanket around her shoulders and the haunted expression of a person who had not slept and was running on adrenaline and unanswered questions, lifted her head. Her eyes locked onto the baskets. Her nostrils flared. Her hand, which had been turning the spring at a rate suggesting imminent mechanical failure, stopped.

She stood.

She took one step toward the counter.

Nan’s hand came up like a traffic barrier. “I said nobody, Tamsin Pike. That includes you, no, especially you. You look like you haven’t eaten since the Demon War and I will not reward that behaviour with early access.”

Tamsin’s mouth opened. A sound emerged that was technically a word but functionally a whimper.

“Sit,” Nan said.

Tamsin did as she was told.

Nan turned back to Garrick, her smile still at maximum deployment and eyes bright with luminosity. She opened her mouth to say something, likely something about why she had arrived at dawn carrying enough food to feed a small militia—

Her eyes moved past Garrick’s shoulder, the counter, the herb jars, the gleaming oak, the brass bell, the morning light coming through the window. To the small, grey shape sitting on the stool beside the courtyard doorway, holding a cookie in both hands, horns that curved back from its skull in miniature arcs and a tail that was swaying in a gentle, contented rhythm and amber eyes that were very, very large and looking directly at her.

Nan’s smile froze. Her hands, which had been adjusting the basket cloths, went still. Her half-smile remained at full deployment but the muscles maintaining it had shifted from “voluntary expression” to “structural commitment,” held in place by the same force that keeps a bridge standing after the engineers have left: habit and the absence of a better option.

Pip took a bite of cookie. “Mmmmm.”

Nan’s left eye twitched.

Garrick’s thumb found his two fingers and pressed. His brain, which had been operating on the assumption that introducing Pip to the village would be a gradual, carefully managed process involving preparation, context-setting, and possibly a pamphlet, recalculated. The recalculation took a second and produced a result that was less “plan” and more “improvisation conducted at speed by a man who had once coordinated the resupply of a hundred-thousand-man fortress and was now applying the same skill set to social damage control.”

“He’s my employee,” Garrick blurted out without preamble.

The words left his mouth with a confident, unhesitating delivery. He was a man who had definitely thought about this beforehand and had not, in any way, just invented it on the spot because a woman was staring at a demonling in his shop and the silence was becoming gravitationally significant.

Nan’s frozen smile cracked along one edge. Her eyes moved from Pip to Garrick.

“E-Employee?” Nan’s voice emerged at a pitch approximately one octave higher than its normal register. “Young man, that’s a demonling.”

“A very hardworking demonling,” Garrick said.

“It has horns.”

“Decorative.”

“It has a tail.”

“Expressive.”

Pip slid off the stool. The demonling’s feet hit the floorboards with a soft pat and it crossed the shopfront with quick, precise steps, cookie transferred to one hand, the other hand extended toward Nan in a gesture that was either a handshake or an offering or both.

“Hello! I am Pip. I am not hostile and I have a cookie. Would you like the cookie? It is from the Titan Primordial of Cookies, Elsie, and it is very good. I have had seven. This is number eight. I am willing to share number eight because sharing is a rule. Rule Four. I made it just now.”

Nan looked down at the cookie. The cookie looked up at Nan. It was golden, round, and smelled of butter and vanilla and the faint, impossible undertone of a forest that had gotten into an oven and refused to leave.

Nan’s hand moved before her brain had finished filing its objections. Her fingers closed around the cookie, she brought it to her mouth and bit.

Her frozen smile thawed by two degrees.

“A very…” Nan chewed. “…generous demonling.”

Pip’s tail wagged and amber eyes went bright. “Thank you! I am also very good at rules. I have four now. Would you like to hear them? Rule One: safety provides cookies. Rule Two: the large man does not accidentally squish Pip. Rule Three: Pip follows the large man forever. Rule Four: sharing is—”

“Pip,” Garrick said.

Pip stopped. The tail continued wagging but the mouth closed with an obedient snap. Pip had learned, over twelve dungeon floors and a night of cookies, that when the large man said your name in that tone, the appropriate response was attention rather than continuation.

Pip reached into the pocket of the small coat Garrick had given him from his inventory that morning, a coat that was slightly too large and made the demonling look like a child playing dress-up in a parent’s wardrobe. From the pocket, Pip produced a piece of paper. The paper was folded into precise thirds. Pip unfolded it, smoothed it against his thigh, and held it up toward Nan with both hands and an expression of absolute, earnest formality.

“Before proceeding further into my master’s territory, I must request that you sign this form acknowledging your presence, purpose, and intent. It is for the records. The records are important. Without records, chaos. Without chaos—” Pip paused, reconsidered. “Actually, without chaos is good. That is the point. Please sign.”

Tamsin made a sound that started as a snort and ended as a laugh she couldn’t contain. The laugh broke free and filled the shopfront and bounced off the shelves and the jars and the counter, and once it was free it couldn’t be recaptured, because the image of a two-foot demonling in an oversized coat holding a handmade form toward a sixty-six-year-old innkeeper at five in the morning was, by any objective comedic standard, exactly the kind of thing that laughter was invented for.

Nan’s half-smile returned to operational capacity. It widened past half and then past three-quarters. Her crow’s feet deepened until her eyes nearly vanished and her shoulders shook once with a laugh she caught behind her teeth.

Then the laugh died.

Nan’s smile collapsed and her eyes went wide with realization. “Oh no.”

Tamsin had stopped laughing. Her eyes moved between Nan and Garrick, spring turning. “What? What’s ‘oh no’?”

Garrick looked at Nan. Nan stared back. The look lasted two seconds and contained a complete conversation.

Nan’s eyebrows rose: You didn’t.

Garrick’s jaw tightened: I didn’t what?

Nan’s head tilted toward Pip: Did you register him?

Garrick’s thumb pressed against his two fingers so hard the knuckles cracked.

“Did you register him as an employee?” Nan asked.

Garrick said nothing.

The silence was its own answer.

Nan closed her eyes. “Garrick. You told me he’s your employee. You said the word ‘employee.’ In a village where Lena Quill exists. In a village where Lena Quill has a stamp. In a village where employment requires a registration form, a tax classification, a liability declaration, a species-identification addendum for non-human workers—which I know exists because Corden tried to register his mule as a business partner for tax purposes in ‘09 and Lena made him fill out eleven pages—and a background verification that requires three character references from persons of civic standing.”

Garrick’s eye twitched.

“You hate forms,” Nan said.

“I hate forms.”

Pip’s tail stopped wagging. The demonling looked between Garrick and Nan. “Forms? There are forms? For me? I get to have forms? With my name on them? Official forms? With stamps?”

Garrick groaned.

Pip’s hands clasped together in front of his chest. The cookie, forgotten, dropped to the floor. Silver, who had been sleeping belly-up through the entire exchange and had woken approximately four seconds ago when the cookie hit the floorboards, lunged from his position, seized the fallen cookie, and retreated to the courtyard doorway to consume it with a guilty, but repentant speed.

“I would like forms,” Pip announced. “I would like many forms. I would like forms about forms. I would like to fill them out. I would like to fill them out correctly. I would like someone to check them and tell me they are correct and then stamp them. Stamping is—” Pip’s tail achieved a velocity that made it blur. “—stamping is the best sound. I heard the witch stamp things. She stamped her experiment logs. The stamp sound meant ‘complete.’ Complete is my favourite state of being because I didn’t get more experiments tested on me anymore… for a while.”

Nan stared at the demonling.

Garrick stared at the demonling.

Tamsin, from the wall, stared at the demonling.

Ash, from the crate, opened one eye, assessed the situation, and closed it again with finality.

“Right,” Garrick said. “We’re going to see Lena.”

The walk to the Reeve’s Office took four minutes.

Pip rode Garrick’s shoulder beneath a cloak that Garrick had draped over the demonling like a hood, creating a silhouette that looked less like “man with demon on shoulder” and more like “man with unusually lumpy shoulder and a fabric condition.” The cloak was not a perfect disguise. It was, in fact, a terrible disguise, because Pip’s tail kept escaping from beneath the hem and swaying in the morning air like a grey pendulum, and the cloak’s hood section kept shifting as Pip turned his head to examine every building, cobblestone, chicken, and cloud formation they passed with a wide-eyed intensity.

Garrick sighed.

Pip was likely seeing the outside world for the first time in a long, long time.

The sign still said Reeve’s Office in letters visible from the afterlife.

Garrick pushed the door open.

Lena was writing. She finished her sentence. She looked up. Her pencil tapped three times.

“Mr. Hallow. You have the expression of a man who is about to make my morning significantly more complicated.”

“I need to register an employee.”

Lena’s pencil stopped mid-tap. Her eyebrows performed a controlled ascent. “An employee. You, Mr. Hallow, have hired someone.”

“Yes.”

“For your repair-and-herb shop.”

“Yes.”

“And this employee requires registration.”

“Apparently.”

Lena opened a drawer. A form emerged. She opened a second drawer. A second form. A third drawer produced a booklet, a supplementary sheet, and a pre-stamped document that had been waiting in the administrative wings for exactly this moment. “Employee registration. Tax classification. Liability declaration. Role description. And—” She paused, pencil hovering. “Species?”

“Demon.”

The pencil hit the desk.

It bounced once, rolled to the edge, and fell off. It hit the floor with a small, wooden clatter that was the loudest sound in the room, because every other sound had stopped. Lena’s breathing had stopped. The clock on the wall appeared to have stopped. The dust motes in the morning light streaming through the window appeared to have stopped, hanging motionless in the air as though they, too, needed a moment.

Lena’s hands found the desk’s edge. Her fingers pressed into the oak and glasses caught the light and threw two small rectangles across the wall behind Garrick.

“I’m sorry, must have misheard. I thought you said—”

Garrick pulled the cloak aside.

Pip blinked in the sudden light. The amber eyes found Lena. The tail, freed from the cloak’s constraint, extended and began its wag. The small grey face, framed by miniature horns and an expression of absolute, earnest delight, turned toward the desk, the forms, the stamp, the inkwell, the pencils, the ledgers on the shelves, the filing cabinet, and the geometric precision of Lena Quill’s administrative empire.

Pip’s mouth fell open. “Beautiful.”

Lena’s mouth was also open. Her glasses had slid down her nose by a quarter inch, which was the maximum displacement her face had ever permitted them and which represented, in Lena Quill terms, a complete structural failure of composure.

Pip slid off Garrick’s shoulder, landed on the desk with a soft pat of grey feet on oak, and walked across its surface toward the forms with a slow, reverent gait of a pilgrim approaching a shrine. The demonling’s thin fingers extended toward the employee registration form. They hovered above the paper, trembling, not quite touching.

“May I?” Pip asked. “May I touch the form? Is touching permitted? I will be very careful. I have excellent penmanship. The witch made me label her experiment jars and she said my lettering was—” Pip stopped and reconsidered. “She said things about my lettering. Some were compliments, I choose to remember only the compliments.”

Lena’s mouth mimed words, but struggled to find any to voice. “Mr. Hallow, for the record. You are asking me to register a demonling as a legal employee of your commercial establishment, within the municipal boundaries of Brackenridge, and under my jurisdiction.”

“Yes.”

“A demonling!”

“His name is Pip.”

“His name is—” Lena removed her glasses. She cleaned them on her sleeve. She replaced them. Pip was still on her desk. Still looking at the forms. Still radiating the vibrating joy of a creature that had found its purpose in the universe and that purpose was bureaucracy. “There are… additional forms for this.”

“I assumed so.”

Lena stood. She walked to the filing cabinet. She opened a drawer Garrick had never seen her open, a drawer at the very bottom, behind the supplementary bylaws and beneath the emergency protocols and beside a folder labelled, in Lena’s immaculate handwriting, CONTINGENCIES (UNLIKELY). From this drawer she produced two folders.

Each one was the thickness of a grown man’s forearm.

She placed them on the desk beside Pip.

Pip looked at the folders. The amber eyes went so wide they threatened to achieve escape velocity from the demonling’s skull. The tail wagged so fast it hummed. The thin grey fingers pressed together in front of Pip’s chest in a gesture that was either prayer or barely contained euphoria.

“Two folders,” Pip breathed. “Two whole folders for me.”

Garrick sighed a deep and long sigh.

He picked up the folders, both of them, one under each arm. They were heavy in the way that bureaucracy is heavy: not in mass but in implication.

“Thank you, Reeve Quill.”

Lena sat back down. Her pencil, retrieved from the floor, tapped a few times. “Mr. Hallow?”

He paused at the door.

“The quarterly non-human employment audit is in seven weeks. I suggest his paperwork be immaculate.”

Pip, back on Garrick’s shoulder beneath the cloak, made a sound from under the fabric that was pure, distilled happiness.

They returned to the shop.

Garrick set both folders on the counter. They landed with twin thuds that made the herb jars rattle for the second time that morning. He looked at the folders. The folders looked back, two forearm-thick monuments to the administrative requirements of employing a demon in a frontier village that regulated signage for the protection of livestock.

Pip emerged from the cloak.

The demonling slid down Garrick’s arm, landed on the counter, and approached the folders with a focused, purposeful stride. He was a professional arriving at their workstation. Pip’s thin fingers found the first folder’s binding cord. Untied it. Opened the cover. The amber eyes moved across the first page with a speed that suggested either literacy or an extremely convincing impression of it.

“Pen,” Pip said.

Garrick handed over the charcoal stub from his pocket.

“Better pen,” Pip said, examining the stub with an expression of professional disdain that would have made Lena Quill proud.

Nan, who had been watching from her position by the baskets with her arms crossed and her half-smile at three-quarter deployment, produced an ink pen from her apron pocket. She held it out. Pip took it with both hands, tested the nib against one grey fingertip, nodded once, and turned to the first form.

The pen moved fast.

It moved with a fluid, unhesitating speed. A creature that had spent over four hundred sleeps in a cage with nothing to do except watch a witch fill out experiment logs and memorise every stroke, flourish, and technique of penmanship that the witch had employed in her meticulous documentation of horrors. Pip had learned to write by observation, the way a prisoner learns the guard’s schedule, not by choice but by the absence of any alternative activity, and the learning had been thorough.

The first form was complete in forty seconds.

Pip flipped to the second form. The pen moved again. Name, species classification, role description, tax identification, liability acknowledgement, emergency contact, Pip paused at this field, looked at Garrick, wrote “the large man with the sword and the cookies,” and continued.

The second form: fifty seconds.

He blazed through them all. The pen moved without stopping, hesitation, or any of the pauses that Garrick associated with form-filling, the pauses where a normal person would read the question, consider the answer, second-guess the answer, write the answer, cross out the answer, and write a different answer that was functionally identical to the first but phrased in a way that felt less committal.

Pip did not pause.

Pip did not second-guess.

Pip filled out forms the way Garrick killed dungeon monsters: with absolute efficiency, zero hesitation, and a competence so total it bordered on the offensive.

The first folder was done in six minutes.

Pip closed it, aligned its edges with a precision that would have satisfied Lena’s most exacting standards, set it aside, and opened the second folder.

Garrick stared.

Nan stared.

Tamsin, who had migrated from the wall to the counter at some point during the display and was now leaning on the oak with her chin in both hands and her eyes tracking Pip’s pen with a hypnotised fascination.

The second folder took seven minutes. Pip closed it, aligned it beside the first, set the pen down, and looked up at Garrick with a satisfied, luminous expression.

“Done! Is there more? I would like more. More is preferred. More is—” The tail wagged. “—more is good.”

Nan’s half-smile had achieved a configuration Garrick had never seen. It was not her information-gathering smile or her gossip-distributing smile or her I-know-something-you-don’t smile. It was the smile of a woman who had just witnessed a miracle and was already calculating how to exploit it.

She turned to Garrick. Her eyes were bright and silver hair caught the morning light. Her hands found each other in front of her apron and clasped.

“Wait here,” she said.

She got up and left.

The door banged and the bell rang. Her footsteps retreated up the cobblestones at a pace that was less “walking” and more “controlled sprint conducted by a woman who refused to admit she was sprinting.”

Garrick looked at Tamsin, she returned it.

Pip looked at both of them and then at the completed folders and then at the empty counter space where more folders could go and then back at both of them with an expression that said, very clearly, are there more forms and folders to occupy the empty counter.

Nan returned in fourteen minutes and not alone.

Five women followed her through the door in a procession that had the organised, purposeful energy of a supply convoy arriving at a besieged position. Each woman carried a stack of paper. The stacks varied in height from “substantial” to “architectural.” The paper varied in condition from “crisp and recent” to “yellowed and resentful.” The women varied in expression from “curious” to “skeptical” to “is that a demon on the counter” to “I don’t care if it’s a demon, if it can do my quarterly filing I’ll worship it.”

Nan directed traffic. “On the counter, girls. Careful with the bottom stack, that’s a few years of unreconciled invoices and if we lose a page I’ll never find it again.”

The paper hit the counter in waves.

Stack after stack after stack, until the oak surface disappeared beneath a landscape of forms, ledgers, receipts, declarations, filings, reports, and documents that represented, in their accumulated mass, the complete administrative backlog of the Sallow’s Rest inn, dating back to a period that Garrick estimated, from the yellowing of the oldest pages, at approximately “too long.”

Pip’s eyes went wide and tail went rigid.

Pip’s entire body vibrated at a frequency that Garrick associated with Silver spotting a leaf and Ash spotting a sunbeam and Tamsin spotting a mechanism she hadn’t disassembled yet.

“All of this…? All of this is for me?”

“All of it. Quarterly reports, tax reconciliations, supplier invoices, guest registrations, licensing renewals, and a dispute with the chandler about candle deliveries that’s been going on for eight months because neither of us can find the original purchase order.”

Pip made a sound.

The sound was not a word. It was the noise a creature makes when it has been given exactly the thing it needed most in the universe and had not known it needed until the thing was in front of it. It was joy compressed into a single syllable. It was gratitude without language. It was “mmmmmmm” but for paper instead of cookies.

Pip seized the first stack.

The pen appeared in grey fingers and amber eyes locked onto the first page. The tail wagged at a speed that created a faint breeze across the counter’s surface, ruffling the edges of nearby documents.

Pip worked.

Juniper arrived twenty minutes later, carrying his canvas sack of nails and wearing the expression of a man who had woken early because the shrine roof was leaking again and had decided, rather than address the leak, to visit the one place in Brackenridge where problems were solved rather than blessed into worse configurations.

He stepped through the door. His kind eyes swept the shopfront, found Nan at the counter, Tamsin on her stool, Garrick leaning against the wall with a mug of tea, the mountain of paperwork, and then found—

Juniper’s walking stick hit the floor.

It clattered against the boards and rolled two feet before coming to rest against the base of the counter, where Pip was sitting cross-legged on the oak surface, surrounded by completed forms arranged in neat stacks, pen moving at a speed that made the nib blur, tail wagging, horns catching the morning light.

“That’s—” Juniper’s hands found each other inside his sleeves. “That’s a—insofar as my understanding of demonology extends, which is primarily theoretical and based on texts that are, I must confess, somewhat outdated—that appears to be a—”

“Demonling,” Garrick said.

“A demonling. Yes. On your counter. Doing… paperwork?”

“His name is Pip. He’s my employee.”

Juniper’s kind eyes blinked dozens of times in rapid succession. His hands emerged from his sleeves, retreated, emerged again, and finally settled on clasping in front of his chest in the posture of a man who was either praying or preventing his hands from doing something they would regret. “I see. I see. That’s… the Lord works in mysterious… that is to say… insofar as employment law intersects with theological doctrine regarding the nature of…”

He trailed off.

Pip looked up from the paperwork. “Hello! I am Pip. I am not hostile. Would you like me to do your paperwork? I am very good at paperwork. I have completed many forms this morning. Many is a good number. It could be higher. I would like it to be higher.”

Juniper’s mouth opened and closed a few times without producing sound.

Brin appeared in the doorway behind Juniper. The blacksmith’s broad frame filled the remaining space. His calm eyes moved across the scene with a slow, methodical assessment. His gaze found Pip and held there. His expression did not change.

He stared at Garrick.

Garrick tried to smile, but it hurt more than it worked.

I’ll need to work on smiling too.

Brin’s mouth did the thing that was either a smile or the preliminary stages of one. He said nothing. He leaned against the doorframe and crossed his arms and waited, because Brin’s approach to unexpected information was the same as his approach to hot metal: let it cool before you handle it.

Nan stepped forward. Her half-smile was at full deployment, hands found her hips, and silver hair caught the light as she turned to face both men, she had already accepted the situation, profited from it, and was now selling it to others. “He’ll do your paperwork. He’s brilliant at it.”

Juniper’s blinking intensified. “My… paperwork?”

“Your shrine maintenance logs and festival blessing applications. Your quarterly pastoral reports to the diocese. All of it.”

Brin uncrossed his arms. His head tilted by two degrees. “The guild filings?”

“All of it,” Nan repeated. “He did my quarterly report in the hour after checking my books. Lena said it was perfect.”

The silence that followed was the silence of two men recalculating their relationship with reality. Juniper’s hands unclasped. Brin’s arms dropped to his sides. They shared a moment of quiet communication.

“The diocese reports take me twelve days,” Juniper said, very quietly.

“Guild filings take eleven,” Brin said.

They looked at Pip.

Pip looked back with amber eyes and a wagging tail and a pen poised above the next form in Nan’s stack, ready, willing, and vibrating with the joy of a creature that had found its calling and wanted nothing more than to be pointed at the next pile.

“Welcome to Brackenridge,” Brin said.

Juniper retrieved his walking stick from the floor. He held it in both hands, turned it over once, and nodded. “Yes. Welcome. Insofar as welcomes can be extended to… yes. Welcome. Would you like some nails? I have nails. They’re not paperwork but they’re—they’re a gift. Gifts are appropriate for new… colleagues.”

Pip’s tail wagged faster. “I accept the nails! Nails are a category of object! I will catalogue them! Is there a form for nail receipt?”

“There is now,” Nan said, and her half-smile reached her eyes and the crow’s feet beyond them and the silver hair above them.

Elsie arrived at seven-fifteen.

She came through the door carrying a box that was large, flat, and producing a smell so immediately, overwhelmingly, and comprehensively cookie that every living thing in the shopfront responded simultaneously. Silver’s head snapped up from the courtyard doorway. Ash’s nose twitched in the crate. Tamsin’s spring stopped turning. Juniper’s hands emerged from his sleeves. Brin’s calm eyes tracked the box the way they tracked good steel.

Pip’s nose twitched.

The twitch was small. A single contraction of grey nostrils that lasted perhaps a quarter of a second. But the effect was seismic. Pip’s pen stopped. The form beneath it, three-quarters complete, was abandoned mid-word. The amber eyes went wide, wider, widest, achieving a diameter that should not have been anatomically possible and which suggested that Pip’s skull contained significantly more eye-socket than brain-case, a proportion that would explain several things about the demonling’s priorities.

Pip turned on the counter.

The demonling’s gaze locked onto Elsie Bramble the way a compass needle locks onto north. The way Silver’s eyes locked onto Garrick. The way Ash’s eyes locked onto milk. A fundamental, orienting force that reorganised every other priority into a hierarchy with a single, unassailable entry at the top.

Pip looked back at Garrick.

The amber eyes were wet.

“That’s her,” Pip whispered. “That’s the Titan Primordial. I can smell the cookies. They’re perfect cookies. They’re the cookies from the inventory. She made them. She made all of them. She is the source. The origin…”

Elsie stepped fully into the shopfront. Her flour-dusted arms held the box. Her laugh lines were deep. Her hair was pinned tight. Her apron was clean, which meant she had changed it specifically for this visit, which meant she considered this a formal occasion, which meant—

She saw Pip.

The box tilted.

Garrick’s hand shot out and caught the edge before the cookies could slide. He steadied the box, guided it to the counter, and stepped back.

Elsie’s mouth was open. Her hands, empty now, fingers slightly spread. Her eyes, which had been warm and brisk and carrying the frequency of a woman who had been awake since four and had already baked six dozen cookies and two loaves and a fruit tart, went very still.

Nan was already beside her. Nan’s hand found Elsie’s elbow. Nan guided her to the stool that Tamsin had vacated. Nan pushed her down onto it. Nan reached into the basket on the counter, tore a piece of bread from the loaf inside, and stuffed it into Elsie’s open mouth.

Elsie chewed.

The children poured through the door behind her.

Tommy first, knees muddy, face incandescent and the rest filtered in behind him. They hit the shopfront like a wave and their eyes found Pip in less than a second, because children possess a sensory apparatus for detecting the unusual that operates at frequencies adults have long since lost access to.

“Is that a demon?” Tommy said, at a volume that made Ash flatten both ears.

“Demonling,” four voices corrected simultaneously.

“Can it play?” the tall girl asked.

Pip’s tail stopped wagging. The amber eyes moved from Elsie’s cookie box to the children. Five small humans, approximately Pip’s height, radiating the type of kinetic energy of creatures that had been confined indoors by rain and had been released into the world with accumulated momentum.

“Play?” Pip repeated. The word was unfamiliar. It sat in Pip’s mouth the way a foreign coin sits in a hand, recognisable as currency but unclear in denomination. “What is… play? Is there a form? Are there rules?”

“We’ve got a ball!” Tommy produced a leather ball from behind his back with a theatrical flourish. “We need one more for even teams, you’re small enough. Can you run?”

“I can run. Running is a category of movement. I have performed running. The witch required me to—” Pip stopped and reconsidered their words. “I can run.”

“Brilliant! Come on!”

Tommy grabbed Pip’s hand. The demonling’s thin grey fingers disappeared inside Tommy’s muddy grip. Pip was pulled off the counter, feet hitting the floor, stumbling forward, tail windmilling for balance, amber eyes going wide with a surprise that was not fear and not joy but something between them, something that lived in the territory of a creature experiencing, for the first time, the sensation of being wanted for something other than what could be extracted from it.

The children pulled Pip toward the courtyard door.

Silver surged to his feet, tail at maximum velocity, tongue out, body vibrating. The dog fell into step beside the pack of children and demonling.

“Silver doesn’t count!” the wall girl called back. “He’s the referee!”

Silver barked once, it was the greeting bark. The someone is doing something and I have decided it is wonderful bark.

They disappeared into the courtyard. The ball bounced and voices rose. Pip’s voice among them, high and clear and asking whether there were rules and whether the rules had been written down and whether someone could provide documentation of the rules in triplicate.

Elsie swallowed her bread.

She smiled at Garrick. She had processed the shock and arrived at the other side and found, on the other side, something that required acknowledgement. Her laugh lines deepened and eyes went bright. She opened the cookie box, took one out, and held it toward the courtyard doorway.

“When the little one comes back,” she said, “tell him these are from me. Personally. And that there will always be more.”

“He called you the Titan Primordial of Cookies.”

Elsie’s laughed. “Well. I’ve been called worse.”

From the courtyard a shriek of laughter sounded out.

Tommy shouted. “You can’t catalogue the ball mid-game, Pip!”

“But it has no serial number! How will we identify it if it’s lost?”

The tall girl laughed. “It’s the only ball!”

“That is insufficient documentation!”

Silver barked, he didn’t particularly like documentation.

Garrick leaned against the counter. Nan was distributing food from the baskets now, bowls appearing, bread tearing, cheese cutting, the morning settling into the rhythm of a gathering that had become, over weeks of repetition, as natural and necessary as the sunrise it accompanied. Juniper accepted his bowl with a blessing that he directed at the stew rather than the bowl, which was progress. Brin accepted his with a nod and ate standing, humming, watching the courtyard through the doorway. Tamsin finally got her food and ate with desperate speed.

Garrick watched them all.

His people in his shop. Eating food that someone had brought because bringing food was what you did when you belonged somewhere and the somewhere had a counter and a cat and a dog and now, apparently, a demonling who loved paperwork and cookies and rules and was currently in the courtyard learning what “play” meant from four children who had decided, with the immediate, uncomplicated acceptance that only children and dogs possess, that grey skin and horns and a tail were less important than being the right height for even teams.

I guess I have a tax and paperwork division now, Garrick thought. Hallow’s Repairs, Remedies, and… Administrative Services.

Lena was going to need a bigger folder.

From the courtyard, Pip’s voice rose above the others. “Goal! I have scored a goal! Is there a form to record this? The goal should be documented! For the records!”

Silver barked.

Ash purred in the crate.

She approved of Pip’s orderly nature.

The bell above the door hung motionless, waiting for the next customer, the next crisis, the next piece of ordinary life to push through the entrance and ring it.

Garrick picked up his tea and drank.

The morning was bright.
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Chapter 6: The Committee Draft

A day passed.

Garrick had acquired a demonling employee who fills out forms faster than most people breathe.

Pip had reorganised the herb inventory a few times already.

Not because the herb inventory needed reorganising that many times, but because Pip had developed a system on the first pass, identified multiple inefficiencies in the system during the second pass, and was now lobbying Garrick for a third pass that would, in Pip’s words, “achieve optimal categorical harmony, which is the state where every jar knows its place and every place knows its jar, and there is documentation to prove both.”

Garrick had said no to the third pass.

Pip had accepted this with grace, which meant Pip had accepted it while writing a formal appeal on a scrap of paper and sliding it across the counter toward Garrick with a quiet, persistent hope.

The bell rang.

Lena Quill entered carrying a single folder. The folder was thin, which was unusual. Lena’s folders were never thin. Lena’s folders were born thick and grew thicker through the natural accumulation of addenda, riders, supplementary clauses, and the administrative equivalent of barnacles. A thin folder from Lena was like a short sermon from Juniper: theoretically possible but deeply suspicious.

She crossed to the counter and set the folder down.

“Administrative Services Division registration. Your new… department requires its own sub-classification under the commercial premises license. This form establishes the division, assigns it a tax code, and links it to your existing registration.” She opened the folder. One page. A single, beautiful, solitary page. “Sign here.”

Garrick signed.

Pip, who had materialised beside the folder with a speed that suggested teleportation, leaned over the page and read every word, lips moving, tail swaying in a slow metronome of approval. “This is correct. The formatting is excellent. The margins are consistent. I approve.”

Lena looked at Pip.

Pip did the same.

Something passed between them that Garrick could not identify but which felt, in its texture and weight, like professional recognition between two entities that operated on the same frequency and had found, in each other, a kindred spirit separated only by species and the minor detail that one of them had horns.

Lena stamped the form. The brass hit paper with a thunk that made Pip’s tail achieve maximum velocity.

“Filed by end of day.” Lena gathered the folder, tucked it under her arm, and turned toward the door.

She stopped at the threshold and turned back, and her expression had shifted into something that was less “administrative” and more “warning.” “The committee draft starts today.”

Garrick’s hand paused mid-reach for his tea. “The committee draft?”

Lena shrugged. One shoulder, minimal displacement, maximum information density. “Ask Elsie. She’ll know better.” She adjusted the folder under her arm. “I’ll be back once I’ve filed this.”

She left.

The bell rang behind her.

Garrick stood behind his counter holding his tea and a phrase that sat in his mind like a stone dropped into still water, sending ripples outward in every direction, each ripple carrying a question he didn’t have an answer to.

Committee draft.

The word “draft” had military connotations. The word “committee” had Elsie connotations. The combination of the two produced a feeling in Garrick’s chest that was less “curiosity” and more “the dread of a man who has survived wars and dungeons and dragons but suspects that the thing approaching him now is worse than all of them because it involves volunteers and a schedule.”

He took a sip of tea.

The tea did not help.

Pip looked up from the counter, where the demonling had been cataloguing the morning’s receipts into a ledger that hadn’t existed yesterday and which Pip had constructed from scrap paper, twine, and a level of bookbinding skill that suggested the witch’s experiment logs had taught more than penmanship. “What is a committee draft? Is it a form? Does it require signatures? I am available for signatures.”

“I don’t know what it is.”

“Should I prepare a folder? In case it requires a folder?”

“Pip.”

“Preparing a folder is always correct. Folders are—”

The door didn’t open so much as surrender.

It swung inward. Elsie Bramble filled the frame, flour-dusted, laugh lines deep, wooden spoon tucked into her apron strings like a sidearm. Behind her, a procession.

Nan Sallow, half-smile deployed, basket on one arm.

Juniper, robes flapping, walking stick in hand, slightly out of breath.

Brin Hobb, broad and calm, carrying nothing and saying nothing.

Captain Rusk Varrin, uniform immaculate, gloves on, jaw set, eyes performing their horizon sweep even indoors, which was impressive given that the only horizon available was the herb shelf.

Tamsin Pike, wooden sword absent, spring turning in her left hand, ink on her fingers, a fresh burn mark on her right cuff.

And Lena Quill, folder still under her arm, glasses catching the light, pencil already tapping against her thigh. She had not made it back to her office. Garrick could see this in the set of her shoulders and the compression of her mouth that said, very clearly, I was intercepted and I am not pleased about it but I am here because resistance is futile when the interceptor has a wooden spoon.

They filed in.

They filled the shopfront the way water fills a glass, finding every available space, occupying every stool and crate and stretch of counter that wasn’t covered in Pip’s paperwork. The shop, which had been designed to hold one man, one cat, one dog, and a modest quantity of herbs, was now holding nine humans, one demonling, one cat who had opened both eyes in the crate and was watching the invasion with ears at half-mast, and one dog who had surged to his feet in the courtyard doorway and was wagging at everyone simultaneously, which required his entire body to rotate in a continuous circle of greeting.

Garrick had two customers.

A farmer’s wife holding a jar of thornberry tincture she hadn’t paid for yet, and an old man who had been in the middle of telling Garrick about his late wife’s garden, a story that had been going well, that Garrick had been catching ropes and asking questions and the old man had been smiling and the sale had been happening—

Elsie looked at the the customers. “Out.”

The farmer’s wife opened her mouth.

“Out, love. Shop’s closed. Come back tomorrow. Mr. Hallow will have a lovely discount waiting for you because he’s sorry for the inconvenience.” She turned to the old man. “You too, Gerald. Take the tincture. On the house. Tell Martha’s garden I said hello.”

Gerald took the tincture, blinked a few times, and shuffled toward the door with a resigned compliance.

The farmer’s wife followed.

Elsie locked the door behind them. The lock clicked with a finality that made Garrick’s stomach tighten.

“Elsie—”

She was already moving. She crossed the shopfront, grabbed the stool from behind the counter, carried it to the centre of the room, and climbed onto it. The stool creaked. Elsie did not care about the creak. Elsie was above the creak, both literally and philosophically.

She stood on the stool and looked down at them all.

Flour dusted her forearms. Her apron was clean, which meant this was formal. Her wooden spoon emerged from the apron strings and pointed at the ceiling like a commander’s baton raised before a charge.

“The annual town establishment festival,” she declared, “is in one month’s time.”

The words landed on the room like a net.

Garrick felt them settle across his shoulders. He felt the weight of them, the implications, the schedules and the planning and the committees and the forms—

He took one step toward the corridor.

Elsie’s spoon swung down from the ceiling and pointed at him. The aim was precise. The spoon’s tip found the exact centre of his chest from six feet away, a targeting solution that would have impressed Captain Varrin’s best marksmen.

“Sit. Down. Mr. Hallow.”

“I have inventory to—”

“You have a chair to sit in and a role to accept and if you take one more step toward that corridor I will tell Lena about the time you carried a bed frame on one shoulder and she will create a form for it and the form will have seventeen pages.”

Garrick sat.

He sat on the crate beside Tamsin, who was already sitting, spring turning, eyes bright.

Elsie’s spoon returned to its upward position. “Right. The establishment festival celebrates the founding of Brackenridge. It happens every year. It involves food, music, games, stalls, decorations, and the kind of community spirit that makes people remember why they live here instead of somewhere with better drainage.” She surveyed the room. “Last year’s festival was, and I’m being generous, adequate. The bunting was crooked. The pie contest had four entries. The children’s race ended in a fistfight over a ribbon that turned out to be a shoelace. We can do better. We will do better.”

She pointed the spoon at Nan. “Coordination. Resources. Stall assignments. Vendor logistics. You’re my second-in-command.”

Nan’s half-smile widened. “Naturally.”

The spoon swung to Lena. “Permits. Scheduling. Budget oversight. I need every stall licensed, every activity insured, and every copper accounted for.”

“I’ll need the event classification form submitted by—”

“Already done. Nan filed it yesterday.”

Lena’s pencil stopped. She looked at Nan, who returned the look back with serene innocence. Lena’s mouth compressed into a line that was either approval or the suppression of something less professional.

The spoon found Juniper. “Blessings. Opening ceremony. Closing ceremony. And for the love of all that is holy, Father, do not bless the bunting. Last year it rained for two hours after you blessed the decorations and I will not have a repeat.”

Juniper’s hands found each other inside his sleeves. “The blessing and the rain were coincidental—”

“They were sequential. Sequential is close enough. No bunting blessings.”

“Perhaps a small one? For structural integrity? Bunting can be fragile and—”

“No.”

Juniper’s mouth closed. His walking stick received a consoling pat.

The spoon swung to Varrin. “Security. Crowd management. And I need your garrison band.”

Varrin’s jaw worked. “The garrison does not have a band.”

“The garrison has fourteen men who own instruments and a sergeant who plays the fiddle like he’s trying to murder it. That’s a band, Captain. I need them tuned and rehearsed by festival day.”

“Tuned and rehearsed in one month?”

“Is that a problem?”

Varrin’s gloved hand adjusted his left glove, finger by finger. “No. Noted. I’ll… schedule rehearsals.”

The spoon found Brin. “Ironwork. The festival arch needs rebuilding. The old one rusted through last winter and it’s been leaning against the smithy wall looking sorry for itself. I need it standing, straight, and decorated by the morning of.”

Brin nodded and gave that small smile. “What design?”

“Something that says ‘welcome’ without saying ‘we spent too much.’ Use your judgement. Your judgement is better than most people’s planning.”

Brin’s almost-smile arrived and stayed.

The spoon swung to Tamsin. “You’re on the children’s games committee.”

Tamsin’s spring stopped. “The what?”

“Children’s games. Races, contests, prizes. You’re young enough to remember what fun looks like and old enough to stop fistfights over shoelaces. Congratulations.”

“I don’t know anything about children’s games—”

“You know four children who will tell you everything you need to know if you give them bread and five minutes. Tommy alone will generate enough game ideas to fill a week. Your job is to pick the ones that won’t result in property damage.” Elsie paused. “Or at least property damage below the threshold that requires Lena’s involvement.”

Lena’s pencil tapped. “The threshold is twelve silver.”

“See? Twelve silver. Stay under twelve silver of damage and we’re fine.”

The spoon completed its arc and landed on Garrick.

He knew it was coming. He had watched it move through the room like the hand of a clock approaching midnight, inevitable and unstoppable, and now it pointed at him and Elsie looked down from her stool with authority.

“You,” she said. “Stall construction. Stage construction. Booth assembly. And—” The spoon dipped once, a punctuation mark. “—the festival cake display platform.”

“I have a shop to run.”

“Your shop will survive one month of divided attention. Pip can handle the counter.”

Pip’s tail wagged from the counter. “I can handle the counter! I am excellent at counters! Counters are a flat surface upon which transactions occur and transactions require documentation—”

“See?” Elsie stepped down from the stool. “You’re free. Now.” She clapped her hands, a sound like a starting pistol. “Let’s plan.”

The planning began.

It began the way all of Elsie’s operations began: with food appearing from nowhere and being distributed to people who hadn’t asked for it but who accepted it because refusing Elsie’s food was like refusing gravity, technically possible but practically inadvisable and ultimately futile.

Nan produced a ledger from her basket. The ledger was thick, tabbed, and had been prepared in advance with sections labelled: FOOD, STALLS, ENTERTAINMENT, DECORATIONS, LOGISTICS, BUDGET, and a final section labelled CONTINGENCIES that was, ominously, the thickest section of all.

Lena opened her folder. Inside was not the Administrative Services Division form she’d come to file but a fresh set of papers, blank, waiting. Her pencil moved across the first page, creating columns and headers.

Nan and Lena worked in tandem. Nan called out resources, “Forty yards of bunting, twelve stall frames, six barrels of cider, the Thornwall musicians if we can afford them, local musicians if we can’t”, and Lena recorded each one, assigned it a budget line, a responsible party, and a deadline, her pencil never pausing, her handwriting never wavering.

Pip had migrated from the counter to Lena’s elbow.

The demonling sat on the edge of the counter nearest to Lena’s position, legs dangling, amber eyes tracking the pencil’s movement across the page with a focused, hungry intensity. Every time Lena completed a form, Pip’s thin grey fingers extended, received the page, and filed it into a stack that was growing with architectural ambition.

Lena glanced at Pip.

Pip glanced at Lena.

Lena slid a blank form across the counter. “Vendor registration template. I need forty copies.”

Pip seized the form. The pen appeared. The tail achieved a velocity that created a breeze strong enough to ruffle the nearest herb labels.

Forty copies in six minutes.

Lena examined the first few. Her pencil tapped as she set them down without correction.

Pip’s tail wagged harder.

Garrick watched this from his crate. He watched Pip and Lena find their rhythm, watched Nan and Elsie coordinate with a practised efficiency. He watched Brin sketch the festival arch on a scrap of paper, his big hands moving with a delicacy that contradicted their size. He watched Varrin fold his napkin into a stage layout, then refold it into a crowd-flow diagram, then refold it again into something that was either a seating chart or a tactical withdrawal plan.

He watched Juniper bless his tea.

The tea did not explode.

This was progress.

The planning continued for two hours. Stall locations were assigned. Entertainment schedules were drafted. The budget was argued over, revised, argued over again, revised again, and finally stamped by Lena with a thunk that carried the weight of finality and the subtext of if anyone exceeds this budget I will find them and I will create a form specifically designed to make them regret it.

And then Elsie said the words.

“The cake.”

The room went quiet. Nan’s ledger paused. Lena’s pencil lifted. Brin’s sketch stopped. Varrin’s napkin froze mid-fold. Tamsin’s spring went still. Juniper’s tea hovered between table and mouth.

Pip continued filing. Pip did not understand the significance of the pause and was not going to let it interrupt productivity.

“Every year,” Elsie said, “the establishment festival has a centrepiece cake. A showpiece. Something that makes people stop and stare and remember why they came.” She leaned against the counter, arms crossed over her flour-dusted apron. “Last year was a five-tier vanilla with fondant wheat sheaves. Year before that, a chocolate tower with spun sugar. Year before that, a fruit cake shaped like the village wall, which was ambitious but tasted like ambition usually tastes, which is dry and slightly bitter.”

She looked at the ceiling. “I’m out of ideas.”

The admission cost her something. Garrick could see it in the way her shoulders tightened and her laugh lines compressed. Elsie Bramble did not run out of ideas. Elsie Bramble generated ideas the way her oven generated heat: constantly, reliably, and with enough force to sustain an entire village. Running out was not in her vocabulary. Running out was a failure state that belonged to other people, lesser bakers, people who didn’t get up at four in the morning and wrestle dough into submission before the sun had committed to existing.

“I need something new,” she said. “Something nobody’s seen. Something that makes this year’s festival the one people talk about for the next decade. And I need it to be possible with the ingredients and equipment I have, which means no enchanted sugar, no imported Thornwall vanilla at six gold a pod, and no architectural ambitions that require a structural engineer.”

The room was quiet.

Garrick’s thumb found his two fingers.

A memory surfaced. Old and distant, from a time before the war had consumed everything, before the sword and the armour and the levels and the killing. A memory from Level 3, from the eastern ranges, from a village so high in the mountains that the clouds sat below it like a white sea and the air tasted of pine and cold stone.

The village had celebrated its founding every winter. And every winter, the baker, a woman whose name Garrick had forgotten but whose hands he remembered, quick and sure and dusted with powdered sugar, had built a cake that looked like the mountain itself. White frosting sculpted into peaks and ridges. Crushed sugar crystals catching candlelight like fresh snow. Pine sprigs made of spun sugar, green and delicate, planted along the slopes. And at the summit, a single candle, burning gold against the white.

The whole village had gathered around it. Children had pressed their faces close to the frosting peaks. Adults had pointed out landmarks, there’s the pass, there’s the ridge where the goats graze, there’s the old watchtower. The cake had been a map and a mirror and a celebration all at once.

“A mountain,” Garrick said.

Elsie’s head turned.

“There’s a village in the far north. High altitude, snow year-round. Their founding cake is a mountain. White frosting sculpted into peaks, crushed sugar for snow, spun-sugar pine trees along the ridges. Candlelight makes the sugar crystals sparkle like fresh snowfall.” He paused, thumb pressing against his fingers. “You could do Brackenridge’s hills. The eastern ridge, the forest line, the wheat fields in miniature. Fondant for the buildings. The shrine, the garrison, the well. Make it a landscape people recognise. Make it home.”

Elsie stared at him.

Her arms uncrossed. Her hands dropped to her sides. Her mouth opened, closed, opened again, and then her laugh lines deepened and her eyes went bright and her whole posture shifted from “woman without an idea” to “woman with an idea so large it was already expanding inside her skull and demanding space.”

“A landscape cake,” she breathed. “The whole village. In sugar and fondant and—oh. Oh. The wheat fields could be pulled sugar, gold, catching the light. The forest could be chocolate bark with mint leaves. The shrine roof—” She grabbed Garrick’s arm. Her grip was strong. Baker’s grip. Dough-wrestling grip. “The shrine roof could leak. I could make it leak. A tiny sugar drip. Juniper, your roof could be famous.”

Juniper’s tea sloshed. “I’m not certain I want my roof’s failings immortalised in confectionery—”

“Too late. It’s happening.” Elsie released Garrick’s arm and spun toward Nan. “I need a supply list. Fondant, modelling chocolate, isomalt for the sugar work, food colouring in fourteen shades, and a display platform that can hold—” She turned to Garrick. “How big?”

“As big as you want.”

“Four feet by four feet. Minimum.” She turned back to Nan. “A platform four feet by four. Sturdy. Level. And beautiful.”

Nan’s pencil was already moving. “I’ll source the isomalt from the Thornwall confectioner. The fondant we can make in-house. Colouring from—”

“The eastern trader has pigments. Natural ones. Better than the synthetic rubbish from the capital.”

Lena’s pencil tapped. “Budget allocation for specialty ingredients?”

“Whatever it takes.”

“‘Whatever it takes’ is not a number, Elsie.”

“Fine. Eight gold. No—ten. The cake is the centrepiece. The cake is what people remember. You don’t economise on memory.”

Lena wrote: Cake budget: 10 gold. Approved under duress.

The planning broke apart after that, dissolving into individual conversations and departures as each person gathered their assignments and headed for their respective domains. Varrin left first, muttering about rehearsal schedules and whether the sergeant’s fiddle could be tuned or whether tuning it would constitute a violation of the instrument’s fundamental character. Brin left with his arch sketch, nodding at Garrick on his way out. Juniper left with his walking stick and a blessing he directed at the doorframe, which Garrick chose not to worry about because the doorframe was already hung and couldn’t get worse.

Nan and Elsie left together, heads bent, voices low, already deep in logistics that would sustain them through the walk back to the main road and probably through lunch and dinner and into the following morning.

Lena gathered her folder,now significantly thicker than when she’d arrived, and paused at the door. Her pencil tapped a few times against the folder’s spine. She looked at Pip, who was still filing, still wagging, still radiating the quiet joy of a creature in its element.

“Seven weeks,” she said. “Audit.”

Pip looked up. “I will be ready. The files will be immaculate.”

Lena’s mouth did something that was almost, very nearly, in the right light and from the correct angle, a smile. Then she left.

Tamsin was last. She stood from her crate, stretched, and tucked the spring into her pocket. “Children’s games committee,” she said, testing the words. “I’m running a children’s games committee.”

“You’ll be good at it.”

“I’ll be terrible at it. I don’t know any games. I grew up in a smithy. My games were ‘don’t touch the hot thing’ and ‘count the sparks.’”

“Tommy will help.”

“Tommy’s idea of a game is ‘throw things at other things until something breaks.’ That’s not a game. That’s a lifestyle.”

She left through the courtyard, grabbing her cloak from the hook by the back door. Silver bounded after her for six steps, stopped at the gate, looked back at Garrick, received a nod, and bolted after her with full-body joy.

Garrick stood in his empty shop.

Ash purred in the crate.

Pip filed at the counter.

The morning light came through the window, clean and golden, falling across the floorboards in long rectangles that made the dust motes glow.

He unlocked the door.

The bell rang as the first customer pushed through. A woman he recognised from the main road, carrying a basket, eyes moving across the shelves.

“Morning,” Garrick said. “How’s your day treating you?”

The woman smiled. She browsed. She picked up a jar of chamomile, turned it, read the card. “My sister’s visiting from Thornwall. She never sleeps well on the road.”

“The chamomile’s good for that. Steep it four minutes, add honey if she likes it sweet. My neighbour swears by it after long journeys.”

The woman nodded. She brought the jar to the counter. She paid. She lingered.

“You know,” she said, tucking the jar into her basket, “you should smile more. Makes the shop feel warmer.”

Garrick’s mouth arranged itself into the expression he’d been practising. The corners went up. The creases formed. It was, by technical standards, a smile.

The woman tilted her head. “Well. It’s a start.”

She left.

The second customer came twenty minutes later. A farmer buying willowbark for his back. The transaction went smoothly, rope caught, question asked, recommendation delivered without ambush. The farmer paid, pocketed the powder, and paused at the door.

“Smile more, Hallow. You look like you’re solving a murder behind that counter.”

The third customer said it too. “Lovely shop and herbs. You could stand to look a bit less like you’re guarding a fortress, though. A smile goes a long way.”

The fourth customer, Gerald, returning for the tincture Elsie had given away for free yesterday and which he now wanted to pay for because Gerald was honest and honesty required a second trip, said it plainest.

“Son, you’ve got a face like a closed door. Open it up a bit. People like buying from people who look happy to see them.”

Garrick stood behind his counter after Gerald left.

Four customers. Four sales. Four variations of the same feedback, delivered with a casual, well-meaning bluntness.

Smile more.

He touched his face. The muscles were there. They knew the choreography. They could produce the shape. But the shape, apparently, was not convincing. The shape was “technically a smile” in the same way that his fence was “technically goat-proof”, correct in theory, insufficient in practice, and defeated by something he hadn’t accounted for.

He needed to ask Nan.

Nan understood faces the way Brin understood metal. She could read them, shape them, and teach others to do both. She had taught him to catch ropes. She could teach him to smile in a way that didn’t make customers feel like they were being assessed for structural weaknesses.

He made a mental note.

Ask Nan about smiling, tomorrow. After the—

The sound came from the street.

A clatter of hooves on cobblestone. Fast, purposeful, and accompanied by a bleating that Garrick’s brain identified before his eyes confirmed it, because that bleat had been seared into his auditory memory through repeated exposure. It carried, in its flat nasal resonance, the unmistakable signature of a creature that regarded the concept of boundaries as a personal insult.

The Grennick goat rounded the corner of the east road at speed.

It was running. Full gallop. White haunches pumping, beard streaming behind it like a battle standard, yellow eyes fixed forward.

What stood between here and there was Garrick’s front door.

The door was open.

The bell rang.

The goat did not slow down.

It hit the shopfront at a velocity that turned the threshold from “entrance” into “launch ramp.” Hooves clattered across the floorboards. The bell rang again as the door bounced off the wall. A jar of silverleaf on the nearest shelf rattled, tipped, and shattered on the floor in a burst of dried leaves and ceramic shards.

Garrick’s hand shot out toward the goat—

The goat jinked left.

His fingers closed on air and a single white hair that drifted to the floor like a taunt made physical.

The goat’s hooves found the counter. It was on top of the counter in two bounds, scattering Pip’s filing stacks in an explosion of paper that fountained upward and drifted down like bureaucratic snow. Pip shrieked, a sound so high it made Ash’s ears rotate backward, and dove off the counter’s far edge, landing behind the herb shelves with a thud and a muffled “Rule Two! Rule Two has been violated!”

The goat stood on the counter.

It looked at Garrick.

Garrick looked at the goat.

The goat’s jaw moved sideways, chewing nothing, and its yellow eyes held that same flat assessment they always held. No fear. No malice. No recognisable emotion from any species Garrick had encountered in a century and a half of encountering species.

Ash erupted from the crate.

The cat launched itself at the goat with a yowl that peeled the remaining silverleaf off the broken jar and sent it spiralling across the shopfront. Grey fur, extended claws, a mouth open wide enough to display every tooth the cat owned and several it appeared to be renting for the occasion. Ash hit the goat’s flank at speed, claws finding purchase in white fur, and the goat bleated, not in pain but in outrage.

The goat bucked.

Ash held on.

The goat bucked again, harder, and its rear hooves caught the edge of a herb jar, moonpetal, four coppers, and sent it sailing across the shopfront where it hit the far wall and exploded in a puff of dried purple petals that settled across the floorboards like confetti at the world’s worst celebration.

Ash’s claws raked across the goat’s hindquarters. The goat screamed. The scream was not a bleat. It was a sound that existed in a register previously unknown to caprine vocalisation, a frequency that communicated, with perfect clarity, that the goat had made a tactical error in choosing this shop to invade and was now experiencing consequences for the first time in its career and did not enjoy the experience.

The goat leapt off the counter.

It hit the floor running, Ash still attached to its rear like a grey, furious parasite. It careened through the corridor, bounced off the walls, plaster cracked, a picture frame fell, and burst through the back door into the courtyard.

Silver was in the courtyard.

Silver had been sleeping in his spot by the wall, chin on paws, dreaming of leaves. The sound of the goat hitting the courtyard flagstones at speed brought him vertical in a single motion, all four legs extending simultaneously, ears forward, eyes wide, tail rigid.

The goat ran.

Silver ran after it.

Ash rode the goat like a jockey from hell, claws embedded, ears flat, yowling a continuous stream of feline profanity that echoed off the courtyard walls.

The goat saw the fence. The six-foot fence with the angled top rail. The fence that had been designed to keep it out. The fence that had never been designed to keep it in.

The goat gathered itself. Muscles bunched. Hooves found purchase on the flagstones.

It jumped.

Ash, sensing the trajectory, released. The cat hit the flagstones in a four-point landing, skidded two feet, and sat down with a look of absolute fury directed at the airborne goat.

The goat cleared the fence.

It cleared the fence carrying Tamsin’s cloak.

The cloak had been hanging on the courtyard line to dry. The goat’s horns had caught it mid-leap, snagging the fabric across its rack, and now the goat sailed over the angled top rail trailing a dark green cloak behind it like a cape, like a flag, like a trophy seized from a conquered fortress.

It landed on the cobblestones beyond the fence with a clatter of hooves and a bleat of triumph that carried the same resonant, declarative quality as the bleat it had delivered from atop the fence weeks ago. A victory speech. A statement of dominance. A formal notification that the goat remained undefeated, uncaptured, and unbothered by the accumulated engineering, feline fury, and canine pursuit that Garrick’s household could bring to bear.

Silver hit the fence at full speed.

The fence held.

Silver bounced off it, sat down hard on the flagstones, and howled.

Garrick stood in the corridor between his shopfront and his courtyard. Plaster dust settled on his shoulders. Moonpetal petals clung to his boots. Pip’s paperwork drifted through the air in slow, lazy spirals. A single silverleaf stem had landed on his head and sat there like a crown made of failure.

Ash sat in the courtyard, tail lashing, eyes fixed on the fence, radiating a fury so concentrated it could have been bottled and sold as a weapon.

Silver howled at the fence.

Pip emerged from behind the herb shelves, grey face dusted with moonpetal, amber eyes enormous. “The creature has stolen property! This is theft! There are forms for theft! I will file a report! Multiple reports! In triplicate!”

Garrick reached up and removed the silverleaf from his head.

He looked at the fence, the scattered papers, the broken jars, the cracked plaster, the empty hook where Tamsin’s cloak had been.

His jaw set.

His thumb pressed against his two fingers until the knuckles went white.

“Right… I’m going to catch that goat.”

Ash meowed, it short and sharp.

It said: Finally.
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Chapter 7: A Goated Chase

The goat had a head start of nearly forty seconds, which was, in goat terms, the equivalent of a continental lead.

Garrick came through the courtyard gate at a pace he had calibrated to “brisk walk, nothing to see here, just a man pursuing stolen property through a public thoroughfare.” And yet, everyone stared. The brisk walk covered ground at a rate that made the two farmers standing near the well turn their heads, track him for a few seconds, and then look at each other with expressions that required no translation.

Tamsin’s cloak flapped from the goat’s horns like a pennant as the animal rounded the corner onto the main road. The cloak was dark green and large enough that it dragged on the cobblestones behind the goat, creating a visual effect that was less “fleeing livestock” and more “very small, very determined knight charging into battle on a horse that had been replaced, through some catastrophic logistical error, with a goat.”

“There!” Pip shouted from Garrick’s shoulder. “The thief proceeds north-northwest at speed! I am tracking! I am documenting! The cloak is evidence! The evidence is moving!”

Silver bolted past Garrick’s left leg, ears flat, tongue streaming, legs a blur of silver-grey fur and righteous indignation. The dog had taken the fence incident personally. The fence was his fence. The courtyard was his courtyard. The goat had violated both, and Silver intended to pursue the matter through the ancient and legally binding canine process of running very fast and barking.

The barking was comprehensive which covered, in rapid succession: the goat’s presence, the goat’s speed, the goat’s possession of stolen goods, the goat’s general moral character, and a formal demand for the goat to cease all forward motion and submit to inspection.

The goat did not submit to inspection.

The goat accelerated.

Ash appeared on the rooftop above the east road. The cat had taken the high ground, flowing up the side of the building via a drainpipe and a windowsill and what appeared to be sheer spite. Grey fur caught the morning light as Ash ran along the ridge beam, tracking the goat from above, tail streaming behind like a battle standard of its own.

Garrick reached the main road.

The goat was a few dozen yards ahead, weaving between market stalls with an agility that should not have been possible for an animal built like a hairy barrel on stilts. It jinked left around a cart and right around a woman carrying a basket of eggs. The woman shrieked, but the eggs survived. The goat’s horn caught the edge of a hanging sign, the chandler’s, and the sign swung wildly on its bracket, creaking.

Garrick closed the distance.

He was trying to run slowly, at the speed of a man who was fit and motivated but fundamentally human, a man whose legs obeyed the normal relationship between stride length, muscle output, and the coefficient of friction between boot leather and wet cobblestone. He was trying very hard.

He was failing without noticing.

Each stride covered eight feet. A normal man’s stride covered four, maybe five at a sprint. Garrick’s covered eight because his legs contained enough stored kinetic potential to launch a siege tower and the difference between “trying to run slowly” and “actually running slowly” was a gap he had never successfully bridged, in the same way that a river can try to flow uphill but the trying doesn’t change the gradient.

The cobblestones blurred beneath his boots.

Mrs. Hester, standing outside the bakery with a loaf under her arm, watched him pass. Her mouth opened. The loaf tilted. She said something that the wind of his passage tore away before it reached his ears, but the shape of her lips suggested it was either “good heavens” or “good lord” or possibly just “good.”

Garrick reached the cart the goat had jinked around.

He planted his left foot, shifted his weight, and cut the corner.

His boot hit the cobblestone and the cobblestone cracked.

A single fracture line, thin as a hair, radiating outward from the point of impact in a star pattern that would, by tomorrow morning, have been attributed to weather, age, wear and tear of moving traffic, or the general structural pessimism of frontier infrastructure. Garrick didn’t notice it. He was already past it, already closing on the goat, already reaching—

The goat went vertical.

It hit the side of the tanner’s shop at a full gallop, hooves finding purchase on the stone wall in a display of caprine wall-running that violated several laws of physics and all laws of dignity. It ran a few steps up the wall, launched itself sideways, cleared a fence, landed in the alley between the tanner and the cobbler, and vanished.

Garrick skidded to a stop.

His boots left two parallel grooves in the cobblestones that were each four inches deep and six feet long.

He stared at the grooves.

He stared at the wall the goat had run up.

He pressed his thumb to two fingers so hard his hand shook.

“It went up the wall!” Tamsin arrived behind him, breathing hard, wooden sword bouncing against her back. She had been running flat out and was two hundred yards behind where Garrick had started, which meant Garrick had covered the distance between the shop and the tanner’s in a time that Tamsin’s brain was currently refusing to calculate because the answer would break something. “It ran up the wall, Garrick! Goats don’t—I mean, mountain goats can, but this is a domestic goat on a flat stone wall and it just—”

“I saw.”

“How are we going to—”

Silver shot past both of them into the alley. The dog’s nose hit the ground and his body followed the scent trail with a focused, weaving intensity. He had focused onto the quarry and would not be deterred by walls, fences, alleys, or the fundamental unfairness of pursuing a creature that could apparently defy gravity when motivated.

Ash dropped from the rooftop into the alley ahead of them. The cat landed without sound, turned, and sat. One grey paw lifted and pointed down the alley toward the far end, where a flash of white haunches and a trailing green cloak disappeared around the corner.

“Ash has a visual,” Garrick said.

“Did you just use tactical language with your cat?”

“Move.”

They moved.

The alley opened onto the back lane behind the main road, a narrow strip of packed earth that ran between the rear walls of the shops and the stone fences of the kitchen gardens beyond. The goat was forty yards ahead, Tamsin’s cloak now wrapped around its horns and one foreleg in a configuration that should have impeded its movement and did not, because the goat had incorporated the cloak into its running form the way a flag bearer incorporates a flag, as additional motivation rather than additional drag.

Garrick formulated a plan.

It was simple. The back lane was straight for sixty yards before it hit a T-junction at the well. Left went to the garrison. Right went to the shrine. If he could get ahead of the goat and block the junction, the lane became a dead end. The goat would have nowhere to go except through him, and going through him was not, by any reasonable assessment, an option available to a domestic ruminant.

He needed to be faster than the goat without looking faster than a human.

This was the fundamental problem.

“Tamsin, take Silver and go right, cut through the Braxton garden, come out at the well from the east. Block the right side of the junction.”

“What about the left?”

“I’ll handle the left.”

“How are you going to get there before—”

Garrick was already gone.

He took the shortcut through the gap between the cobbler’s rear wall and the cheese storage shed, a gap that was twenty-two inches wide and which Garrick’s shoulders, at twenty-six inches, should not have fit through. He fit through it by turning sideways and moving at a speed that compressed the transit time to less than a second, during which the cheese storage shed’s wall acquired a slight outward bow that it would retain for the remainder of its structural life and which the cobbler would attribute to settling.

He emerged on the main road, crossed it in a few strides that left a few more hairline cracks in the cobblestones, and cut through the alley beside the dry-goods store. This alley was wider. He didn’t need to turn sideways. He did need to duck under a clothesline, which he accomplished by dropping into a slide that carried him beneath the hanging laundry at a velocity that made every sheet, shirt, and undergarment on the line billow outward in his wake as though a localised hurricane had passed through at knee height.

A woman leaned out of her window above the alley.

She looked at the swaying laundry and the empty alley.

She closed the window.

Garrick reached the well junction from the west. He planted himself in the left-hand lane, legs spread, arms wide, blocking the path to the garrison. His breathing was steady. His coat was barely ruffled. He had covered two hundred yards of urban terrain in nine seconds, which was, he reflected, probably too fast, but the goat was coming and the goat would not wait for him to recalibrate his velocity to socially acceptable parameters.

Tamsin appeared at the right-hand lane, Silver at her heel. She was breathing like a bellows. Her face was red. A leaf was stuck to her forehead and she hadn’t noticed. She spread her arms and blocked the right side.

Pip, still on Garrick’s shoulder, produced a piece of paper and a pen. “I am prepared to issue a citation! The citation covers theft, property damage, trespassing, reckless galloping, and failure to file a change-of-address form, because the goat clearly does not live in our courtyard and was therefore visiting without documentation!”

The goat rounded the corner into the back lane.

It saw Garrick blocking the left.

It saw Tamsin blocking the right.

It slowed. Its hooves clicked to a stop on the packed earth. Tamsin’s cloak hung from its horns, dragging in the dirt. Its yellow eyes moved from Garrick to Tamsin and back to Garrick.

The goat’s jaw moved sideways, chewing nothing.

“Got you,” Garrick said.

The goat looked up.

Garrick followed its gaze up the well.

It stood at the centre of the junction, a stone cylinder four feet high with a wooden crossbeam and a rope-and-bucket assembly. The crossbeam was six feet above the well’s rim. The well’s rim was four feet above the ground. Total height: ten feet.

The goat charged.

It charged not at Garrick or Tamsin, but at the well itself. It hit the stone cylinder at full speed, hooves finding the curved surface the way they had found the tanner’s flat wall, and it ran up the side of the well. Three steps on vertical stone. A launch off the rim. A mid-air twist that would have earned a perfect score from any panel of judges qualified to evaluate caprine acrobatics. And a landing, four hooves planted, on top of the crossbeam.

The crossbeam was two inches wide.

The goat stood on it.

Balanced and steady.

Tamsin’s cloak hung from its horns like a curtain.

“Baaaaaah.”

The sound rolled across the junction and down the back lane and out onto the main road, where it reached the ears of roughly fifteen villagers who had been going about their morning business and were now standing very still, staring at a goat on top of a well wearing a stolen cloak and bleating at a man who was blocking a lane with his arms spread and a demonling on his shoulder.

Garrick’s arms dropped to his sides.

“That’s not possible,” Tamsin said. “That is physically not possible. That crossbeam is two inches wide and the goat weighs sixty pounds. The centre of gravity alone—”

“Tamsin.”

“—would require a coefficient of static friction that wood and hoof keratin cannot produce at that contact area, which means either the goat has been enchanted or physics has filed for early retirement—”

“Tamsin.”

She stopped.

The goat looked down at them from its crossbeam throne. Its beard swayed and yellow eyes held that same flat, unreadable assessment. It chewed Tamsin’s cloak.

It was eating her cloak.

“No!” Tamsin lunged for the well. “That’s my only cloak! That’s—stop eating it—”

The goat pulled the cloak higher, out of reach, and chewed faster.

Silver circled the well’s base, barking upward with focused, impotent fury. Ash appeared on the rooftop of the nearest building, sat down, and watched the proceedings with an expression that communicated a comprehensive review of everyone’s performance and found it universally lacking.

Garrick stared at the goat.

The goat stared back.

Somewhere in the growing crowd of spectators, a child’s voice said, “It’s on the well again! Tommy, look, it’s on the well!”

Tommy’s voice responded, “I bet Mr. Hallow catches it! He built a fence in four minutes! He can catch a goat!”

“He hasn’t caught it yet.”

“He’s planning. Heroes plan.”

Garrick was planning.

The plan had a few components. Component one: distraction. Component two: containment. Component three: the part where he caught the goat, which was the part that kept failing because the goat was, against all reason and taxonomy, better at evasion than anything Garrick had encountered below Level 40.

He turned to Pip. “Can you get up there?”

Pip looked at the well, the crossbeam and at the goat. “I can climb. Climbing is a category of movement. I have performed climbing. The witch’s cage had bars and I climbed the bars when—” Pip stopped. “I can climb.”

“Get on the crossbeam. Approach from the far side. Don’t grab it. Just get its attention.”

Pip slid off Garrick’s shoulder, hit the ground, and scurried to the well’s base. Thin grey fingers found the gaps between stones. Pip climbed the well’s cylinder with a speed and silence that made several spectators gasp, because a two-foot demonling scaling a stone well in broad daylight was not a sight Brackenridge had been prepared for and the gasping was the village’s way of filing an emotional incident report.

Pip reached the rim, stepped onto the crossbeam, and began inching toward the goat from the opposite end.

The goat’s head turned. One yellow eye tracked Pip’s approach.

Pip raised the citation. “Excuse me! I have documentation regarding your numerous violations! If you could hold still for—”

The goat’s head swung back toward Garrick.

The goat had dismissed Pip.

The goat had glanced at a demonling holding a citation on a two-inch crossbeam ten feet in the air and had decided, with an instantaneous threat assessment of a creature that had been evading capture for years, that the demonling was not the danger.

The danger was the man on the ground.

Garrick saw the muscles bunch.

The goat was going to jump.

Not down. Not toward Tamsin or the lane or the main road. The goat was going to jump over Garrick, using the crossbeam’s height as a launch platform, clearing his head by a margin that the goat had already calculated with a spatial intelligence that belonged in a military academy and not in a domestic ruminant.

The goat jumped.

Garrick gave in.

One fleck. One microscopic grain of what lived coiled in his bones and his blood and the deep, terrible architecture of a body that had killed the Demon Lord and ripped a dragon in half and erased a holy order’s fortress from the map. He released it the way a man releases a held breath, a fraction of a fraction, barely enough to register on the System’s monitoring, barely enough to—

He moved.

The movement was not visible in the traditional sense. There was Garrick standing at the base of the well with his arms at his sides, and then there was Garrick in the air, six feet above the ground, horizontal, both arms extended, fingers closing around the goat’s midsection with a grip that was gentle enough not to harm the animal and firm enough that the goat’s legendary evasion capabilities encountered, for the first time in their operational history, a force they could not outmanoeuvre.

The goat bleated.

The bleat was different from every bleat Garrick had heard from this animal. Every previous bleat had carried triumph, assessment, dominance, or the philosophical commitment to chaos that defined the goat’s existence. This bleat carried surprise. Pure, undiluted, existential surprise. The surprise of a creature that had never been caught, had never considered the possibility of being caught, and was now being held in mid-air by a man who had appeared from below like a launched projectile and whose hands were wrapped around its ribcage with an authority that the goat’s entire life experience had not prepared it for.

They landed.

Garrick’s boots hit the cobblestones and the cobblestones cracked, properly this time, a web of fractures radiating outward from the impact point that would require Lena to create a new form for municipal infrastructure damage caused by livestock-related aerial interception.

The goat hung in his arms.

Its legs dangled. Its beard swayed. Its yellow eyes, for the first time since Garrick had met the animal, were wide. The pupils had dilated from their usual rectangular slits into something rounder, something that looked, if you squinted, almost like the eyes of a creature experiencing an emotion it had never catalogued.

Tamsin’s cloak hung from its horns, half-eaten, trailing on the ground.

The crowd was silent.

Fifteen villagers, plus Tommy and the children, plus Mrs. Hester with her loaf, plus the woman whose laundry had been disturbed, plus three garrison soldiers who had been walking to the market and had stopped to watch, plus Corden’s eldest daughter who had emerged from the timber yard with sawdust in her eyebrows. All of them standing very still, mouths in various stages of open, eyes fixed on the man holding the goat.

Because what they had seen was a shopkeeper jump six feet straight up from a standing start, catch a goat in mid-flight, and land on cobblestones hard enough to crack them.

What they had seen was not normal.

What they had seen was not even in the same postal district as normal.

Captain Rusk Varrin stood in front of the Sallow’s Rest.

He had been coordinating with Nan about the festival. He was holding a clipboard. The clipboard was shaking, because his hands were shaking, because his hands had started shaking the moment Garrick had left the ground and had not stopped and showed no signs of stopping.

Lieutenant Harren stood beside him.

Harren’s face had achieved the shade of white that Varrin’s face had achieved on the day of the plank incident, the shade that existed primarily in the domain of fresh snow and people who had just received information their cardiovascular system was struggling to process.

Harren’s clipboard hit the cobblestones. He didn’t pick it up. He didn’t appear to notice it had fallen. His eyes were locked on Garrick and the goat and the cracked cobblestones and the six feet of vertical distance that a shopkeeper had just covered from a standing start while catching a moving target in mid-air.

Varrin’s smile appeared.

It was the same smile from the plank incident. Bright and multiple octaves higher than his normal speaking voice if smiles had octaves, which they didn’t, but Varrin’s smile was making a strong case for the innovation.

“Ha!” Varrin said. “Good catch! Excellent reflexes! Very… very human reflexes! The kind of reflexes that any… any fit… any extremely fit… person might…” He trailed off. His smile held its position through structural commitment alone. His gloved hand found his left glove and began adjusting it, finger by finger.

Harren made a sound. The sound was small and involuntary and lived in the same register as a teakettle reaching temperature. His eyes moved from Garrick to Varrin. Varrin’s eyes moved to Harren. A conversation occurred that consisted entirely of Harren’s eyebrows climbing toward his hairline and Varrin’s jaw clenching hard enough to produce an audible click.

“Cookies,” Varrin whispered to Harren. “I need cookies. Now. Immediately. This is not a request.”

Harren retrieved his clipboard from the ground with hands that fumbled twice on the grip.

Nan Sallow stood in the doorway of the Sallow’s Rest. She had watched the entire chase from her doorstep.

She polished a glass she had brought outside for exactly this purpose.

Lena Quill appeared at the far end of the main road, walking from the direction of Elsie’s bakery, folder under her arm, pencil behind her ear. She stopped and surveyed the scene. The crowd. The cracked cobblestones. The man holding the goat. The demonling on the crossbeam waving a citation. The cat on the rooftop. The dog circling the well. The captain adjusting his gloves with fingers that wouldn’t stay still. The lieutenant holding a clipboard like a shield.

Lena sighed.

She pulled the pencil from behind her ear and opened the folder. She began writing.

Garrick stood in the middle of the main road holding the Grennick goat.

The goat had stopped struggling. It hung in his arms with a limp, bewildered resignation of a creature whose entire worldview had been restructured in the space of two seconds and which was now processing the implications at a speed its brain was not equipped for. Its yellow eyes blinked. Once. Twice. Its jaw moved sideways, but it wasn’t chewing anything. The chewing was reflexive. A comfort behaviour. The caprine equivalent of pressing one’s thumb to two fingers.

Pip scrambled down the well and sprinted across the cobblestones, citation held high, tail wagging at a velocity that created a faint whistling sound. The demonling skidded to a stop in front of Garrick and the goat and thrust the citation upward.

“The citation has been prepared! The violations are documented! The goat is hereby formally notified of its infractions, which include but are not limited to: theft of cloak, destruction of herb inventory, trespassing, reckless galloping, consumption of municipal property, failure to file a change-of-address form, and—” Pip consulted the paper, “—general contempt for the rule of law!”

The goat looked down at Pip.

Pip looked up at the goat.

The goat sneezed on the citation.

“That is also a violation!” Pip shrieked. “Destruction of official documentation! I am adding it in ink!”

Garrick looked at Pip.

Pip looked up at Garrick, amber eyes enormous, tail still going, citation damp but intact, grey face flushed with triumph the of a creature that had participated in a chase and contributed to a capture and been useful in a way that had nothing to do with cages or experiments or mana extraction.

Garrick smiled.

The smile did not arrive in stages. It did not build from the corners or creep upward through the cheeks or perform the mechanical choreography of pulling muscles into position like soldiers forming a line. It arrived whole. Complete. A single, instantaneous rearrangement of his face that started at his mouth and reached his eyes and kept going, past the eyes, into the lines around them, into the set of his jaw, into the angle of his head, into the way his shoulders dropped and his chest opened and his whole body shifted from “man holding a goat” to “man holding a goat and meaning it.”

It was wide and warm and real and it changed his face the way sunlight changes a room, not by adding anything but by revealing what was already there and had been waiting, for a very long time, for a reason to come out.

Pip’s tail stopped wagging.

The demonling stared at Garrick’s face. The amber eyes went wider than they had gone for cookies, wider than they had gone for forms, wider than they had gone for the dragon on floor eleven. Pip’s thin grey fingers tightened on the citation. The demonling’s mouth opened and produced a sound that was not a word but was, unmistakably, a laugh. A small, high, startled laugh that broke free from somewhere deep inside a creature that had spent over four hundred sleeps in a cage and had forgotten what laughter sounded like until this exact moment when a large man holding a goat smiled at it and the smile was real.

Pip pointed at Garrick’s face. “That! That is—you are—your face is doing a thing! A good thing! The best thing! I approve! I approve formally! Is there a form for approving faces? I will create one!”

Tamsin arrived, breathing hard, leaf still on her forehead. She saw the smile. Her spring stopped turning. Her mouth settled into a grin of her own.

Silver pressed his nose against Garrick’s knee and wagged.

Ash, on the rooftop, chirped once. The chirp was brief and carried, beneath its usual imperial assessment, something that sounded almost like approval.

Nan set her glass down on the doorframe of the Sallow’s Rest. Her half-smile had reached a configuration Garrick had never seen, wider than half, wider than three-quarters, wide enough that her crow’s feet vanished entirely and her eyes became bright slits in a face that was, for once, holding nothing back.

“Well,” Nan said. “There it is.”

Garrick looked at her, smile still in place, goat still in arms.

Nan picked up her glass and resumed polishing. “Needs work, mind you. Lot of work. You look like a man who’s just remembered how his face operates after a decade of forgetting. But—” She held the glass up to the light, inspected it, set it down. “It’s a start, Mr. Hallow.”

She turned back toward the inn.

“A good start… anyway.”
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Chapter 8: The Great Goat Expansion

The pole was iron, driven a few feet into the flagstones, anchored with mortar Garrick had mixed that morning. The rope was hemp, thick as his thumb, knotted with a bowline that would hold a ship to a dock in a gale. The goat was tied to the pole with six feet of slack, enough to reach the water trough, the feed bucket, and a patch of clover that grew between the courtyard’s rear flagstones.

The goat stood at the end of its rope and stared at Garrick.

Garrick stared back.

The goat chewed nothing. There was nothing in its mouth. The chewing was philosophical. A meditation on captivity, freedom, and the relationship between the two as mediated by hemp rope and iron poles.

“You’re staying,” Garrick said.

The goat chewed.

“You ate my shirt. You ate my trousers. You ate Tamsin’s cloak. You ate a garrison supply manifest. You ate Father Coil’s prayer beads. You have eaten things that were not food, have never been food, and will never become food regardless of how thoroughly you masticate them.” Garrick crossed his arms. “You’re staying until I figure out what to do with you.”

The goat’s yellow eyes held his gaze for a long, flat moment.

Then it lay down, tucked its legs beneath itself, and closed its eyes.

This was surrender.

This was also, Garrick suspected, a tactical withdrawal. The goat was conserving energy and waiting.

He went back inside.

The next morning arrived with sunshine and birdsong and the unmistakable sound of Silver losing his mind.

The barking started at six-fourteen. It was not the greeting bark. It was not the alarm bark. It was not the “goat is on the fence” bark or the “butterfly exists and I have opinions” bark. This was a new bark. A bark Garrick had never heard from Silver, pitched high and fast and continuous, the auditory equivalent of a dog whose entire worldview had been challenged and who was responding to the challenge by attempting to vibrate apart at the molecular level.

Garrick was through the corridor and into the courtyard in seconds.

Tamsin was already there.

She stood by the back door, wooden sword half-drawn, face pale and ghostly. Her mouth was open. Her spring was not turning and hands hung at her sides like they’d forgotten their purpose.

Silver was in the middle of the courtyard, hackles raised, tail rigid, barking at the fence with a frequency that made Garrick’s fillings ache.

On top of the fence, the six-foot fence, the angled-top-rail fence, the fence that had been designed by a man who had once engineered siege fortifications capable of withstanding dragon fire, stood a goat.

A different goat.

This goat was smaller than the Grennick goat. Brown where the other was white. Narrower in the chest. Horns that curved forward rather than back, shorter and more practical. Its eyes were the same yellow and rectangular pupils, the same flat assessment, but the assessment carried a different quality. Where the Grennick goat’s gaze communicated chaos and philosophical commitment to entropy, this goat’s gaze communicated directed purpose. The purpose of a creature that had come here for a reason and intended to see the reason through.

It stood on the angled top rail and looked down at the courtyard at the tied goat.

The tied goat had risen to its feet. Its head was up. Its ears were forward. Its tail, which Garrick had never seen move in any direction that wasn’t “hanging there like a forgotten rope,” was wagging.

The tied goat was wagging its tail.

“That’s not the same goat,” Tamsin said. Her voice came out thin. “That’s a different goat. There’s a different goat on your fence. A second goat. On the fence that the first goat keeps defeating. There are now two goats in the goat situation and I am not ready for this escalation.”

Garrick opened his mouth.

A sound came from the other side of the fence.

Bleating. Multiple sources. High-pitched, rapid, overlapping. The bleating of creatures that were small and numerous and very, very insistent. Accompanied by a rhythmic thud-thud against the fence’s lower planks, as though several small heads were being applied to the wood in sequence.

Garrick walked to the fence.

He looked over.

Five baby goats stood on the cobblestones beyond the courtyard. They were the size of large cats. Their coats were split-coloured, white on one side and brown on the other, as though someone had taken the Grennick goat and the fence goat and shuffled their genetics together like a deck of cards dealt by a distracted dealer. Their legs were too long for their bodies. Their ears were too large for their heads. Their tails were wagging at a speed that made them blur.

They were headbutting the fence.

Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud.

Five small skulls, five sets of tiny horns barely longer than thumbtacks, five expressions of absolute determination applied to a six-foot barrier that they could not climb, could not jump, and could not go through, but which they were attempting to go through anyway on the theory that persistence would eventually triumph over carpentry.

Garrick looked at the babies.

He looked at the brown goat on the fence.

He looked at the tied white goat, whose tail was still wagging.

The brown goat on the fence looked back at him. It held his gaze for a few seconds. Then it jumped down into the courtyard, landed on the flagstones, crossed to the gate, and tapped the gate’s latch with one hoof.

Tap.

It tapped again.

Tap. Tap.

The tapping was precise and deliberate. The hoof struck the latch mechanism at the exact point where lifting force would disengage the catch. The goat knew how the gate worked. The goat understood the mechanical principle of a latch. The goat was requesting entry for its children through the approved access point rather than climbing the fence, which it had already demonstrated it could do, because this goat, unlike its partner, operated within systems rather than around them.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

The tapping increased in speed. The brown goat’s head turned toward Garrick.

The message was clear: Open the gate or I will find another way, and you will not enjoy the other way.

Garrick lifted the latch.

The gate swung inward.

Five baby goats surged through the opening in a white-and-brown tide that hit the courtyard flagstones like a flash flood given legs and opinions. They scattered in every direction simultaneously, a detonation of small hooves and wagging tails and bleating that filled the courtyard the way Elsie’s children filled a room, with maximum volume, minimum coordination, and the absolute certainty that every surface was a climbing opportunity.

Silver’s barking cut off mid-syllable.

The dog stood frozen, hackles still raised, tail still rigid, mouth still open from the bark that had been interrupted by the arrival of five creatures that were small and fast and everywhere. His eyes tracked left as one baby goat sprinted past his nose. His head swung right as another bounced off the courtyard wall. A third ran directly between his front legs. A fourth climbed onto his back.

Silver’s tail uncurled from its rigid position.

It moved once, tentatively.

The baby goat on his back bleated and headbutted the space between his ears.

Silver’s tail moved again, but faster.

The baby goat slid off his back, landed on its feet, and immediately began climbing him again. Silver’s entire rear half began wagging. His tongue emerged. His body dropped from “alert stance” to “play bow” in a single, fluid transition, front legs extended, rear in the air, tail going at a speed that threatened structural damage to anything within a two-foot radius.

He barked.

The greeting bark. The someone is doing something and I have decided it is wonderful bark.

Five baby goats converged on him.

Silver went down under a pile of small hooves and wagging tails and tiny horns and bleating, and the sound that emerged from beneath the pile was not a bark or a howl or a whine but a sustained, full-body groan of happiness so complete that it bordered on a medical event. His legs kicked. His tail swept the flagstones clean in a four-foot arc. A baby goat sat on his head. Another chewed his ear. A third attempted to nurse from a location that was anatomically incorrect and which Silver tolerated with a patient, bewildered grace of a creature that had never been a parent but was willing to learn.

Tamsin’s wooden sword clattered to the flagstones.

She was on her knees. Two baby goats had found her immediately, drawn by the combination of “low to the ground” and “making high-pitched sounds,” both of which qualified as invitations in baby goat social protocol. One climbed into her lap. The other pressed its head against her chest and pushed until she fell backward onto the flagstones, at which point three more arrived and the pile grew until Tamsin was invisible beneath a mound of split-coloured fur and wagging tails.

“Oh,” Tamsin said, from somewhere beneath the pile. “Oh, they’re soft. They’re so soft. Garrick, they’re—one of them is licking my face. Two of them are licking my face. All of them are licking my face. I’m being consumed by affection and I don’t know how to—”

A baby goat bleated directly into her ear.

Tamsin laughed.

The laugh was high and genuine. It cracked open something in her voice that was usually sealed behind sarcasm and hypotheses and the careful, guarded nature of a person who had learned early that showing joy made you vulnerable and vulnerability was expensive to anyone who was named Tamsin.

The brown goat crossed the courtyard to the tied white goat.

She stopped in front of him. Her head lowered. Her horns, the forward-curving practical ones, pressed against the white goat’s chest. She pushed. The white goat pushed back. They stood there, forehead to forehead, pushing against each other in a slow, steady pressure that was not aggression and not play but something between the two, something that looked, from a distance, like two creatures confirming that the other was still solid and there.

Then the brown goat pulled back and bit the white goat’s ear hard.

The white goat bleated. The bleat was not triumphant or philosophical or declarative. The bleat was ow. The bleat was I deserve this. The bleat was the sound of a creature that had been running loose across a village eating shirts and prayer beads and supply manifests while its partner stayed home with five children and was now receiving a comprehensive performance review delivered through the medium of dental pressure.

The brown goat released the ear and began a series of vocalisations directed at the white goat that lasted forty-five seconds and covered, by Garrick’s assessment of tone, volume, and the angle of the brown goat’s ears during delivery: the white goat’s absence, the white goat’s irresponsibility, the white goat’s failure to contribute to childcare, the white goat’s criminal record, the white goat’s dietary choices, and a concluding statement about the white goat’s future behaviour that carried the unmistakable subtext of or else.

The white goat stood very still and took it.

Garrick watched this exchange and felt, in his chest, the faint, warm pressure of recognition. He had seen this before. In barracks and in camps and in the quiet moments after battles when soldiers found each other and confirmed, through touch and proximity and the occasional well-deserved ear-bite, that they were still alive and still together and still angry about the things that had kept them apart.

He untied the white goat.

The rope fell from the pole. The white goat shook itself once, walked to the brown goat, and pressed its head against her flank. The brown goat bit his ear again, lighter this time. Then she turned toward the rear of the courtyard, where the overgrown field stretched back toward the line of old oaks, and began walking.

The white goat followed.

The brown goat reached the first thorn bush. She sniffed it. She bit it. She chewed. She swallowed.

She moved to the next bush.

The white goat joined her.

Within ten minutes, both adult goats were systematically consuming the vegetation that had been staging a coup in Garrick’s rear field since before he’d bought the property. Thorn bushes, poison ivy, the elderberry weather system, the ivy that had achieved sentience, the self-seeded apple tree’s lower branches, all of it disappeared into two sets of jaws with a methodical, relentless efficiency that made Garrick’s renovation work look leisurely.

The baby goats, having exhausted Silver and Tamsin as climbing surfaces, joined their parents. Five small mouths added to the effort. The field began to shrink.

Garrick stood in his courtyard and watched a family of goats eat his landscaping problems.

“Right,” he said.

A week passed.

The goats stayed.

They stayed because the field was large and the vegetation was extensive and the brown goat had assessed the available resources and concluded, through whatever economic arithmetic governed caprine decision-making, that this location offered sufficient caloric return to justify permanent residence. They stayed because the babies needed space to run and climb and headbutt things, and the courtyard provided all them in abundance. They stayed because Silver had become, through a process that no one had authorised and no one could reverse, the baby goats’ favourite climbing surface, sleeping companion, playmate, and honorary uncle.

They stayed because Garrick built them a house.

The house was cedar, waterproofed, elevated two feet off the ground on posts, with a ramp leading up to the entrance and a flat roof that was, by design, climbable. The babies discovered the roof within four minutes of the house’s completion and spent the next hour taking turns jumping off it onto Silver, who lay beneath it with his tongue out and his tail going and his eyes closed in an expression of pure, uncomplicated bliss.

The brown goat inspected the house. She walked through it and sniffed the corners. She tested the ramp’s gradient with one hoof. She stood on the roof and surveyed the courtyard from elevation.

She looked at Garrick.

She did not bleat or chew. She stood on the roof of the house he had built for her family and looked at him, and her yellow eyes held something that was not assessment or demand or philosophical chaos but was, instead, the closest thing to acknowledgement that a goat’s face could produce.

Then she climbed down and resumed eating the poison ivy.

The white goat, freed from his rope and reunited with his family, had undergone a transformation. He still climbed fences. He still stood on things that were not designed to be stood upon. He still chewed objects that were not food. But he did these things within the boundaries of the courtyard and the rear field, and he did not leave, and he did not eat Garrick’s shirts, and he did not invade the garrison or the bakery or the chandler’s or any of the other establishments that had previously constituted his territory.

He had been domesticated.

Not by Garrick. Not by the rope or the pole or the fence.

By his wife.

The rear field, by the end of the week, was unrecognisable. The thorn bushes were gone. The poison ivy was gone. The sentient ivy was gone. The elderberry weather system had been reduced to a stump. The self-seeded apple trees had been pruned to a height of six feet, their lower branches consumed, their upper branches suddenly visible and heavy with fruit that had been hidden beneath the canopy for years. The ground beneath was clear, flat, and covered in short grass that the goats maintained at a uniform height through continuous grazing.

Garrick stood at the edge of the field and looked at it.

He had been planning to clear this field himself. He had allocated two weeks of slow and ordinary-speed work to the task. The goats had done it in seven days while also raising five children and conducting an ongoing marital negotiation that involved periodic ear-biting.

Pip appeared at his elbow. “The field has been cleared! I have documented the clearing! The documentation includes: square footage cleared, vegetation types consumed, estimated caloric value of consumed vegetation, and a formal commendation for the goat family’s work ethic, which I am filing under ‘Exemplary Civic Contribution, Non-Human.’”

“Is that a real category?”

“It is now. I created it. Reeve Quill will approve. She approves of categories.”

Elsie arrived at half past ten with four children orbiting her like moons around a flour-dusted planet.

Tommy hit the courtyard first. His pockets bulged.

He produced an apple from the left pocket and a carrot from the right and held both aloft like offerings to small, hooved pets.

“Which one’s mine?” he demanded. “Pip said I could have one! Pip said first come, first served! I’m first! I came! I’m being served!”

The tall girl appeared behind him. “You can’t own a goat, Tommy. They’re Mr. Hallow’s goats.”

“Pip said—”

“Pip says a lot of things. Pip also tried to give me a receipt for breathing yesterday.”

“Breathing is a service!” Pip called from the counter inside the shop. “Services require documentation!”

The baby goats, hearing children’s voices, abandoned their positions on Silver’s back and sprinted toward the courtyard gate in a white-and-brown stampede. Five small bodies hit the children at knee height. Tommy went down. The tall girl went down. The wall girl caught herself on the fence. The bread-nose boy was already on the ground, having tripped over his own feet in his rush to reach the babies first.

Apples and carrots were distributed. Baby goats ate from small hands and children laughed. Silver circled the group, tail going, tongue out, barking his approval of everything and everyone.

Elsie leaned against the courtyard wall and watched. Her laugh lines were deep. She had brought a basket and it contained bread and cheese and a small jar of honey and six cookies that were, based on the smell, fresh from the oven that Garrick had repaired and which continued to produce baked goods at a quality level that defied the normal relationship between ingredients and results.

“They’ve each claimed one,” Elsie said, nodding toward the children and the babies. “Tommy’s is the one with the brown spot on its nose. Mira’s is the smallest. Fen’s is the one that keeps climbing Silver. And the twins—” She gestured at the tall girl and the wall girl, who were apparently twins, a fact Garrick had not previously registered. “—are sharing the two with the crooked horns back and forth.”

“They’ve named them?”

“Of course they’ve named them. Tommy’s is called ‘Thunder.’ Mia’s is ‘Button.’ Feran’s is ‘Captain,’ which I suspect is a dig at Varrin but I’m choosing not to investigate.” She uncrossed her arms and began unpacking the basket onto the courtyard wall. “They’ll come every day now with treats and little outfits. Mia’s already knitting a scarf.”

“For the goat?”

“For the goat. You’ve acquired a petting zoo, Mr. Hallow. Congratulations.”

Garrick watched Tommy attempt to put a flower crown on Thunder. Thunder ate the flower crown. Tommy produced a second flower crown from his pocket. Thunder ate that too. Garrick stopped counting after the fourth flower crown.

Nan arrived twenty minutes later.

She came through the courtyard gate at her usual pace. Her smile was thinner today. The edges were tighter and eyes moved across the courtyard, found Garrick. She looked exhausted.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said, setting her basket on the wall beside Elsie’s. “The inn’s been chaos since dawn.”

Elsie looked up from slicing cookies into smaller cookies for the kids. “Chaos how?”

Nan’s hands found her apron. She smoothed it a few times even though it was already smooth. “Travellers. A lot of them. Started a few days ago, a trickle. Yesterday it was a stream. This morning I had fourteen people in my common room before breakfast and six more asking about rooms I don’t have.”

Garrick’s thumb found his two fingers.

“Adventurers, mostly. Some scholars. A few merchants sniffing opportunity. They’re all talking about the same thing.” She pulled a cloth from her apron and began wiping the courtyard wall, a surface that did not need wiping and which served, as it always did, as a prop for hands that needed occupation. “A dungeon somewhere in the eastern ranges. Massive, they say, and ancient. Apparently it collapsed, or exploded, or—” She waved the cloth vaguely eastward. “—did something dramatic. And the collapse created instabilities that produced smaller dungeons forming in the landscape. Dozens of them, scattered across a hundred miles of frontier. Low-level, mid-level, a few that might be higher. The adventurers are coming to use Brackenridge as a base while they find them and establish camps.”

Garrick blinked and snuck a glance around. It most definitely had something to do with the dungeon he walked through a week ago.

Pip was not listening.

He was in the courtyard, running in circles with Tommy and two baby goats, grey feet pattering on the flagstones, tail streaming behind, amber eyes bright. The demonling’s small coat flapped as Pip changed direction, chasing a baby goat that was chasing Tommy who was chasing a different baby goat. The circle had no beginning and no end and no purpose beyond the joy of movement shared between creatures that were all, in their different ways, learning what play meant.

Tamsin was staring at the courtyard wall.

Her eyes were fixed on a stone a few feet from the ground. The stone was unremarkable. Grey, rectangular, mortared into place, identical to every other stone in the wall. Tamsin stared at it as though it contained the answers to questions she was not going to ask, because asking would require looking at Garrick, and looking at Garrick would require her face to do something it was not prepared to do, which was remain neutral while her brain screamed:

HE DESTROYED A MASSIVE ANCIENT DUNGEON ALONE IN ONE NIGHT AND NOBODY KNOWS EXCEPT ME AND A DEMONLING WHO IS CURRENTLY BEING CHASED BY A CHILD AND A BABY GOAT… AND THE DEMONLING CAME FROM THERE TOO, I THINK!

Nan blinked at Tamsin. “You all right, love?”

Tamsin’s eyes did not leave the wall. “Fine. Great. Studying masonry. Very interesting mortar work. Old technique. Pre-war, probably. Fascinating stuff.”

Nan’s half-smile twitched. She looked at the wall then back at Tamsin. She dismissed it with a shrug and turned back to Elsie. “The point is, the influx is growing and every day more arrive. Just the timing—” Her cloth stopped moving. “The festival is in few weeks.”

Elsie’s bread knife paused mid-slice. “How many more are we talking?”

“Could be fifty by week’s end. Could be a hundred by the festival, maybe more. The word’s spreading fast. Brackenridge is the closest settlement to the instability zone. We’re the supply point, the rest stop, return point, safe zone, and the last bed before the wilderness.” Nan folded the cloth into precise thirds. “Which means more mouths and more demand. More strain on everything we’ve planned.”

Elsie set the knife down. Her hands found her hips. Her jaw tightened and eyes moved across the courtyard, the children, the goats, the baskets of food that represented a morning’s baking and would, under normal circumstances, feed the people she’d planned to feed. Under these circumstances, the situation was changing. The number of mouths was getting bigger. It was, quite frankly, outgrowing her budget.

“We’re already stretched on the festivals budget. The cake alone is ten gold. The stalls, the entertainment, the tents, and the food for the village—that’s another fifteen. If we’re feeding fifty extra mouths, or a hundred—”

“We can’t,” Nan said. “Not on what we have.”

Elsie’s fingers drummed against her hips. “The townfolk expect a festival. We promised them a festival and a good one. No! The best one. We put our names on it, Nan. Mine, yours, Lena’s, the good Captain. If we scale back now—”

“I know.”

“—if we cut the entertainment, have less games, shrink the stalls, or serve less food—”

“I know, Elsie.”

“—people will remember that the year the adventurers came was the year the festival got small, and small festivals make small villages. Small villages don’t survive the frontier. Everyone will start thinking about leaving. And then they’ll filter out, and by the start of the next festival they will be half the normal population. Give it a few years and Brackenridge won’t exist at all because no one is left.”

Nan’s cloth had been folded and refolded into a square so tight it could have been used as a coaster. Her half-smile had retreated to quarter deployment. Near her nor Elsie said anything for some time, both dooming about the upcoming festival even if they were trying to keep their morale up in the process.

Garrick set his tea down on the courtyard wall. “I’ll fund it.”

Both women turned.

Elsie’s hands dropped from her hips. Nan’s cloth stopped its folding.

“The whole thing,” Garrick said. “Whatever the influx costs. Extra food, extra stalls, extra space, lots, entertainment. Double the budget if you need to. Triple it.”

Nan’s half-smile returned by increments. “That’s… generous, Mr. Hallow. But we’re talking potentially thirty, forty gold. Maybe more, depending on—”

Garrick reached into his coat. His hand went into the pocket, faking grabbing something as he pulled from his system inventory, and came out holding a leather pouch that clinked with a weight that made both women’s eyes drop to it and stay there. He set it on the wall beside the baskets.

The pouch was heavy.

He opened it.

Gold shone b right from within. Fifty crowns, gleaming, perfect, stacked in neat rolls. The same gold he’d paid Lena with on his first day. The same gold that had come from a Demon Lord’s hoard. The same gold that meant nothing to him because he had enough of it to buy the village a hundred times over and still have enough left to fund a large war, which he would not be doing, because he was retired and wars were someone else’s problem now.

Elsie stared at the gold.

Nan stared at the gold.

Elsie looked up at Garrick. “Fifty gold crowns for a festival?”

“For the village.”

“That’s—Garrick, that’s more than most families earn in years. You can’t just—”

“I can. I am.” He pushed the pouch toward Elsie. “Make it the best festival Brackenridge has ever had. Feed everyone. The villagers, the adventurers, the scholars, the merchants. All of them. Make it so good that the people who came here for dungeons remember the food and the music and the village more than they remember whatever they pulled out of the ground.”

Elsie’s hands closed around the pouch. Her fingers tested its weight. Her laugh lines deepened and eyes went bright and her mouth opened and closed twice before settling on a smile that was wide and warm and carried, beneath its surface, the tremor of a woman who had spent years feeding people on tight margins and careful budgets and was now holding more money than she’d ever held at once and feeling, for the first time in a long time, the absence of the weight she usually had.

“You ridiculous man,” she said. “You absolute, ridiculous, crazy, impossible man.”

“Is that a yes?”

“That’s a yes, love. That’s a yes with bells on and bunting and a cake so big they’ll see it from Thornwall. No! From the capital!” She tucked the pouch into her apron with both hands, pressing it against her stomach like something precious. “Nan. New budget meeting. Tonight. My kitchen. Bring your ledger and bring wine because we’re planning a festival that’s going to make last year look like a funeral.”

Nan’s half-smile reached full deployment. The crow’s feet deepened until her eyes vanished. “I’ll bring the good wine.”

“Bring the best wine. We can afford it now.”

They left together, heads bent, voices already rising with plans and numbers.

Garrick stood in his courtyard.

The children played with the baby goats. Pip ran with them, grey and small and laughing. Silver lay on his back beneath a pile of hooves and tails that made him part of the charted and very necessary escape routes that might involve kicking the air as they jumped off him, groaning with happiness. The adult goats grazed in the rear field, side by side, the brown one occasionally biting the white one’s ear to remind him of something. Ash sat on the goat house roof, surveying the domain, tail wrapped around grey paws, amber eyes half-closed.

Tamsin was still staring at the wall.

“You can stop looking at the masonry,” Garrick said.

Tamsin’s head snapped toward him. Her face was red. “I wasn’t—I was just—the mortar is genuinely interesting, actually, the lime content suggests a pre-war—”

“Tamsin.”

She closed her mouth.

“It’s fine,” Garrick said.

“I know it’s fine. Everything’s fine. The dungeon exploded and created dozens of smaller dungeons and adventurers are flooding the village and nobody knows why the big dungeon collapsed and I’m looking at a wall because walls don’t ask questions and I’m fine.”

Garrick’s mouth twitched. The smile was still new. Still unfamiliar in the muscles. But it came easier now than it had a week ago, and it reached his eyes without requiring the focused internal effort of a man holding a door shut against a gale.

“Good. Now stop staring at my wall and go help Elsie plan the children’s games. You’ve got a few weeks and Tommy’s already suggested ‘goat jousting,’ which I’m vetoing before it reaches committee.”

Her shoulders dropped and the red faded from her cheeks. “Goat jousting isn’t… that bad an idea.”

“It is.”

“The babies would love it.”

“Tamsin.”

“Fine. Fine.” She grabbed her wooden sword from where it leaned against the courtyard wall, tucked it under her arm, and headed for the gate. She paused at the threshold. “Garrick?”

“Mm.”

“The festival’s going to be amazing.”

“I know.”

She left. Silver extracted himself from the baby goat pile and bounded after her, tongue out, tail going, because Tamsin was leaving and Garrick was staying and the dog’s heart performed its daily feat of emotional backflips, stretching between two people it loved in different directions, and chose, today, to follow the one who needed company more.

Garrick leaned against the courtyard wall.

Pip broke away from the children’s game and sprinted across the flagstones, grey feet pattering, tail streaming. The demonling scrambled up Garrick’s leg and settled onto his shoulder with practised ease. Pip was breathing hard. Pip’s amber eyes were bright. Pip’s small grey face was flushed with something that had no name in any language Pip knew but which lived in the same territory as cookies and forms and the sound of a stamp hitting paper.

“I played,” Pip announced. “I played and it was—” The tail wagged. “—it was good. Playing is good. I am adding it to the rules. Rule Five: playing is permitted and encouraged and does not require documentation.”

“That’s a good rule.”

“I know. I made it.” Pip settled against Garrick’s neck, small and warm, tail curling loosely around his collar. “Garrick?”

“Mm.”

“The festival… Will there be cookies?”

“There will be so many cookies, Pip.”

The tail wagged faster. Pip pressed closer and amber eyes closed.

From the rear field, the brown goat bit the white goat’s ear.

The white goat took it silently.

Garrick stood in his courtyard, demonling on his shoulder, cat on the goat house roof, children laughing, baby goats bleating, and somewhere beyond the village walls, adventurers were riding toward Brackenridge carrying swords and ambition and the hope of finding something valuable in the earth.

They wouldn’t find the big one.

The big one was gone.

But the small ones would keep them busy, and the festival would feed them, and the village would grow, and the ordinary life Garrick was building would continue, one stone at a time, one goat at a time, one fifty-gold-crown donation at a time.

His thumb pressed against his two fingers.

Then relaxed.

The morning was bright and the field was clear and the goats were eating and the children were laughing and somewhere in the distance, Elsie Bramble was planning a cake the size of a table and a festival the size of a memory, and both of them were going to be extraordinary.

Garrick went back inside to open the shop.

I best keep a lower profile until this blows over. Never know who might end up showing that would recognize me.
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Chapter 9: An Inquisitive Inquisitor’s Inquisition

The man who called himself Brother Apheron had been walking Brackenridge’s streets for days, and the streets had been lying to him.

They lied the way all frontier streets lied, through omission, through the cheerful mundanity of cobblestones and market stalls and chickens that wandered into roads without filing the appropriate pedestrian-impact forms. The streets said: nothing happened here. Nothing ever happens here. We are cobblestones. We do cobblestone things. Move along.

Brother Apheron was not moving along.

He was standing outside a chandler’s shop, pretending to examine candles, wearing civilian clothes that fit him the way a saddle fits a cat. He was technically present, but fundamentally not what he was trying to be and fooling no one who looked closely. His boots were too high quality. His posture was too straight. His hands, resting at his sides in what he hoped was a casual arrangement, kept drifting toward the hip where his sword normally hung and finding only wool trousers and a belt that held up nothing more dangerous than his dignity.

Inquisition Knights did not do “casual” well.

They did “terrifying” well. They did “arriving at your door at four in the morning with a warrant signed by the Arch-Prelate” extremely well. They did “casual” the way a a flying angry dragon did “gentle flyover.”

He turned the candle over in his hand. Beeswax and of good quality. It was irrelevant.

The report was folded in his breast pocket, pressed against his chest like a second heartbeat. He’d read it forty-one times on the ride from the capital. The words had burned themselves into the backs of his eyelids so thoroughly that he saw them when he blinked.

Dungeon collapse detected. Eastern frontier, coordinates attached. Classification prior to collapse: Ruined Keep. Estimated threat level at time of seal failure: 81. Nature/Poison alignment. Twelve floors. Seal integrity at time of collapse: unknown. Current status: destroyed. Cause of destruction: unknown.

Level 81.

He set the candle down and picked up another one. Same candle but in a different hand. The chandler watched him from behind her counter with patience. She had seen men pretend to shop before and was charging them rent on her attention.

A Level 81 dungeon did not simply collapse. Level 81 dungeons were kingdom-ending events. They were the kind of thing that mobilised armies, emptied treasuries, and produced emergency sessions of the High Council where old men shouted at maps and young men were sent to die in corridors that smelled of regret. The recommended clearance party for a Level 81 dungeon was forty specialists, all above Level 75, with siege support, a dedicated healing corps, and a supply chain that could sustain operations for months.

The dungeon had been destroyed in a single night if the reports and spikes in mana were to be believed.

No army. No siege. No supply chain. No months.

One night.

And the countryside around it was intact. The village was intact. The wheat fields were standing. The garrison was garrisoned. The shrine was shrining. The baker was baking. Four hundred people were going about their lives as though a kingdom-ending threat had not been sitting beneath their feet for centuries and had not been removed from existence while they slept.

Brother Apheron put the candle down for the third time.

“You going to buy one, sir, or are you writing a memoir about it?” the chandler asked.

He bought two candles and left.

His team was spread across the village. Five knights, all in civilian dress, all conducting their own surveys. Sister Valiana was at the garrison, chatting up a recruit about local wildlife patterns. Brother Tormeun was in the forest, reading mana residuals from the soil. Brothers Kalpius and Mopht were mapping the instability zone where smaller dungeons had begun forming in the collapsed structure’s wake. Sister Drala was at the inn, the Sallow-something, listening to adventurers talk about what they’d found and hadn’t found and hoped to find.

Apheron was doing the part he hated most.

He was looking at the town.

Because the town was lying to him.

The town was lying in ways that a Level 81 dungeon collapse could not explain and that a few days of careful observation had only made worse. The mana signatures were everywhere, layered into the infrastructure like mortar between stones, and none of them matched the dungeon’s nature/poison alignment. They were older and deeper. Woven into repairs and renovations with a precision that suggested either a master artificer had been living here for months or the village had been blessed by something so far above the local power ceiling that the ceiling itself had developed an inferiority complex.

The bakery oven, for instance.

Apheron had walked past the bakery on his first morning and stopped dead in the street. The mana signature bleeding through the chimney was Legendary-grade. Mythic-grade, possibly—the classifications blurred at that altitude the way mountain peaks blur into cloud. The bread coming out of that oven carried passive enhancement properties that the capital’s noble houses paid court enchanters thousands of gold to replicate. He’d bought a roll. He’d eaten it standing in the street. His Stamina had ticked up by a point and stayed there for six hours.

A bread roll.

From a frontier bakery.

The noble families of the realm maintained dedicated kitchen-mages whose sole purpose was to imbue their meals with stat-enhancing properties. Lady Harrowdale’s personal chef produced a truffle soup that granted +2 Charisma for an evening and cost forty gold per serving. Duke Vellmont’s breakfast pastries, famous across three provinces, offered a temporary +1 to Constitution and required ingredients sourced from four different kingdoms.

This bread roll had done more than both of them combined, and it cost two coppers.

Then there was the shrine roof.

The shrine roof leaked. Everyone in the village mentioned this. The priest mentioned it. The innkeeper mentioned it. A child had mentioned it unprompted while trying to sell Apheron a flower crown for reasons that remained unclear. The shrine roof leaked, and this was treated as a fact of village life, like weather or taxes or the goat that apparently terrorised the eastern road.

But the rest of the shrine was immaculate.

The foundation stones had been repointed with a compound that Apheron’s detection skills identified as containing trace elements of minerals that did not appear in any geological survey of the region. The mortar would outlast the stone it held together. The vestry shelving, which the priest had complained about at length during a conversation Apheron had not initiated and could not escape, had been repaired with joinery so precise that the joints were invisible to the naked eye and barely visible to his Level 44 Perception.

The garrison barracks told a similar story. A section of the eastern sleeping quarters had been recently rebuilt. The reconstruction was flawless—new joists sistered to old ones with a technique that distributed load so efficiently the repaired section was now the strongest part of the building. The quartermaster had filed a report about it. The report used the phrase “structural improvement beyond specification” four times and “I don’t understand how” twice.

A shopfront on the eastern road radiated mana like a banked forge. The door hinges were perfect. The window glass was seated in putty that would hold for decades. The shutters hung plumb. The roof, cedar shakes laid in overlapping courses, was the soundest roof in the village by a margin so wide it constituted an architectural insult to every other roof in Brackenridge.

And the courtyard fence.

The fence was six feet tall with an angled top rail, cross-braced, and built from pine planks that had been cut, measured, and nailed with a speed that the local children described, in breathless and contradictory accounts, as “four minutes” or “two minutes” or “before I finished my bread” or, in one memorable testimony from a boy named Tommy, “faster than a dragon made of lightning building a castle out of other castles.”

Apheron had examined the fence. The nails were driven flush. The cross-bracing was textbook. The angled rail was calibrated to a precise forty-five degrees. It was, by every measure available to a Level 44 Inquisition Knight with seventeen years of field experience, the work of a master military engineer operating at a level of competence that did not exist on the frontier and barely existed in the capital.

Someone was here.

Someone who repaired ovens into Mythic-grade artifacts. Someone who rebuilt barracks beyond specification. Someone who laid roofing shakes, drove nails, and hung shutters with casual, devastating precision and power. A person for whom these tasks were so far beneath their actual capabilities that the quality emerged accidentally.

Someone who could walk into a Level 81 dungeon alone and walk out before morning.

Apheron’s hands were shaking. He put them in his pockets.

He turned onto the main road and walked east, toward the shopfront that radiated mana, because the shopfront was the epicentre. Every signature he’d traced, every anomalous repair, every impossible piece of craftsmanship—the lines all converged on a building on the eastern road with a sign that read HALLOW’S REPAIRS & REMEDIES and a brass bell above the door and a cat in a crate and a dog in the courtyard and a demonling on the counter doing paperwork.

The demonling was another problem.

The demonling was, in fact, several problems stacked on top of each other and wearing a small coat. Demonlings did not live in frontier villages. Demonlings did not do paperwork. Demonlings did not play with children in courtyards while baby goats climbed on dogs. Demonlings were remnants of the Demon Lord’s network, creatures of malice and corruption, and the Inquisition’s standing orders regarding demonlings were unambiguous and involved a sword and a short prayer and a report filed in triplicate.

Except this demonling was registered as an employee.

With tax documentation.

Apheron had checked. He’d gone to the Reeve’s Office, asked to see the commercial registry under the pretence of researching business opportunities, and the Reeve, a woman whose glasses could have cut glass and whose pencil tapped with the authority of a judge’s gavel, had shown him the file. HALLOW, G. — BR-7741. The file was the thickest in the cabinet. It contained a renovation permit, a commercial premises license, a signage permit, an employee registration for one (1) demonling, species classification addendum attached, and a supplementary form titled “Non-Human Employment: Liability and Integration Protocol” that had been filled out in handwriting so precise it looked typeset.

The demonling had multiple character references.

From the innkeeper, the priest, a blacksmith, and the baker.

Apheron turned the corner onto the eastern road.

He saw the shop. The sign. The door, open, propped with a brick. The bell, glinting in the morning sun. A silver-grey dog lying in the courtyard doorway, chin on paws, tail sweeping a lazy arc through the dust.

And then he saw the man.

The man was walking up the road from the direction of the well. Tall, broad-shouldered, strong build, weathered. Wearing a plain wool coat that was patched at the elbows and boots that had seen better decades. His hands hung at his sides, scarred across the knuckles, and his eyes—

His eyes tracked the street the way a general tracks a battlefield. Every doorway catalogued. Every sightline measured. Every person within a hundred yards assessed, classified, and filed in a mental architecture that operated below conscious thought and above mortal capability.

A young woman walked beside him. Eighteen, maybe. Wiry with ink on her fingers, a burn mark on her cuff, hair tied with twine. She was talking fast, gesturing with one hand while the other turned a spring between her fingers, and the man was listening—

Apheron’s heart stopped.

A full cardiac arrest lasting a few precious seconds, during which his blood ceased circulating, his lungs ceased expanding, his vision narrowed to a tunnel that contained only the man on the road and the way the man walked and the way the man’s weight sat on his feet and the way the man’s hands hung at his sides with a stillness that was not relaxation but containment, the stillness of a body holding something back, something vast, something that pressed against the inside of his skin the way magma presses against the crust of a volcano that has decided, for the moment, to be a mountain.

Apheron had been twelve years old when the Inquisition had taken him to the Greymarch.

He had stood on a ridge overlooking the valley where the combined armies of seven kingdoms had assembled. Two hundred thousand soldiers. Siege engines. Battle Saints. The Mage Colleges’ war faculty in their tower-carriages. Knights in formation, banners snapping, armour gleaming, warhorses majestic. The largest military force assembled in seven centuries, gathered to fight a Dragon Lord.

And walking through the camp, alone, carrying no banner and wearing no colours, a man whose presence had made the air heavier. Apheron had watched from the ridge as soldiers stepped aside without knowing why. As horses shied. As campfires guttered and recovered. As the man walked through two hundred thousand armed warriors and every single one of them moved out of his path the way water moves around a stone in a river, not because they chose to, but because the current demanded it.

Apheron’s mentor, Knight-Commander Igon, had put a hand on his shoulder and said, very quietly: “Remember that face, boy. Remember it and pray you never see it again.”

Thirty-two years later, standing on a cobblestone street in a frontier village, Brother Apheron saw it again.

The man on the road turned his head.

Their eyes met.

Apheron’s legs buckled. He caught himself on the alley wall, fingers scraping stone, and threw himself sideways into the gap between the chandler’s shop and the cheese storage shed. His back hit the far wall. His knees gave out. He slid down the stone until he was sitting on the ground in a space twenty-two inches wide, surrounded by the smell of tallow and old cheese, and his hands were shaking so badly that the candles in his pocket rattled against each other like teeth.

He closed his eyes.

He closed them because opening them would mean seeing, and seeing would mean the alley, and the alley was twenty-two inches wide, and twenty-two inches was not enough space between himself and—

The air changed.

No footstep. No creak of leather or clink of metal or whisper of fabric. The air simply shifted, the way air shifts when something very large occupies a space that was previously empty, except the something was not large in the physical sense. The something was large in every other sense. The something filled the alley the way a river fills a canyon, pressing against the walls, the ground, the sky above, and the man sitting on the ground with his eyes closed and his hands shaking and his heart hammering against his ribs like a bird trying to escape a cage it had been in for thirty-two years.

Apheron’s jaw locked. His teeth ground together. His fingers, pressed flat against the stone floor, curled until his nails scraped the mortar.

“I-I see nothing.” His voice came out scraped and raw, dragged from a throat that had constricted to the diameter of a straw. “I speak nothing.”

The words were old. Older than the Inquisition. Older than the kingdoms that had founded the Inquisition. They came from a time before titles and ranks and standing orders, from a time when the world had contained things that could not be fought and could not be fled from and could only be survived by making yourself small and still and invisible and hoping, with every fibre of your being, that the thing would pass.

The oath of witness-denial. Spoken to the Night’s Terror.

The silence that followed lasted a few heartbeats.

“Your oath has been heard, Inquisitor.”

The voice was quiet and level. Conversational, almost. The voice of a man discussing the weather or the price of nails or whether the chamomile should be steeped for two minutes or four. There was no threat in it. No edge or warning wrapped in velvet or iron hidden in silk.

There didn’t need to be.

“I know not why you are here or what purpose you serve. Nor do I care.”

Apheron’s fingers pressed harder into the stone. A nail cracked, he didn’t feel it.

“Don’t hurt mine.”

Simple words. Words that a shopkeeper might say about his cat, dog, demonling, village, people, or ordinary life built from cedar shakes and borrowed tools and herb jars labelled in careful block script.

Words that, spoken by this voice in this alley to this man, carried the weight of an absolute that no army, no Inquisition, no kingdom, no force in the known world or any world adjacent to it could challenge, contest, or survive challenging.

Apheron nodded.

“Good.”

The presence vanished.

The air returned to normal. Frontier dust. Tallow. Old cheese. The distant sound of a dog barking and children laughing and a demonling shrieking something about documentation.

Apheron sat on the ground in the alley with his eyes closed and his hands shaking and his cracked nail bleeding onto the stone.

He wasn’t sure how long he sat there.

The light changed and the shadows moved. The sounds of the village continued around him, the ordinary machinery of an ordinary town grinding forward on its ordinary gears, and Apheron sat in the gap between two buildings and breathed and waited for his heart to remember how to beat at a speed that didn’t threaten to crack his sternum.

Footsteps sounded around him. Real ones, this time. Boots on cobblestone approaching from the main road.

“Apheron?” Sister Valiana’s voice was concerned for him. “Apheron, we’ve been looking for you for hours. Where—” She rounded the corner into the alley and stopped. “What happened? You look—”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re sitting on the ground in an alley and bleeding. Your face is the colour of—”

“I said I’m fine, Valiana.”

Brother Tormeun appeared behind her. Kalpius and Mopht flanked him. Sister Drala brought up the rear, her hand resting on the hilt beneath her civilian coat.

Five Inquisition Knights, all looking at their commander sitting on the ground between a chandler and a cheese shed with blood on his fingers and candles in his pocket and an expression on his face that none of them had ever seen and none of them wanted to see again.

Tormeun crouched beside him. “Commander. Report.”

Apheron opened his eyes.

He looked at them all. Five faces, five sets of eyes, five minds that could not comprehend what he knew, five people who trusted him to lead them into places that killed people and bring them back out again.

He stood. His knees protested and hands still shook. He put them in his pockets and the shaking became invisible, which was not the same as the shaking stopping but was close enough for government work.

“I heard there’s a festival,” Apheron said.

Valiana blinked. “A… festival?”

“Town establishment festival. Couple of days from today. Food, music, games, music, and dancing. The baker’s making a cake shaped like the village.” He straightened his coat and adjusted his collar. Became, through an act of will that cost him more than any of them would ever know, a man who was standing in an alley because he’d been resting and not because he’d been sitting on the ground trying to remember how to be alive. “We should stay and enjoy ourselves.”

Tormeun’s eyes narrowed. “What about the mission?”

“Abandoned.”

“Abandoned?” Kalpius stepped forward. “Commander, we rode weeks from the capital at a blistering pace and using royal teleporters. The Arch-Prelate personally authorised—”

“Abandoned.”

“The dungeon collapse alone warrants a full investigation. The mana signatures, the instability zone—”

“Did I stutter, Brother Kalpius?”

Kalpius’s mouth closed.

Mopht tried next. “Sir, if you learned something, we need to—”

“What I learned is that this village has excellent bread and a festival coming up and that our investigation has concluded with the finding that the dungeon collapsed due to natural seal degradation, which is what my report will say, which is what your reports will say, and which is what the Arch-Prelate will read when we return to the capital with full bellies and clear consciences and absolutely no additional information of any kind.”

Silence met him.

He was going to put two letter in there that no one but the Arch-Prelate would understand: H.G. That was enough to seal this file and hide it in the depths of the inquisitions fortress city forever.

Drala, who had not spoken, removed her hand from her hidden hilt. She looked at Apheron’s face and his hands in his pockets. She looked at the alley wall where his fingernails had left grooves in the mortar.

“Festival sounds nice,” Drala said.

Apheron nodded once. “The inn. Sallow’s Rest. I’m going back. I need a drink and a meal and a bed and I need all of them in that order and I need them now.”

He walked past his team and out of the alley and onto the main road and toward the inn whose name he would learn and whose common room he would sit in and whose stew he would eat and whose innkeeper would pour him a drink and ask him questions he would not answer and smile at him with a half-smile that knew more than it said.

He would learn the innkeeper’s name.

He would learn the baker’s name and the priest’s name and the blacksmith’s name.

He would learn the names of the children and the names of the baby goats and the name of the demonling who did paperwork on the counter of a repair shop on the eastern road.

He would learn these names because names were anchors and anchors kept you in the present and the present was a village called Brackenridge where nothing extraordinary had ever happened and nothing extraordinary ever would and the bread was two coppers and the festival was in a few weeks and the man who sold herbs and fixed things was just a man who sold herbs and fixed things and that was all and that was enough and that was final.

His team followed at a distance.

None of them asked again.

Garrick pushed open the bakery door and the bell chimed and the smell hit him like a warm wall built from butter and sugar and the particular alchemy of an oven that had opinions about excellence and enforced them through thermal physics.

“Where’d you go?” Elsie called from behind the counter, flour on her cheeks, wooden spoon tucked into her apron strings. “You vanished for twenty minutes. Tamsin said you saw someone on the road and went all—” She mimicked his expression, jaw tight, eyes flat. “—that.”

“Nowhere in particular.”

Elsie’s laugh lines deepened. She studied him for a beat longer than casual, then shrugged and wiped her hands on her apron. “Well, you’re back now. Come on, everyone’s already in the back.”

The back room of Elsie’s bakery was a space that had been designed to store flour sacks and had been repurposed, through the accumulated force of Elsie’s personality and the village’s gravitational pull toward her kitchen, into something between a war room and a dining hall. A long table ran its length. Mismatched chairs lined both sides. The air was warm and smelled of yeast and cinnamon and the faint, impossible undertone of forest that bled from the oven through every wall.

They were all there.

Nan sat at the far end, ledger open, pencil moving, half-smile at three-quarter deployment. Brin leaned against the wall near the door, arms crossed, humming something tuneless. Juniper occupied a chair that was too small for his robes, which pooled around its legs like fabric trying to escape, his walking stick propped against the table. Varrin sat bolt upright in a straight-backed chair, gloves on, uniform buttoned to the throat, a napkin folded into what appeared to be a crowd-flow diagram resting beside his untouched tea. Tamsin perched on a flour sack, spring turning, wooden sword leaning against the wall behind her. Pip sat on the table itself, legs dangling, amber eyes bright, a pen in one hand and a stack of completed forms in the other.

And in the centre of the table, on a platform of polished oak that Garrick had built two days ago and which was, according to the System notification he’d dismissed without reading, probably classified as Legendary-grade furniture—

The cake.

Garrick stopped walking.

The cake was four feet by four feet. It rose from the platform in tiers that replicated the landscape of Brackenridge with a fidelity that made his chest tighten. The wheat fields were pulled sugar, gold and translucent, catching the lamplight. The forest was chocolate bark studded with mint leaves so small and so perfectly shaped that they looked real until you touched them and they melted on your fingertip. The main road was fondant, grey, with cobblestones scored into its surface by the tip of a knife wielded by hands that understood cobblestones because those hands had walked on them every day for months.

The buildings were there, all of them. The bakery with its chimney breathing a wisp of spun sugar smoke. The Sallow’s Rest with its green door, painted in food colouring mixed to the exact shade of old moss. The Reeve’s Office with its sign, rendered in letters so small they required a magnifying glass to read and which said, Garrick was certain without checking, REEVE’S OFFICE in a font that Lena would approve of. The garrison with its walls and its gate and a tiny fondant figure on the ramparts that was either a soldier or a very ambitious crumb.

The shrine. With its patched roof. And a single, glistening drop of sugar syrup hanging from the eave, frozen mid-drip, catching the light.

The shrine roof leaked. In sugar.

Juniper was staring at it. His kind eyes were wet. His hands were clasped inside his sleeves and his walking stick had fallen over and he hadn’t noticed.

Brin’s almost-smile had arrived and was holding steady.

Varrin’s napkin had been abandoned. His gloved hands rested on his knees and his jaw had unclenched for what might have been the first time since Garrick had met him.

Nan’s pencil had stopped moving. Her half-smile had reached her eyes and stayed there.

Tamsin’s spring had stopped turning.

Pip’s pen was down. The demonling sat on the table beside the cake, tail still, amber eyes moving across the sugar landscape with a slow, reverent attention.

Elsie stood beside the cake with flour on her arms and honey in her hair and an expression that Garrick had never seen on her face. The laugh lines were there, the crow’s feet, the deep creases of a woman who had spent decades smiling at people who needed smiling at. But beneath them, something else. Something that lived in the same place where she kept the grief for the family she’d lost and the determination that had built a bakery from that grief. She was looking at the cake the way Garrick looked at his shop on the morning he’d finished it.

Like she’d built something that mattered and was afraid it wouldn’t last.

“It’s been sitting here three days,” Elsie said. Her voice was steady but her hands, resting on the table’s edge, pressed hard enough to leave flour prints on the oak. “The festival’s still two weeks out. The fondant will dry. The pulled sugar will cloud. The chocolate bark will bloom if the temperature shifts. By festival day it’ll look like—” She stopped. Her jaw worked. “It won’t be this. It’ll be a memory of this. A faded copy.”

The room was quiet.

Garrick looked at the cake. At the sugar wheat fields and the chocolate forest and the fondant buildings and the leaking shrine roof rendered in syrup. At the hours and the skill and the care that had gone into every tier, every detail, every tiny scored cobblestone on the fondant main road.

“I could build a cooler,” he said.

Elsie’s head turned. “A what?”

“A cooler. Insulated box, sealed joints, cold stone lining. Keeps the temperature stable, locks out moisture. The fondant won’t dry, the sugar won’t cloud, the chocolate won’t bloom. It’ll look exactly like this on festival day.”

Elsie blinked. “You can build a cooler?”

“I repair things for a living. Ovens and coolers included.”

Of course you do.” Nan laughed.

Brin uncrossed his arms. “What stone?”

“Slate and thick-cut. Corden might have some, or I can source it from the quarry road.”

“I’ve got iron strapping at the smithy for the frame.”

“That’d work.”

Brin nodded.

Varrin straightened in his chair. “Dimensions? I’ll need to account for the cooler’s footprint in the festival layout. The cake display platform is currently allocated a six-by-six-foot space in the central pavilion, but if the cooler requires additional—”

“Five by five. It’ll fit.”

“Noted.” Varrin produced a pencil from his breast pocket and began annotating his napkin diagram.

Juniper retrieved his walking stick from the floor. “Shall I bless the—”

“No,” said five voices simultaneously.

Juniper’s mouth closed. He patted the walking stick. The walking stick offered no comfort.

Pip’s pen was already moving. “I am drafting the cooler construction permit! Lena will require specifications, material lists, registration, and a thermal stability declaration! I will have the forms ready by—”

“Tomorrow morning, Pip.”

“Tonight! I will have them tonight! Forms do not sleep! Forms are eternal!”

Tamsin slid off the flour sack. Her spring was turning again, fast, the click-click-click filling the gaps between voices. “I can help with the lining. Brin showed me how to cut slate last month. I’m terrible at it, but I’m fast.”

“Fast and terrible is how we lost the Grennick boy’s second storey,” Nan observed.

“I’m faster and less terrible than the Grennick boy.”

“That bar is underground, love.”

Elsie hadn’t moved. She stood beside her cake, flour on her arms, hands still pressed against the table, and her eyes were on Garrick. The expression beneath the laugh lines had shifted. The fear was still there, the fear that the thing she’d built wouldn’t last, that the sugar would cloud and the fondant would crack and the memory would fade the way memories always faded on the frontier, where nothing stayed and nothing held and the only permanent things were the things you rebuilt every morning.

But beside the fear, something else.

“You’re going to build me a cooler for a cake.”

“For the village.”

Elsie’s hands lifted from the table. She wiped them on her apron, slow and deliberate. She looked at the cake, the sugar wheat fields, the chocolate forest, and the tiny leaking shrine.

“Right,” she said. Her voice cracked on the word and she caught it and held it and put it back together. “Right. You build the cooler. I’ll keep the cake alive. And on festival day—”

She pointed her wooden spoon at the room. At Nan and Brin and Juniper and Varrin and Tamsin and Pip and Garrick. At the people who had walked into her bakery carrying nothing but themselves and had become, through repetition and proximity and the slow accumulation of shared meals and shared work and shared silence, the load-bearing walls of her life.

“On festival day, this village is going to shine.”

Pip’s tail wagged.

Silver barked from the front of the bakery, where he’d been waiting with his nose pressed to the glass and his tail conducting a symphony for an audience of cobblestones.

Ash, who had followed Garrick from the shop and was sitting on the bakery’s front step with an imperial patience of a creature that had been promised nothing and expected everything, chirped once through the open door.

The chirp carried across the back room and settled on the table beside the cake like a stamp on a form.

Approved.
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Chapter 10: The Establishment Festival

The morning arrived with an enthusiasm that bordered on assault.

The sky had committed to blue with absolute conviction. It had to be overcompensating for the dreary weather it held on to for the entire week before. Not a cloud or a wisp. Not even the polite suggestion of atmospheric moisture that might, at some future point, consider condensing. The sun came up over the eastern ridge like it had been fired from a cannon, hit the rooftops of Brackenridge, and turned every wet cobblestone into a mirror and every window into a signal fire.

Garrick woke to the sound of bunting.

Bunting, as a general rule, does not make sound. Bunting hangs. Bunting flaps, occasionally, if the wind remembers it exists. Bunting does not produce the sustained, rhythmic thwack-thwack that was currently entering Garrick’s bedroom window at a volume suggesting the bunting had been given a drum kit and instructions to use it.

He sat up.

Ash was already on the windowsill, ears forward, tail twitching, watching something in the street below with a focused intensity.

Garrick crossed to the window and looked down.

Elsie Bramble was standing on a ladder in the middle of the east road, hammering bunting into the side of the building opposite his shop. She had been at it since before dawn, based on the quantity already deployed. Red and gold pennants stretched from rooftop to rooftop in overlapping arcs that turned the street into a tunnel of colour. Each pennant had been cut to identical dimensions and hung at identical intervals. Each was secured with three nails, driven flush, at angles that distributed wind load evenly across the mounting surface.

Garrick knew this because he had cut the pennants, measured the intervals, and specified the nail angles on a diagram that Elsie had requested and Pip had filed under “Festival Infrastructure: Decorative, Sub-Category: Textile, Wind-Rated.”

Elsie saw him in the window. She pointed her hammer at him. “You’re late! The arch isn’t lit! The stalls aren’t open! The cake cooler needs checking! And Father Coil is trying to bless the bunting again and I need someone to physically stand between him and the fabric before it starts raining!”

Garrick got ready and then pulled on his boots.

Pip was on the counter downstairs, dressed in a coat that was still slightly too large, a wide-brimmed hat pulled low over his horns, and a scarf wrapped around the lower half of his face so that only his amber eyes were visible. The eyes were enormous and bright and darting between the window and the door and the stack of forms on the counter.

“The festival begins in two hours and fourteen minutes! I have prepared the following: vendor registration confirmations for all Twenty-eight stalls, liability waivers for the children’s games, a crowd-flow advisory co-signed by Captain Varrin, the temporary outdoor catering license renewal, and a contingency form for—” Pip consulted a list. “—‘Acts of Goat.’ Reeve Quill invented the category. I approved it.”

“Good work, Pip.”

“I also prepared a personal schedule for you.” Pip held up a piece of paper covered in tiny, immaculate handwriting. “It includes: cooler inspection at seven-fifteen, arch lighting at seven-twenty five, stall walkthrough at eight, opening ceremony at nine, and—” Pip’s visible eyes narrowed above the scarf. “—‘smile practice’ at eight forty-five, Nan added that one. She said it was non-negotiable.”

Garrick took the schedule and tucked it into his coat pocket beside the charcoal stub that had been there since his first morning in Brackenridge and which had, through accumulated pocket-residency, achieved the status of a personal artifact.

He stepped outside.

Brackenridge had transformed.

The village he had walked into on a rainy night, with its cracked wall and broken gate and single guard on a stool, had put on its best clothes and discovered, in the process, that its best clothes were better than it remembered. The bunting ran from the eastern gate to the garrison in continuous lines of red and gold. Stall frames lined both sides of the main road, thirty-seven of them, each one assembled from timber that Garrick had cut and Brin had reinforced and Tamsin had painted, badly, with enthusiasm that exceeded her brushwork by a margin wide enough to drive a cart through.

The festival arch stood at the entrance to the main road, where the cobblestones widened into the market square.

Brin had built it.

The arch was iron, twelve feet tall, curved in a single graceful sweep that connected two uprights driven into stone sockets on either side of the road. The ironwork was simple. No filigree, ostentatious additions, ornamentation, or unnecessary flourish. The metal spoke for itself in clean lines and honest curves.

Garrick lit the arch lanterns. Four of them, iron-cased, glass-panelled, mounted at the arch’s crown and shoulders. He struck the flint and the wicks caught. The flames settled into steady, golden points that would burn through the day and into the night if the festival lasted that long, which it would, because Elsie had planned for it to last that long.

The cake cooler sat in the central pavilion.

Garrick checked it. The slate lining was cold. The sealed joints held. The temperature inside was stable at precisely the level required to keep fondant firm and chocolate bloom-free. The cake sat on its platform inside the cooler, four feet by four feet of sugar and chocolate and fondant Brackenridge, the wheat fields golden, the forest dark, and the shrine roof leaking its single perfect drop of syrup.

He closed the cooler’s lid and latched it.

The stalls opened in stages as the sun climbed. Vendors arrived carrying crates and baskets. Nan’s stall, the largest, occupied the prime position beside the arch and offered drinks, snacks, sweets, and a conversational experience that cost nothing in copper and everything in privacy. Elsie’s stall was beside Nan’s, a fortress of bread and the cookies that had become, over the weeks, Brackenridge’s unofficial currency of goodwill.

Corden’s daughters ran a timber-craft display. The cobbler sold cheese. The chandler sold candles and, for reasons that remained unclear, small wooden figurines of goats that she had apparently been carving in secret for months and which were selling faster than the candles.

Garrick walked the stalls at eight. He checked frames, tested joints, tightened coverings, adjusted a canvas awning that had been rigged at an angle that would channel rainwater directly onto the vendor’s head if the sky changed its mind about the blue. The sky showed no signs of changing its mind, but Garrick adjusted the awning anyway, because adjusting things was what he did and the awning was there and the adjustment took four seconds and four seconds of prevention was worth four hours of a vendor standing in a puddle.

Eight forty-five arrived.

Nan materialised beside him. She carried no basket, cloth, glass, or food. She had only her half-smile and the absolute certainty that the item on his schedule marked “smile practice” was going to happen whether he participated voluntarily or not.

“Show me,” she said.

Garrick arranged his face.

Nan studied the arrangement. Her head tilted left, then right. She reached up and pressed one finger against the corner of his mouth, pushing it upward by approximately two millimetres. “There. Hold that. Smile. Now think about something that makes you happy.”

“I’m thinking about the awning I just fixed.”

“Think about something that makes you happy and isn’t a responsibility.”

Garrick thought about Silver chasing a leaf, Ash purring in the dark, Pip’s tail wagging when a form was stamped, Tamsin’s laugh breaking free in the bakery, Elsie’s flour prints on his sleeve, Brin’s nod, Juniper’s nails, Nan’s stew, Lena’s stamp, and the sound of a bell ringing above a door that people actually walked through.

The smile arrived naturally.

Nan removed her finger. “Better. Much better. Still looks like you’re solving a murder, but a murder you’re enjoying. We’ll take it.”

She vanished into the crowd that was beginning to form at the arch.

The opening ceremony was at nine.

Juniper delivered it from a small stage that Garrick had built beside the arch. The stage was pine, sturdy, level, and had been blessed by Juniper before Garrick could stop him, which meant the stage would probably collapse at the worst possible moment, but Garrick had over-engineered the supports by a factor of six, so the collapse would be minimal rather than catastrophic and the difference, in practical terms, was the difference between “embarrassing” and “fatal.”

Juniper’s sermon was short. This was unprecedented. Juniper’s sermons were never short. Juniper’s sermons were epoch events. But Elsie had spoken to him beforehand, and whatever she had said, it had compressed Juniper’s natural verbosity into a tight five-minute address that covered gratitude, community, friendship, sacrifice, the importance of feeding each other, and a single, gentle joke about the shrine roof that made the crowd laugh and made Juniper’s kind eyes go bright.

He did not bless the bunting.

The bunting remained dry.

This was progress.

Varrin’s garrison band played in the background.

The word “played” was doing heavy lifting. The fourteen soldiers who owned instruments had been rehearsing for four weeks under the direction of a sergeant whose relationship with the fiddle could most accurately be described as “adversarial.” The sound they produced was enthusiastic, loud, and bore a relationship to music that was similar to the relationship between a map and the territory it depicted: recognisable in broad strokes and likely to get you lost if you relied on it for navigation.

The crowd didn’t care.

The crowd clapped and stamped and a few of the braver souls danced, and the dancing spread the way laughter spreads, from one person to the next until the market square was full of moving bodies and the cobblestones rang, boots on stone, and the morning sun turned everything gold.

Garrick stood at the edge of the square and watched.

He held a mug of cider that Nan had pressed into his hand. He leaned against the arch’s left upright, Brin’s ironwork cool against his shoulder. Silver sat at his feet, tongue out, tail sweeping the cobblestones in time with the music, or at least in time with a version of the music that existed only in Silver’s head and which was, Garrick suspected, considerably better than the version being performed.

Pip was in the crowd.

The demonling’s hat bobbed between the legs of dancers. Tommy had seized Pip’s hand within seconds of the music starting and dragged the demonling into the square, and Pip had gone, amber eyes wide above the scarf, tail hidden beneath the oversized coat, grey feet pattering on the cobblestones in a rhythm that had nothing to do with the music and everything to do with the simple, overwhelming novelty of being surrounded by people who were happy and loud and alive and none of whom were trying to extract anything from Pip except participation.

The tall girl grabbed Pip’s other hand.

The wall girl grabbed the tall girl’s hand.

The bread-nose boy grabbed the wall girl’s hand.

A chain formed of children and a demonling, spinning in a circle in the middle of the market square, laughing, stumbling, falling, getting up, spinning again. Pip’s hat slipped. A horn-tip peeked out. Tommy saw it, reached over, and pushed the hat back down without breaking stride or comment. There wasn’t any reaction beyond the practical adjustment of headwear on a friend who needed headwear adjusted.

Garrick’s chest tightened.

He drank his cider and watched.

The games began at ten.

Tamsin ran them. She stood on an overturned crate at the edge of the children’s area, wooden sword tucked under one arm, a whistle around her neck that she had borrowed from Varrin and which she blew with an authority that made the captain flinch every time, because the whistle was garrison-issue and hearing it outside a drill context triggered reflexes he couldn’t suppress.

The races were first. Foot races, sack races, three-legged races, and a race that Tommy had invented called “the goat sprint” which involved running from one end of the course to the other while a baby goat chased you. The baby goats were enthusiastic participants. The children were enthusiastic participants. Silver was an enthusiastic participant who had not been invited to participate but who participated anyway by running alongside every race, barking encouragement at speeds that made the actual competitors look stationary.

Tamsin refereed with a combination of fairness and the occasional deployment of her wooden sword as a pointer, a barrier, judicial gavel, and, in one memorable instance, a lever to pry two children apart who had disagreed about the finish line and were resolving the disagreement through the ancient diplomatic protocol of rolling in the dirt and pulling hair.

“Fen wins! Mira second! Tommy, stop sitting on Marcus, the race is over—Silver, you are not a contestant, get off the course—Pip, you cannot file a protest about the finish line, the finish line is a rope—”

Garrick watched from his position by the arch.

He watched and he smiled and the smile stayed and it reached his eyes and it didn’t require effort and it didn’t feel like a door being held open against a gale. It felt like a door that had been opened and left open because the weather was fine and there was no reason to close it.

A figure moved through the crowd near the drinks stall.

Garrick’s eyes tracked it without conscious decision.

Brother Apheron was dancing.

The Inquisition Knight was in the middle of the market square, civilian coat unbuttoned, boots stamping the cobblestones, arms linked with two farmers’ widows who were teaching him a frontier reel that required more hip movement than his training had prepared him for. His face was red and hair was loose. His hands, which had been shaking in an alley a few days ago, were steady and gripping the farmers’ widows’ hands and swinging them in circles that made all of them laugh.

He was laughing.

An Inquisition Knight laughing in public. In a frontier village at a festival while dancing badly with strangers.

Garrick watched him for a long moment.

Apheron’s eyes found Garrick’s across the square. The laughter and dancing didn’t stop, but something passed between them, brief and silent, a communication conducted entirely in the language of men who understood each other’s capabilities and had chosen, by mutual and unspoken agreement, to pretend they didn’t.

Apheron nodded once.

Garrick raised his cider mug a fraction of an inch.

The nod and the mug-raise lasted half a second. Then Apheron was spinning again, and the farmers’ widows were laughing, and the garrison band was murdering another tune, and the moment passed into the general noise of a village celebrating itself.

The afternoon unfolded.

Garrick moved through it the way water moves through a landscape, finding the low points, filling the gaps, present everywhere and conspicuous nowhere. He checked stall frames. He adjusted awnings. He replaced a tent peg that had worked loose. He held a barrel of cider from Nan’s storage to her stall, and when the barrel proved heavier than the two men who’d been trying to move it could manage, he picked it up and carried it himself and set it down and walked away before the two men could finish processing what they’d seen.

He let Varrin handle the rest.

The captain was everywhere. Uniform pressed, boots polished, gloves on, jaw set, clipboard in hand, horizon-checking at thirty-second intervals even though the only horizon available was the bunting. Varrin’s soldiers patrolled the perimeter in pairs, maintaining order through the simple expedient of being visible and occasionally asking adventurers to please not test their sword edges on the festival stalls.

The adventurers were a presence.

Fifty-three of them, by Garrick’s count, spread across the festival in clusters of four and six. They carried themselves differently from the villagers. Looser in the shoulders, harder in the eyes, wearing armour that had been polished for the occasion but which bore the scars of use beneath the shine. They drank Nan’s cider and ate Elsie’s bread and bought goat figurines and danced to the garrison band’s approximation of music and, for the most part, behaved themselves.

A few didn’t.

A group of four, levels ranging from 22 to 26 by Garrick’s passive assessment, had been drinking since the stalls opened and had progressed from “festive” through “loud” to “testing boundaries.” One of them, a swordsman with a scar across his nose and the swagger of a man who believed his level made him important, had been leaning too close to the serving girls at Nan’s stall and making comments that Nan’s half-smile was absorbing and cataloguing for future deployment.

Garrick watched.

He did not move.

Varrin moved for him.

The captain appeared beside the swordsman’s table. His clipboard was tucked under one arm and gloved hands were clasped behind his back. “Gentlemen. I trust you’re enjoying the festival.”

The swordsman looked up. His eyes moved across Varrin’s uniform, his rank insignia, his posture. A calculation occurred behind the scar. “Yeah, we’re having a great time. Your serving girls are—”

“The serving staff are employees of the Sallow’s Rest inn, operating under a temporary outdoor catering license, and are therefore under the protection of both the commercial code and the garrison’s civic security mandate.” Varrin smiled with narrowing eyes. “I would hate for your enjoyment to be interrupted by a formal complaint. Formal complaints require paperwork and paperwork requires my office. My office is not festive.”

The swordsman’s swagger deflated by a few degrees.

His companions shifted in their seats.

Varrin produced a form from his clipboard. “Alternatively, I have here a Visitor Conduct Acknowledgement, which all festival attendees are encouraged to sign. It’s voluntary. Completely voluntary.” He set the form on the table. “The voluntary nature of the form is, I should mention, the only voluntary element of this interaction.”

The swordsman signed the form.

His companions signed the form.

Varrin collected the forms, nodded once, and moved on to the next table, where a different group of adventurers was arm-wrestling and had knocked over a stall’s display of preserves, and where the stall owner was demanding compensation and the adventurers were offering to pay in “dungeon loot, mostly teeth,” and Varrin was going to sort it out. Mostly because he did not want Garrick to throw anything at anyone.

Garrick leaned against the arch and drank his cider.

The afternoon became evening.

The sun dropped behind the western ridge and the sky turned amber and the lanterns on the arch came into their own, four golden points that cast overlapping circles of warm light across the market square. More lanterns lit along the main road, hung from the bunting lines, turning the street into a corridor of flame and shadow that made the cobblestones glow and the faces of the people walking between them glow and the whole village glow in a way that had nothing to do with lanterns and everything to do with four hundred people being in the same place at the same time and choosing to be happy about it.

The cake was unveiled at sunset.

Elsie carried the cooler’s lid herself. She lifted it with both hands and set it aside and the crowd pressed forward and the gasps came in a wave that started at the front and rolled backward through the square like a stone dropped into still water.

The cake caught the lantern light.

The pulled-sugar wheat fields turned to liquid gold. The chocolate forest deepened into shadow. The fondant buildings glowed, warm and small and perfect, each one a miniature of a real building that real people lived in and worked in and loved in. The shrine roof’s sugar drip caught a lantern’s flame and held it, a single point of amber light suspended in syrup, and Juniper made a sound that was not a word but was, unmistakably, a prayer.

Elsie stood beside her cake.

Her flour-dusted arms hung at her sides. Her laugh lines were deep. Her eyes moved across the faces of the crowd, the villagers and the adventurers and the scholars and the children and the baby goats and the demonling in the hat and the dog pressing its nose against a farmer’s knee and the cat sitting on the arch’s crossbeam surveying everything from above.

She didn’t speak.

She didn’t need to.

The cake spoke for her, in sugar and chocolate and fondant, in the language of a woman who had lost her family and built a bakery and fed a village and made a cake that looked like home because home was the only thing she had ever wanted to give people and she had finally, after years of giving it in pieces, given it whole.

The crowd cheered. It was not the measured appreciation of an audience acknowledging a performance. It was the sound of four hundred townsfolk, fifty-three adventurers, six Inquisition Knights in civilian clothes, and one demonling in a hat releasing, simultaneously, every good feeling they had accumulated over the course of a day that had been, by every measure available, exactly what a festival was supposed to be.

Tommy climbed onto the highest point he could and shouted something about the cake being bigger than a hundred foot dragon.

Nobody corrected him.

Elsie cut the first slice.

She gave it to Juniper, because the shrine roof leaked in sugar and the priest deserved to eat his own failure rendered in confectionery. Juniper accepted the plate with both hands and his kind eyes went bright. He ate the slice standing beside the cake and the sugar drip caught the light. The evening was warm and the music started again. The dancing resumed and the festival continued into the night.

Garrick found a bench.

The bench was at the edge of the square and positioned where the lantern light faded and the darkness of the eastern road began. He sat. Silver appeared from the crowd and pressed his nose against Garrick’s knee and lay down at his feet with a sigh that contained the entire day’s accumulated joy compressed into a single exhalation. Ash materialised on the bench beside him, stepping from shadow to wood.

Pip found him last.

The demonling emerged from the crowd trailing Tommy and the tall girl, who were arguing about whether the cake’s fondant garrison was to scale or whether Elsie had made it bigger because she liked Captain Varrin, a hypothesis that Tommy supported with passion and the tall girl rejected with evidence. Pip broke away from the argument and climbed onto the bench beside Ash.

The cat looked at the demonling.

The demonling looked at the cat.

Ash’s tail flicked once. Pip’s tail mirrored the motion.

Then Ash leaned sideways and pressed its grey flank against Pip’s arm, and Pip went very still, and the amber eyes above the scarf went wide, and the tail began a slow, tentative wag that built and built until it was thumping against the bench slats in a rhythm that matched Silver’s tail on the ground below.

Garrick sat on his bench with his cat and his demonling and his dog and watched the festival.

He watched couples dance in the lantern light.

Farmers and their wives. Soldiers and the women from the market stalls. Adventurers and villagers who had been strangers that morning and were now spinning in circles on cobblestones. Brin was dancing with Corden’s eldest daughter, moving with a slow, steady rhythm. Nan was dancing with Gerald, the old man who had told Garrick about his late wife’s garden, and Gerald was smiling in a way that Garrick had not seen him smile before, a smile that lived in the territory of memory and gratitude and the irreplaceable warmth of being held by someone who understood that holding was enough.

Garrick watched them.

His thumb found his two fingers and pressed.

The smile faded.

It didn’t collapse or crack or retreat behind the wall he’d spent a century building. It simply dimmed, the way a lantern dims when the oil runs low, the flame still there but smaller, quieter, casting less light and more shadow.

He could not do that.

The thought arrived without permission and sat in his chest and pressed against the settling thing that had been growing there for months, the thing that felt like home and peace and belonging, and the pressing hurt because the thought was true and the truth was simple and the simplicity was the worst part.

He could not dance with someone in the lantern light. He could not hold someone’s hand and spin in circles on cobblestones and laugh and mean it and come back the next evening and do it again. He could not build a life that included another person in that way, because another person in that way meant vulnerability, and vulnerability meant loss, and loss meant—

Garrick closed his eyes.

Memories passed through his mind. He grit his teeth.

A cottage, ashes, roses burned to black stems in black soil, and a woman’s name he still couldn’t speak without his chest aching worse than any injury he had ever suffered. Four days of standing in the ruins of the lady necromancers home without moving. And then he walked to a fortress that had been full of people who believed they were righteous and who had killed someone gentle because gentle and necromancer could not, in their theology, coexist.

The fortress wasn’t there anymore.

Neither were the people.

Garrick’s jaw tightened.

Never again.

The words were old and painful. They had been carved into the inside of his skull on a night when the sky had been full of smoke, death, the dying, and flames.

Liandra…

Garrick grunted as silently as he could.

She had been kind and gentle. She had used her gift to brew tea and grow roses. Care for the remains of people who had no one left to care for them. She had been innocent in every way that mattered and guilty in the only way that the holy orders cared about, which was the way that involved a word, necromancer, that made people reach for torches before they reached for understanding.

He had believed in her.

He had been the only one and he had arrived too late.

The anger he’d felt. The cold tectonic anger that had moved through him. The anger that had carried him to the fortress gates and through the fortress gates and through every room and corridor and chapel and barracks until there were no more rooms and no more corridors and no more people and the fortress was a memory and the memory was a warning to all that remained.

The holy order had learned the warning.

Garrick unclenched his jaw.

He opened his eyes and looked at the dancers. The way they held each other, loose and close, trusting the music and the person in their arms.

He couldn’t have that.

He would live too long. He would fight things too strong. He would watch anyone he loved grow old and die or be taken from him by people who feared what he was or what they were or what the two of them together might mean. He had made one friend who had almost been more, and she had been killed for the crime of existing, and the killing had produced a response that had erased a fortress from the map, and the erasure had produced a legend, and the legend had produced fear, and the fear had followed him across a continent and into a village where he sold herbs and fixed things and pretended to be ordinary.

Garrick’s eyes found the inquisitor for a second.

This one immutable truth would forever remain with him.

Harrick Gallow was not ordinary.

He would never be ordinary.

And the people he loved would always be in danger because of it.

Silver pressed his nose harder against Garrick’s knee. The dog’s brown-gold eyes looked up at him, and the eyes contained no questions and no answers and no understanding of the thing that was pressing against Garrick’s chest. The eyes contained only presence. I am here and you are here. This is enough.

Ash purred against his side.

Pip’s tail thumped the bench.

“Garrick?”

He looked up.

Elsie stood in front of the bench. Nan flanked her left side.

Corden’s second daughter flanked her right.

The three of them wore expressions that Garrick’s combat instincts immediately classified as “coordinated tactical approach with concealed objective.” Elsie’s laugh lines were deep and her eyes were bright and her hands were on her hips in the posture of a woman who had a plan and intended to execute it. Nan’s half-smile was at full deployment and her silver hair caught the lantern light and her head was tilted at the angle she used when she was steering a conversation toward a destination the other person hadn’t agreed to visit. Corden’s daughter had her father’s grin and a flush on her cheeks that might have been the cider or might have been something else.

“Garrick,” Elsie said again. “Have you met Corden’s daughter properly? Maren. Maren, this is Garrick. Garrick, Maren. She runs the timber yard’s custom furniture division. Very talented. Very single. Isn’t she lovely, Nan?”

“Lovely and she reads timber catalogues, which I’m told is a shared interest.”

Maren’s flush deepened. “I don’t—that’s not—Da leaves them on the counter, I just—”

“She also dances,” Elsie continued, steamrolling over the protest with practised ease. She had been matchmaking since before Maren had been born and who treated romantic logistics the way she treated festival logistics. “Maren, show him your dancing. She’s wonderful, Garrick. Light on her feet. Good rhythm. Strong arms from the timber work. You’d make a lovely pair on the—”

“The cider’s excellent tonight,” Garrick said.

Elsie blinked.

“Really excellent. Nan, where did you source it? The apple variety has a tartness that suggests a northern orchard, possibly the Thornwall valley, but the finish is sweeter than Thornwall usually produces, which makes me think it’s been blended with something from the southern—”

“Garrick.” Elsie’s wooden spoon appeared from her apron strings. It pointed at him. “I am trying to introduce you to a lovely young woman and you are talking about apples.”

“Apples are fascinating. Did you know the Thornwall valley produces seventeen distinct varieties? I read about it in a—”

“A pamphlet,” Nan finished. Her half-smile twitched. “He’s hopeless, Elsie.”

“He’s not hopeless. He’s dense.”

“Same postcode, love.”

Maren’s flush had reached her ears. She looked at Garrick, at Elsie, at Nan, and at the ground, in rapid succession. “I should—the stall needs—Da’s probably wondering where—”

“Maren, stay. Garrick, stop talking about apples and ask the girl to—”

“The tartness really is remarkable, though. I wonder if Corden knows the supplier. Maren, does your father have a relationship with the Thornwall orchards? I’d love to discuss the grafting techniques they use for the late-season varieties. The root stock selection alone—”

Elsie’s spoon lowered. Her hands found her hips. She looked at Nan. Nan looked at Elsie. A conversation occurred that consisted entirely of Elsie’s eyebrows climbing and Nan’s half-smile compressing into a line that was equal parts amusement and resignation.

“He’s doing it on purpose,” Nan murmured.

“He’s doing it on purpose,” Elsie confirmed.

Garrick felt bad for the lovely young lady.

They didn’t push.

They didn’t voice their displeasure or their suspicion or the growing catalogue of evidence that Garrick Hallow’s density regarding romantic matters was not the natural density of a man who didn’t notice things but the manufactured density of a man who noticed everything and chose, deliberately and with considerable effort, to pretend he didn’t.

Maren excused herself with a smile that was genuine and a wave that was quick and a backward glance that Garrick saw and filed and did not respond to because responding would have been a door opening and open doors let things in and the things that came in through open doors could be taken away through them.

Elsie patted his arm. “You’re impossible, Mr. Hallow.”

“I’ve been told.”

“You’ll come around.”

“I won’t.”

“We’ll see.” She turned and walked back toward the cake, wooden spoon returning to its holster, and the crowd swallowed her and the lantern light caught her flour-dusted hair and she was gone.

Nan lingered.

She stood in front of the bench silver hair catching the light, and her eyes held his for a long moment. The eyes were sharp and warm and old and they saw things that other people’s eyes missed, because Nan Sallow had spent forty years reading people across a bar and the reading had made her fluent in the language of silences and the things that lived inside them.

She didn’t say anything.

She reached down and squeezed his hand once, firm, the way Elsie had squeezed Tamsin’s hand in the bakery on the morning after the elk. Then she turned and walked away, half-smile returning to full deployment, silver hair swinging, and the crowd took her too.

Garrick sat on his bench.

His hand, the one Nan had squeezed, rested on his knee. Silver’s nose pressed against his other knee. Ash purred. Pip’s tail thumped.

If only they knew.

The thought was quiet. It lived in the same place as the anger and the ashes and the name he couldn’t say. It lived there and it would always live there and the living was the price he paid for the things he’d done and the things that had been done to him and the things he would do to anyone who threatened the people sitting beside him on this bench and dancing in this square and sleeping in this village.

He would protect them.

All of them.

Elsie and Nan and Brin and Juniper and Varrin and Tamsin and Pip and Silver and Ash and Lena and the children and the goats and the cobblestones and the bunting and the shrine roof that leaked and the gate that wouldn’t close and the four hundred people who lived inside walls that he could defend against anything the world sent and would defend, quietly, invisibly, from a bench at the edge of a square where the lantern light faded and the darkness began.

He would protect them and he would not love them the way the dancers loved each other, because that kind of love required a future and his future was a thing that stretched too far and lasted too long and contained too many ways for the people inside it to be hurt.

But he would protect them.

That was enough.

That had to be enough.

The festival continued.

The music played and the dancers danced and the cake was eaten slice by slice and the lanterns burned and the stars came out and Brackenridge celebrated itself in the golden light of an autumn evening that would become, in the years that followed, the evening that people talked about when they talked about the year the village came alive.

Tamsin found him at ten o’clock.

She appeared from the crowd carrying two mugs of cider and the wooden sword and an expression that Garrick had not seen on her face before. The expression was calm. The spring was in her pocket and not turning. Her hands, holding the mugs, were steady.

She sat on the bench beside Pip. She handed Garrick a mug. She drank from her own.

“I want to be your disciple,” she said.

Garrick looked at her.

“Not your apprentice or your shop helper. Not the girl who drills footwork in your courtyard and pretends she doesn’t know what you are.” She set her mug on the bench. “I want to learn from you, properly. Whatever you can teach me. Sword, survival, instincts, the thing you do where you look at a building and see every crack and every fix and every way it could fall down and every way to keep it standing. All of it.”

Garrick frowned.

“I know what I’m asking. I know it means knowing more about you than you want anyone to know. I know it means you’d have to trust me, and trusting people isn’t something you do, and I know why you don’t do it even though you’ve never told me why and I’ve never asked, but I’m asking now. Not about the why… a-about the teaching.”

Silver’s tail swept the cobblestones.

Ash purred.

Pip’s amber eyes, visible above the scarf, moved between Tamsin and Garrick.

Garrick looked at Tamsin Pike. Eighteen years old and hair tied with twine. Callouses on her palms that had healed and reformed and healed again, building the layers that came from repetition and pain and the stubborn, grinding refusal to stop.

She was brave and stubborn and brilliant and impatient and she reminded him, in ways that he would never tell her, of a version of himself that had existed before the war and the sword and the levels and the killing. A version that had picked herbs in the rain and been chased by a badger and believed that the world was a place where hard work and good intentions were enough.

That version had been wrong.

But it had been worth being.

“Tomorrow,” Garrick said. “Dawn at the courtyard. Bring the wooden sword.”

Tamsin’s face light up like a bonfire being set aflame. “Thank you! Thank you! Thank you! Thank–”

“Don’t thank me yet. The training will be terrible.”

“I know.”

“You’ll hate it.”

“Probably.”

“You’ll want to quit.”

“I won’t, I promise! I’ll never quit!”

Garrick’s mouth twitched. The smile came back. Smaller than the one he’d worn that morning, quieter, but real. “We’ll see.”

Tamsin picked up her mug and drank. Pip’s tail resumed its thumping. Silver sighed at Garrick’s feet. Ash’s purring deepened.

The festival wound down in stages. Families left first, children asleep on shoulders, baby goats trailing behind on leads that the children had insisted on and the goats had tolerated. The adventurers left next, drifting toward the inn and the camps beyond the walls, carrying the warm, loose-limbed contentment of people who had eaten well and danced badly and spent an evening being part of something they hadn’t expected to find on the frontier. The soldiers left last, Varrin dismissing them with a nod and a “well done” that made three recruits stand straighter and one recruit tear up.

The lanterns burned low.

The bunting hung still in the windless night.

The cake, reduced to crumbs and a single fondant building that Elsie had saved, the shrine with its leaking roof, sat on its platform in the empty pavilion.

Garrick walked home.

Silver at his heel. Ash on his shoulder. Pip on the other shoulder, asleep, grey face pressed against Garrick’s neck, tail hanging limp, amber eyes closed, small hands clutching the collar of the oversized coat.

The shop appeared on the east road. Its roof a clean line against the stars. Its shutters straight. Its door hung true.

He pushed the door open. The bell rang, soft, a small brass sound in the quiet.

He carried Pip to the crate that had been set up beside Ash’s crate, a second crate, smaller, lined with straw, positioned in the beam of morning light that would fall through the window when the sun came up. He set the demonling down. Pip curled into the straw without waking, tail wrapping around grey ankles, hat still on, scarf still up.

Ash jumped from his shoulder to the counter, crossed to the crate, and settled beside it. The cat’s grey flank pressed against the crate’s edge. The purring started, low and steady.

Silver circled his spot in the courtyard three times, lay down, and sighed.

Garrick stood in his shop.

The herbs sat on the shelves and the counter gleamed. The bell hung above the door, waiting.

Then he let go.

He climbed the stairs, lay down on his bed, and closed his eyes, and the village was quiet, and the festival was over, and the ordinary life he was building continued, one day at a time, one stone at a time, one smile at a time, in a town where nothing extraordinary had ever happened and where a man who sold herbs and fixed things slept with a cat purring downstairs and a dog dreaming in the courtyard and a demonling curled in a crate and a girl who would arrive at dawn with a wooden sword and the stubborn, beautiful, impossible belief that the world was a place where hard work and good intentions were enough.

The stars did their ancient work above the rooftops.

The roof did not leak.

The bunting held.
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Chapter 11: Curses and Blessings

The courtyard was still dark when Tamsin arrived in the morning.

She came through the gate at four minutes past dawn, which was four minutes late, which she would hear about, and she already regretted because her legs had opinions about the festival. Those opinions were unanimous and involved the word no repeated at increasing volume with every step down the east road.

The wooden sword was strapped across her back. Her hair was tied with fresh twine. Her eyes were bloodshot and her face carried the pallor of a person who had celebrated until midnight, slept until four, and then lain awake for two hours staring at the ceiling and wondering whether “dawn” meant “when the sky gets light” or “when the sun actually clears the ridge” and whether the distinction would matter to a man who could throw pine planks across villages.

The distinction mattered.

Garrick was already in the courtyard.

He stood in the centre of the flagstones with his arms crossed and his weight balanced. His face arranged into an expression that communicated nothing except readiness and the faint, atmospheric suggestion that four minutes was four minutes and four minutes would be remembered.

He was holding a wooden staff. Six feet of ash, straight-grained, thicker than any staff had any right to be, and sanded smooth. He’d made it overnight from a piece of stock in the shop’s back room, and it was, like everything Garrick made, technically ordinary and functionally perfectly extraordinary.

Silver was in his spot by the courtyard door, chin on paws, watching. The dog’s tail offered Tamsin a single diplomatic wag and then went still, because Silver had learned, through months of proximity to Garrick’s moods, to read the room, and the room was not meant for wagging.

Ash sat on the goat house roof. The cat’s amber eyes tracked Tamsin’s approach with a judicial attention.

Pip was on the courtyard wall, legs dangling, a ledger open on his lap, pen in hand. The demonling had appointed himself official training chronicler without being asked.

“You’re late,” Garrick said.

“Four minutes.”

“Four minutes is four minutes late.”

“Four minutes is also not five minutes, which is what it would have been if I’d stopped to throw up behind the well, which I almost did, because Nan’s cider is—”

“Warm up is laps. Ten circuits of the courtyard. Go.”

Tamsin went.

The courtyard was forty feet by thirty feet. Ten circuits was roughly a quarter mile. She ran it at a pace that started optimistic and declined steadily through the middle laps into something that resembled running in the same way that a limping horse resembles a galloping one.

By lap seven her breathing sounded like a bellows.

By lap nine she was making sounds that Silver found concerning enough to lift his head and whine.

She finished lap ten and stopped in front of Garrick, hands on knees, chest heaving, face the colour of a tomato that had been told bad news.

“Good,” Garrick said. “Now we start.”

Tamsin’s head came up. Sweat dripped from her chin onto the flagstones. “That wasn’t the start?”

“That was the easiest warm-up you will have in a very very long time. Draw your sword.”

She drew the wooden sword. Her grip was too tight. Garrick could see the tendons standing out on the backs of her hands, the white knuckles, the locked wrist that would transmit every impact straight into her elbow and shoulder instead of absorbing it through the flex of the fingers.

He didn’t correct it.

He stepped forward and swung the staff.

The swing was slow. Glacially, insultingly slow. A lateral arc aimed at her left side that a blind grandmother with a head cold could have blocked, and Tamsin blocked it, the wooden sword coming up to meet the staff with a clack that echoed off the courtyard walls.

The impact travelled through her locked wrist, up her forearm, into her elbow, and arrived at her shoulder. She winced and her grip shifted. The sword’s angle changed by a couple degrees.

Garrick swung again at the same speed and arc, but the other side this time.

Tamsin blocked. The impact hit the same chain of joints and the wince was bigger.

He went back and forth between right and left said, again and again.

Each swing identical. Each block successful. Each impact teaching the same lesson through the medium of accumulated discomfort: your grip is wrong and your wrist is locked and your body is absorbing force it should be redirecting and you will figure this out or your arms will fall off, and I am patient enough to wait for either outcome.

Tamsin’s jaw clenched and eyes narrowed. The spring in her pocket was forgotten. The sarcasm was forgotten. The hypotheses and the questions and the rapid-fire intellect that usually ran ahead of her body like a scout reporting back to an army that couldn’t keep up, all of it was gone, compressed into the single and immediate task of moving a piece of wood from one side of her body to the other fast enough to meet a piece of wood coming the other way.

Garrick increased the speed by a fraction.

The fraction was small. A few percent, barely perceptible. The kind of increase that a person wouldn’t notice consciously but which their body would register as a shift in the rhythm, a tightening of the window between “staff moving” and “staff arriving,” and which would force their muscles to adapt or fail.

Tamsin’s muscles adapted.

Her grip loosened by a millimetre. Her wrist unlocked by a degree.

The next block absorbed the impact through her forearm instead of transmitting it to her shoulder, and the difference was invisible to anyone watching but seismic to the joints involved.

Garrick saw it.

He said nothing.

He increased the speed again.

Clack. Clack. Clack. Clack.

The rhythm filled the courtyard. Silver’s ears tracked it like a metronome. Ash’s tail swayed in approximate time. Pip’s pen scratched across the ledger, documenting each exchange with a notation system the demonling had invented on the spot and which included columns for “strike angle,” “block quality,” “facial expression (trainee),” and “facial expression (trainer, if applicable, which it usually is not).”

Twenty minutes passed.

Tamsin’s arms were shaking. The trembling started in her fingers and worked inward, through her wrists, her forearms, her biceps, until her entire upper body vibrated with the accumulated fatigue of muscles that had been asked to do the same thing two hundred times in a row and were now filing a collective grievance.

Garrick stopped.

Tamsin’s sword arm dropped to her side. The wooden blade’s tip touched the flagstones. Her chest heaved. Sweat darkened the collar of her shirt and the twine in her hair had given up entirely, hanging from a single strand behind her left ear like a flag of surrender.

“Water,” Garrick said. “Two minutes.”

Tamsin staggered to the water bucket by the courtyard pump. She drank. She poured water over her head. She stood with her hands on the bucket’s rim and her eyes closed and her breathing gradually slowing from “emergency” to “merely desperate.”

“Again,” Garrick said.

Tamsin’s eyes opened. They found him across the courtyard. The eyes were red-rimmed and wet and exhausted and they contained, beneath the exhaustion, a flame that Garrick recognised because he’d carried the same flame at Level 3 in a field full of silverleaf while a badger screamed at him.

She picked up the sword.

They went again.

The second set was harder. Garrick added overhead strikes. The staff came down from above, requiring Tamsin to raise her sword high and brace against a downward force that her tired arms struggled to resist. The first overhead block held. The second held. The third buckled, the sword driven down until the flat of the blade touched her shoulder, and Garrick pulled the strike before it could press further.

“Reset,” he said.

Tamsin reset with feet apart. Sword up and breathing hard.

The staff came down again.

She held against it, again and again.

Her arms screamed and shoulders burned. Her grip, which had been loosening through the first set as her body learned the lesson Garrick was teaching, tightened again as fatigue overrode technique and survival instinct demanded that she hold on to the sword with everything she had because letting go meant—

“Softer,” Garrick said.

He spoke one word delivered mid-swing, between the staff’s apex and its descent, in the half-second window where Tamsin’s brain could process language without also processing incoming wood.

Tamsin’s grip softened.

The next block absorbed the impact through her whole arm instead of her wrist. The sword didn’t buckle. Her shoulder didn’t compress. The force distributed itself along a chain of joints that were working together instead of fighting each other, and the block was clean, and the block was solid, and the block was the first one she’d executed all morning that didn’t hurt.

Garrick’s mouth twitched.

He didn’t say good. He didn’t say better. He didn’t say anything, because saying something would have drawn her attention to what she’d done, and drawing attention to technique while technique was forming was like poking a soap bubble to see if it was real.

He swung again.

Tamsin blocked. Clean and solid.

The grip held at the looseness she’d found.

Her arms still shook. Her breathing still rasped. Her face was still the colour of a sunset that had been through a war. But the blocks were landing differently now. The sound had changed from the sharp, brittle crack of rigid wood meeting rigid wood to a deeper, more resonant thock that spoke of flex and absorption and a body that was beginning, in the smallest and most preliminary way, to understand what it was doing.

Garrick stopped.

“Water. Five minutes.”

Tamsin didn’t stagger to the bucket this time. She walked, her legs were unsteady and her arms hung at her sides like wet rope, but she walked, and the walking was its own kind of victory.

She drank and then sat on the flagstones beside the bucket. She leaned her head back against the courtyard wall and closed her eyes.

Silver padded over and pressed his nose against her knee.

Tamsin’s hand found the dog’s head. Her fingers scratched behind the grey-tipped ears with the absent, automatic motion of someone whose body was performing kindness while her brain was elsewhere, processing the morning’s data, cataloguing the pain, filing the single clean block alongside the two hundred messy ones and trying to understand what had been different.

“Your feet,” Garrick said.

Tamsin opened one eye.

“During the overhead blocks. Your feet were out of place.”

“My feet were on the ground. That’s where feet go.”

“Your weight was on your heels. When the staff came down, the force pushed you backward because your base was behind your centre. Move your weight forward. Balls of the feet. Lean into the strike instead of bracing against it.”

Tamsin opened the other eye. “Lean into the thing hitting me?”

“The thing hitting you is going to hit you regardless. The question is whether you meet it or whether it moves you. Meeting it is a choice. Being moved is a consequence.”

Tamsin’s jaw worked. She looked at the wooden sword lying on the flagstones beside her. She looked at her hands, which were red across the palms where the grip had pressed and white across the knuckles where the blood had been squeezed out by hours of holding on.

“Again?” she asked.

“Again.”

She stood and picked up the sword. She set her feet, and this time, her weight shifted forward. Balls of the feet. Leaning in.

Garrick swung.

Immediately, the block was better.

The staff met the sword and the sword didn’t give ground and Tamsin didn’t give ground and the force went through her arms and into her legs and into the flagstones and the flagstones held because flagstones were good at holding and Tamsin was learning to be good at holding too.

Pip’s pen stopped moving. The demonling looked up from the ledger, amber eyes went wide.

“She didn’t move,” Pip whispered. “She didn’t move! I am noting this! Category: significant! Subcategory: very significant! Additional note: the trainee’s feet remained stationary during impact, which is—”

“Pip,” Garrick said.

Pip’s pen resumed. The noting continued in silence.

They trained for another hour.

Garrick introduced lateral footwork. Step left, block right. Step right, block left. Move and block simultaneously, which was the combat equivalent of patting your head and rubbing your stomach except that failure to coordinate resulted in a wooden staff hitting you in the ribs instead of mild embarrassment at a party.

Tamsin got hit in the ribs.

She got hit in the ribs four times, each time producing a sound that was part impact and part the involuntary exhalation of a person whose diaphragm had been reminded, forcefully, that it existed. Each time she reset. Each time she adjusted. Each time the next block came a little faster and the footwork came a little smoother and the gap between “staff moving” and “Tamsin responding” narrowed by increments so small they were invisible to everyone except Garrick, whose Perception could track the improvement in milliseconds and whose experience could project the trajectory of that improvement across weeks and months and years.

She was raw and slow. She was exhausted and sore.

Her form was a construction site where the foundations had been poured but the walls were still scaffolding and the roof was a concept rather than a structure.

She was also learning fast.

He didn’t tell her this.

He told her to drink water and sit down and not move until he said so.

Tamsin sat, never arguing. She didn’t hypothesise or theorise or offer sarcastic commentary on the pedagogical methodology of hitting someone with a stick until they learned to not be hit by a stick. She sat on the flagstones with her back against the wall and her wooden sword across her lap and her eyes closed and she breathed, and the breathing was the breathing of a person who had been pushed past what they thought they could handle and had discovered, on the other side, that the handling continued.

Garrick set the staff against the wall.

He went inside.

He came back with two mugs of tea. Mint, from his own stock, steeped four minutes. He set one beside Tamsin and sat on the courtyard wall with the other.

They drank in silence.

The silence was comfortable. It was the silence of two people who had spent a morning doing something hard together and who didn’t need to fill the space between them with words because the space was already full of the shared experience of effort and sweat and the particular bond that forms between a teacher and a student when the teaching is honest and the learning hurts.

Silver lay between them, tail sweeping a slow arc.

Ash descended from the goat house roof and settled on the wall beside Garrick. The cat pressed its flank against his hip and purred.

Pip closed the ledger. “Training session one: complete. Duration: two hours, seventeen minutes. Strikes delivered: four hundred and twelve. Successful blocks: three hundred and eighty-nine. Rib impacts: four. Water breaks: three. Improvement trajectory: steep. Overall assessment—” Pip’s amber eyes found Tamsin. “—promising.”

Tamsin opened one eye. “Promising?”

“Promising is a good word. It means ‘not yet good but moving in the direction of good at a speed that suggests good will be achieved.’ I approve of promising.”

Tamsin’s mouth curved. “Thanks, Pip.”

“You are welcome. I have also prepared a form for you to sign acknowledging receipt of training. It is for the records.”

“Of course it is.”

The courtyard gate creaked.

Nan Sallow came through it carrying a basket so large it required both arms and a slight backward lean to counterbalance. Steam rose from beneath the cloth in quantities that suggested the basket contained either a full meal or a small weather system. The smell preceded her by ten feet: stew, bread, cheese, something fried, something sweet, and the unmistakable base note of Elsie’s oven, which meant cookies.

Nan set the basket on the courtyard wall. She looked at Tamsin, who was sitting against the wall with her eyes half-closed and her arms hanging limp and her hair plastered to her face with sweat and her wooden sword across her lap and the general appearance of a person who had been put through a wringer designed for larger, sturdier persons.

“Eat,” Nan said.

Tamsin’s eyes opened fully and nostrils flared. Her body, which had been communicating its grievances through the medium of trembling limbs and aching joints, received the smell of food and immediately renegotiated its position. Arms that had been too tired to lift a sword found the energy to reach for a bowl. Hands that had been shaking with fatigue steadied around a spoon. A mouth that had been too dry for speech discovered reserves of saliva that it had been hoarding for exactly this contingency.

Nan divided the food. Stew into bowls. Bread torn into pieces. Cheese cut into wedges. Cookies arranged on a cloth with the precision. She had an audience after all, even if it was a sweaty teenager, a retired warrior, a demonling, a cat, and a dog.

Tamsin ate fast and with a commitment that left no room for conversation or the normal social conventions that governed the consumption of food in the presence of other humans. The stew vanished. The bread vanished. The cheese vanished. A cookie vanished. A second cookie vanished. A third cookie was in the process of vanishing when Tamsin’s jaw slowed and her eyes went glassy and her body, having received sufficient fuel to restart its higher functions, began the process of converting calories into the specific type of exhaustion that comes after eating a large meal on top of extreme physical effort, which is the body’s way of saying thank you, now please lie down before I do it for you.

Nan watched her eat with a satisfied expression.

Garrick ate his portion slower. The stew was good, but bread was better. The cookies were Elsie’s, which meant they were operating at a level that the word “good” couldn’t reach and which required vocabulary that hadn’t been invented yet.

Pip received a bowl and ate with small, precise bites, tail wagging at a steady rhythm that matched the chewing.

Silver received scraps and ate them with a careful, grateful pace that still, after months, carried the echo of a dog who had once been hungry enough to remember what hungry felt like.

Ash received a saucer of stew broth. The cat sniffed it, mulled on the taste and smell, approved it, and consumed it with the unhurried dignity of a monarch accepting tribute.

The baby goats, drawn by the smell, emerged from the rear field in a white-and-brown procession and arranged themselves around the courtyard in positions that maximised their proximity to food and their ability to look pathetic. The brown mother goat followed, assessed the situation, and lay down in the sun with the calm authority of a creature that had eaten its fill of poison ivy and required nothing from anyone.

The white goat attempted to eat Nan’s cloth.

Nan smacked its nose with a spoon.

The white goat retreated.

“He’s getting better,” Nan observed. “Last month he’d have eaten the spoon too.”

The morning settled into the warm, drowsy rhythm of a courtyard full of fed creatures and tired muscles and the particular contentment that comes from shared effort followed by shared food. Tamsin’s eyes closed and breathing deepened. The wooden sword slid off her lap and clattered to the flagstones and she didn’t stir.

Garrick let her sleep.

He gathered the bowls, stacked them in the basket, and carried the basket inside. Nan followed, collecting her cloths and spoons with the practised efficiency of a woman who had been feeding people and cleaning up after them for decades and who performed both tasks with equal grace and zero resentment.

“She’ll be sore tomorrow,” Nan said, wiping the counter.

“She’ll be sore for a week.”

“And the week after?”

“Less sore.”

Nan’s cloth paused. “You’re good at this. The teaching, I mean.”

“I’ve had practice.”

“Mm.” The cloth resumed its work. “She trusts you.”

“I know.”

“Don’t break it.”

“I won’t.”

Nan folded the cloth into precise thirds and tucked it into her apron. She gathered the basket, slung it over her arm, and walked to the door. She paused at the threshold. “The adventurers are asking about the dungeon collapse. The scholars too. They’re mapping the instability zone and the smaller dungeons. Some of them are asking questions about timing and about how a sealed dungeon could collapse overnight without anyone noticing.”

Garrick didn’t look at her.

“I’m telling them I am a frontier town lady with no clue what they are talking about…”

“You can tell them its… geology?”

Nan’s half-smile widened. “Of course it is… anyway.”

She left.

The bell rang behind her.

Garrick stood in his shop. The herbs sat on the shelves. The counter gleamed. Pip was filing something at the far end of the counter, pen moving, tail swaying. Ash had returned to the crate and was purring. Silver was in the courtyard, lying beside the sleeping Tamsin, chin on her ankle, tail still.

The morning light came through the window, clean and golden.

Garrick picked up a rag and began polishing the counter, because counters didn’t polish themselves and ordinary lives didn’t build themselves and the girl sleeping in his courtyard would wake up sore and hungry and ready to be hit with a stick again tomorrow, and the day after, and the day after that, until the scaffolding became walls and the walls became a roof and the roof held against whatever the world decided to throw at it.

The bell rang.

A customer walked in.

“Morning,” Garrick said. “How’s your day treating you?”

The customer smiled.

Garrick smiled back.

The smile reached his eyes.

Juniper arrived at half past two, carrying his canvas sack of nails and a walking stick that he had blessed that morning, which meant the walking stick had approximately six hours of structural integrity remaining before the blessing found whatever hidden flaw the wood contained and exposed it with the gentle, devastating thoroughness of a priest who meant well and destroyed things.

Garrick was behind the counter, restocking moonpetal jars. Tamsin had woken an hour ago, eaten a second lunch that Garrick had prepared from his own stock, and departed for Brin’s smithy with a stiff, careful gait. Pip was at the far end of the counter, processing Nan’s latest batch of inn paperwork. Silver was asleep in the courtyard. Ash was asleep in the crate.

The baby goats were asleep on Silver.

“Mr. Hallow!” Juniper’s kind eyes swept the shopfront. “What a magnificent morning! The festival was a triumph! The cake was transcendent! The bunting held! The stage held! Everything held, which is, insofar as my experience with community events extends, unprecedented and possibly miraculous.”

“The engineering was sound.”

“The engineering was inspired. I wanted to thank you. For the stage. For the festival. For—” His hands found each other inside his sleeves. “For everything, really. The village hasn’t felt like this in years. Decades, perhaps. There’s a… a lightness and warmth. People are smiling at each other in the street, Mr. Hallow. Not the polite smiles of people passing each other on the way to somewhere else. Real smiles. The kind that stay.”

Garrick set a moonpetal jar on the shelf. “The village did that. Not me.”

“The village had help.” Juniper’s kind eyes held his. “Considerable help from a man who fixes things.”

Garrick said nothing as he placed another jar.

Juniper stood at the counter for a moment, hands clasped, watching Garrick work. His walking stick leaned against the counter’s edge. His robes smelled of candle wax and damp wood, the permanent cologne of a man who spent his days in a building that leaked and his evenings trying to convince the building to stop.

“I was wondering,” Juniper said, “whether you might permit me to offer a small blessing. For the shop. A very small one. Tiny, really. Barely a blessing at all. More of a… a theological suggestion. A gentle nudge in the direction of prosperity and—”

“Yes.”

Juniper’s mouth, which had been building toward a longer and more elaborate justification, stopped mid-word. His hands emerged from his sleeves. His eyebrows climbed his forehead.

“Yes?”

“Yes. Bless the shop.”

Juniper blinked. He blinked again. His kind eyes went wide and bright and his hands clasped together in front of his chest and his whole posture shifted from “man preparing to be refused” to “man who has been given a gift he didn’t expect and isn’t sure he deserves.”

“Truly? You’re certain? Because I understand your reservations, the rain barrel incident was regrettable, and the bell tower cladding was, in hindsight, perhaps not my finest—”

“Father. Bless the shop before I change my mind.”

Juniper’s face broke into a smile so wide it threatened his ears. He retrieved his walking stick, straightened his robes, and assumed the posture of a priest preparing to do the thing he had been trained to do and loved to do and had been gently prevented from doing for months by people who cared about him and feared his results.

He raised one hand and closed his eyes. His lips moved in a prayer that was quiet and earnest and carried, beneath the words, the weight of a man who believed in what he was doing even when the evidence suggested he shouldn’t.

The blessing settled over the shop like a warm breath.

Garrick felt it through the deep, layered perception of a man whose senses operated at a resolution that most people couldn’t imagine.

The blessing was warm and gentle. It was sincere.

And it was searching.

The blessing moved through the shop like water finding cracks. It flowed along the shelves, across the counter, through the floorboards, into the walls. It touched each surface and tested it, pressing against joints and seams and connections with a soft, insistent pressure that was looking for something.

Looking for weakness.

Garrick blinked as he watched it move left and right.

The blessing found the counter’s edge, where the oak met the wall bracket. The joint was solid. Garrick had fitted it himself. The blessing pressed against it, tested it, and moved on.

It found the left shopfront shutter. The hinge pin Garrick had replaced. The blessing pressed. The pin held. The blessing moved on.

It found the corridor ceiling, the sistered joists, the load-bearing connections that Garrick had bolted together on his second day. The blessing pressed against each bolt, each joint, each point where old wood met new wood and the two were asked to share a burden. Everything held. The blessing moved on.

It found the window glass. The putty. The glazing points. It found the kitchen hearth, the rebuilt firebox, the replaced damper. It found the courtyard wall, the repointed mortar, the fence posts, the goat house.

Everything held.

Because Garrick had built it, and what Garrick built held.

But the blessing wasn’t finished.

It circled back. It returned to the counter and pressed again, harder, at a spot where the oak’s grain ran against the bracket’s mounting angle. The spot was strong. It was well-fitted. It was also, Garrick realised, the single point in the entire shop where the wood’s natural expansion pattern would, over the course of three or four years, create a hairline gap between the counter and the wall. A gap so small it wouldn’t be visible. A gap so minor it wouldn’t affect the counter’s function. A gap that would let in a draught in winter and moisture in spring and which would, over a decade, become a crack, and the crack would become a separation, and the separation would become a failure.

In ten years.

The blessing found it now.

The oak creaked. A faint sound, barely audible, like a knuckle cracking. The grain shifted by a fraction of a millimetre. The hairline gap that would have formed in three years appeared in three seconds, visible only to Garrick’s perception as a dark line thinner than a thread.

The blessing had exposed the weakness.

Before it could become a problem and the gap could widen, the draught could enter, the moisture could accumulate, or the decade of slow failure could begin.

The blessing had found the flaw and brought it to the surface.

Garrick stared at the hairline gap for a long time.

The rain barrel. The bell tower cladding. The vestry shelf. The baptismal font. The shrine roof. Every blessing Juniper had ever delivered. Every crack, every split, every collapse that had followed. Every time the village had sighed and shaken its head and said poor Father Coil, his blessings break things and Juniper had retreated into his sleeves and his kindness and the quiet, diminishing hope that the next blessing would be different.

They hadn’t been breaking things.

They had been finding the weaknesses that were already there, the hidden flaws and hairline fractures waiting to become failures. Bringing them to the surface early, when they could be repaired, instead of letting them fester in the dark until they collapsed at the worst possible moment.

The rain barrel had been ready to split. Juniper’s blessing had split it while Garrick was standing next to it with a mop, instead of splitting six months later in the middle of winter when the courtyard was frozen and the water damage would have been catastrophic.

The bell tower cladding had been failing. The blessing had accelerated the failure while the weather was mild and the repair was simple, instead of letting the cladding hold through autumn and collapse under the first heavy snow, taking half the tower with it.

The vestry shelf had been overloaded. The font had been cracked. The shrine roof had been compromised. Every one of them had been carrying hidden damage that would have become visible eventually, at a time and in a manner that would have been worse, more dangerous, more expensive, more harmful than the early exposure the blessing provided.

Juniper’s blessings weren’t curses.

They were diagnostics.

They were the most useful blessings Garrick had ever encountered, and no one knew. Not the village. Not Brin, who cleaned up after them. Not Lena, who filed the damage reports.

Not Juniper.

Garrick looked at the priest.

Juniper stood in the shopfront with his eyes still closed and his hand still raised and his lips still moving in the quiet, earnest prayer of a man who believed in what he was doing even though the world kept telling him he was doing it wrong. His robes pooled around his feet. His walking stick leaned against the counter. Candle wax and damp wood. Kind eyes behind closed lids.

A man who blessed things because blessing was the only tool he had and he wanted, more than anything, to be useful.

He was useful.

He was more useful than he knew.

Garrick picked up a chisel from the tool rack. He crossed to the counter, found the hairline gap the blessing had exposed, and pressed the chisel’s edge into the seam. A thin shaving of oak curled away. He applied a bead of sealant from the jar beneath the counter, pressed it into the gap with his thumb, and smoothed it flat.

The repair took eight seconds.

The counter was now stronger than it had been before the blessing. The weakness was gone. The ten-year failure had been prevented. The gap would never form, the draught would never enter, the moisture would never accumulate.

Because Juniper had found it.

Juniper opened his eyes. His hand lowered. He looked around the shop with the tentative, hopeful expression of a man checking for damage and bracing for disappointment.

The shop was fine.

The shelves were standing. The jars were intact. The counter gleamed. The window held. The door hung straight. Nothing had cracked, split, collapsed, flooded, or caught fire. He found nothing.

“It… held,” Juniper said. His voice carried a wonder that made Garrick’s chest tighten. “Everything held. The blessing… it didn’t break anything.”

Garrick set the chisel down. “No. It didn’t.”

Juniper’s smile returned. Slow at first, uncertain, the smile of a man who had been disappointed so many times that hope had become a muscle he’d forgotten how to flex. Then wider. Then wider still. Then the full, luminous, ear-threatening smile of a priest who had blessed something and the something had survived and the surviving felt, to a man who had spent seven years watching his blessings destroy the things he loved, like a small and private miracle.

“The Lord provides. The Lord provides, Mr. Hallow. I knew it. I always knew it.”

Garrick looked at the counter and at the sealed gap. At the invisible repair that had taken eight seconds and which had been made possible only because a kind man with patched robes had walked into his shop and done the thing he’d been told not to do and the thing had worked exactly as it was supposed to work and no one, not even the man who’d done it, understood why.

“Yes, Father,” Garrick said. “He does.”

Juniper gathered his walking stick. He patted the counter the way he patted walls, a gentle reassurance directed at an inanimate object that hadn’t asked for it. “I should go. The shrine roof needs attention. Perhaps I’ll—” He stopped. His hand hovered over the walking stick. His eyes moved to Garrick. “Perhaps I’ll bless it again. The roof. Just a small one. For structural integrity.”

Garrick’s thumb pressed against his two fingers.

The shrine roof leaked. It leaked every spring after Juniper blessed it. It leaked because the blessing found the weaknesses in the shakes and the flashing and the joints, and the weaknesses became visible, and the visibility looked like failure, and the failure looked like a curse.

But the failure was a gift.

The failure was Juniper finding the problems before the problems found the congregation. Before a shake gave way during a storm and water poured onto the masses. Before a joint failed under snow load and the ceiling came down on the pews. Before the slow, hidden rot that lived in every roof on the frontier turned a leak into a collapse and a collapse into a catastrophe.

Juniper’s blessings kept the shrine standing by showing it where it was weak, so that someone could fix the weakness before it mattered.

“Bless the roof, Father,” Garrick said.

Juniper’s face lit up.

“And when it leaks… come find me. I’ll fix what the blessing finds.”

Juniper’s hands clasped. His robes swirled as he turned toward the door, and his stride was lighter than it had been when he’d entered, and his shoulders were straighter, and his kind eyes carried a brightness that had nothing to do with the morning light and everything to do with a man who had been told, for the first time in seven years, that the thing he did best was welcome.

“Thank you, Mr. Hallow. Truly. The Lord—”

“The roof, Father.”

“Yes! The roof! I’m going! I’m blessing! I’m—” He paused at the door. His hand rested on the frame. “Mr. Hallow?”

“Mm.”

“The stage held. At the festival. I blessed it, you know before the ceremony. I blessed it and it held and nobody fell through and the music played and the sermon was short and—” His voice caught. “—and it held.”

Garrick looked at the priest in the doorway. The patched robes and the walking stick and the kind eyes and the candle wax and the damp wood and the man who wanted, more than anything, to be useful and who was useful and who would never know how useful because telling him would change the blessing and changing the blessing would break the gift.

“It held,” Garrick said. “Because you blessed it.”

Juniper’s smile reached his eyes.

He left.

The bell rang behind him.

Garrick stood in his shop. He looked at the counter, the sealed gap, the invisible repair. He looked at the shelves and the jars and the herbs and the crate where Ash was purring and the courtyard where Silver was sleeping and the wall where Pip was filing and the east road where a priest was walking toward a shrine with a walking stick and a blessing and the quiet, unshakeable faith that the things he touched would be better for the touching.

Garrick picked up the rag.

He polished the counter.

The counter gleamed.
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Chapter 12: The Blade and the Broker

The week that followed was measured in bruises.

Tamsin collected them comprehensively, and with a growing catalogue that required its own filing system. Purple blooms across her forearms where the staff had found gaps in her guard. A yellow-green constellation along her left ribs where she’d dropped her elbow on Tuesday. A spectacular aubergine stripe across her right shoulder blade from Wednesday’s overhead drill, which she wore beneath her shirt like a medal she couldn’t show anyone.

She got better though.

Not in the way that stories describe getting better, where a montage compresses weeks into moments and the student emerges transformed. She got better through the relentless application of force against resistance, and the resistance was her own body’s insistence that it knew what it was doing when it demonstrably did not.

Monday’s blocks were messy. Forty percent clean contact, sixty percent wood hitting places wood should not hit.

Tuesday’s blocks were less messy. Fifty-five percent clean. Her grip had settled into the looseness Garrick had taught her, and it stayed there even when fatigue climbed past her elbows and into her shoulders and started whispering suggestions about quitting.

Wednesday she found her feet.

The weight-forward stance clicked into place between one swing and the next, a transition so sudden that Garrick saw it happen in real time: one block braced on her heels, the next block planted on the balls of her feet, and the difference was the difference between a fence post driven into sand and a fence post driven into stone. The staff hit her sword and she didn’t move. The force went through her arms, through her hips, through her legs, into the flagstones, and the flagstones held, and Tamsin held, and Garrick increased the speed by three percent and she held that too.

Thursday she started hitting back.

Garrick hadn’t told her to hit back. He hadn’t introduced offensive technique or discussed timing windows or explained the concept of a counter-strike. He had simply been swinging the staff at her for four days, and on the fifth day her body, which had been absorbing the rhythm of attack-block-reset-attack-block-reset for roughly two thousand repetitions, decided on its own that the reset phase contained a gap and the gap contained an opportunity and the opportunity looked a lot like swinging the wooden sword at Garrick’s left knee.

She missed by a foot and a half and the swing’s follow-through spun her sideways and she sat down hard on the flagstones. Silver barked and Pip noted the attempt in his ledger under a new column labelled “OFFENSIVE ACTIONS (ATTEMPTED)” with a sub-column labelled “OFFENSIVE ACTIONS (SUCCESSFUL)” that remained, for the moment, empty.

But she’d tried.

Friday she tried again and missed by eight inches.

Saturday she tried again and missed by three.

Sunday she didn’t train because Garrick told her to rest and rest meant rest. Arguing with a man who could throw lumber across villages about the definition of rest was a battle she had learned, through painful experience, not to fight.

Monday morning she arrived at dawn. On time. Not four minutes late. Not two minutes late. On time, standing at the courtyard gate when the first light crested the eastern ridge, wooden sword drawn, feet set, weight forward.

Garrick swung.

Tamsin blocked, reset, and swung back.

The wooden sword’s edge stopped two inches from Garrick’s left knee.

He hadn’t moved to block it. He hadn’t needed to. The swing was slow and telegraphed and a Level 12 bandit could have dodged it while eating a sandwich. But the sword had reached a place it hadn’t reached before, and the reaching was the thing that mattered, and Garrick’s mouth did the thing that was becoming, through daily repetition, less of a mechanical exercise and more of an involuntary response.

He smiled. “Again.”

Tamsin grinned and swung.

Brin arrived at the shop at half past four carrying something wrapped in oilcloth.

The oilcloth was dark and stained with the pattern of marks that accumulated on fabric kept in proximity to a forge: heat discolouration in overlapping rings, soot worked into the weave, a single burn hole near one corner that had been patched with a square of leather. The bundle was long and narrow and Brin held it across both palms testing its weight before committing to a position.

He came through the courtyard gate because the front door was inaccessible.

Nan was occupying it. She had been occupying it since three o’clock, when she’d arrived with a basket of stew and a half-smile and the stated intention of “just popping in for a moment” that had, through the natural expansion of Nan’s moments, grown into a full occupation of the shopfront’s best stool and a running commentary on the week’s gossip that showed no signs of reaching a conclusion.

Elsie was occupying the counter. She had arrived twenty minutes after Nan, carrying cookies and opinions, and had installed herself beside the herb jars with the flour-dusted authority of a woman who went where she pleased and pleased where she went. A wooden spoon protruded from her apron strings. She was eating a cookie and watching Pip file invoices and occasionally reaching over to straighten a herb jar that didn’t need straightening.

Tamsin was on the floor.

She was lying flat on her back on the floorboards beside the courtyard doorway, arms spread, wooden sword across her stomach, staring at the ceiling with the vacant, thousand-yard expression of a person whose muscles had filed a class-action lawsuit against her skeleton and were awaiting a verdict. Her hair was damp. Her shirt was damp. The floorboards beneath her were damp. A puddle of sweat had formed in the hollow of her collarbone and was threatening to overflow.

“I can’t feel my arms,” she announced to the ceiling.

“That’s normal,” Garrick said from behind the counter.

“I can’t feel my legs either.”

“Also normal.”

“I can feel my ribs. All of them, individually. They’re sending me messages. The messages are not friendly.”

Brin stepped over Tamsin’s legs without comment. He crossed the shopfront, nodded to Nan, nodded to Elsie, and set the oilcloth bundle on the counter beside Pip’s filing stack.

Pip looked at the bundle. The bundle was longer than him.

Brin untied the cord.

The oilcloth fell open.

The sword lay on the dark fabric like a sentence that had been waiting a long time to be spoken. The blade was twenty-eight inches of steel so clean it reflected the afternoon light in a single, unbroken line from tang to tip. The fuller ran straight and true down the centre. The edge, visible only as a brightness where the metal thinned to nothing, caught the light and held it the way a river holds the sky.

The crossguard was simple. Two straight bars of iron, unadorned and functional. The grip was wrapped in leather that Brin had cut and stitched himself, tight enough to hold in a wet hand, textured enough to prevent rotation. The pommel was a disc of the same iron as the crossguard, weighted to balance the blade at a point six inches forward of the guard.

Garrick’s hands stopped moving.

He set down the jar he’d been shelving and looked at the sword. His eyes moved along the blade the way they moved along a building’s structure, reading the lines, the balance, the places where the metal had been shaped by heat and hammer.

The steel was good.

Better than good. The grain was tight and even, free of the inclusions and voids that plagued frontier metalwork. The temper line, visible as a faint cloud along the edge where the hardened steel met the softer spine, ran in a smooth, unbroken wave that spoke of a quench executed at exactly the right temperature, held for exactly the right duration, and pulled at exactly the right moment.

Brin had made this blade with a quality that exceeded what anyone expected from a Level 19 blacksmith in a village that regulated signage for the protection of livestock.

Tamsin hadn’t moved from the floor. She hadn’t seen the sword and was still groaning about her ribs.

“Tested her yesterday,” Brin said.

The words were quiet and directed at Garrick, not the room.

“How?”

“Sparring with wooden blades. I came at her the way I’d come at an apprentice who’d been training six months. She’s something special. She’s been training only two weeks.”

Garrick said nothing.

“Her footwork’s raw and grip needs another month. She drops her left elbow when she’s tired, which is always, because she’s always tired.” Brin’s almost-smile arrived. “She tried to hit me.”

“Did she?”

“Came close, well… closer than she should’ve and closer than any of my apprentices managed in their first year.”

Nan’s stew spoon had stopped stirring.

Elsie’s cookie had stopped halfway to her mouth.

The shopfront had gone quiet in the way that rooms go quiet when something important is being said by someone who doesn’t say things often.

Brin looked at the sword on the counter. He picked it up by the blade, holding it flat across his palm, and extended the grip toward the courtyard doorway and Tamsin. “She’s earned it.”

Tamsin’s ceiling-staring stopped. Her head turned. Her eyes, which had been glazed with exhaustion and rib-related correspondence, focused on the object in Brin’s hand with a speed that suggested her visual cortex had been waiting for exactly this stimulus and had pre-loaded the response. She sat up. The wooden sword fell off her stomach and clattered to the floor. She didn’t notice. She was already on her feet, already crossing the shopfront, already reaching—

She stopped.

Her hand hovered six inches from the grip. Her eyes moved from the sword to Brin’s face.

Brin’s calm eyes looked back.

“I nicked your last one,” Tamsin said.

“You did.”

“I’m sorry. I said sorry and I meant it.”

“I know. I know,” Brin turned the sword so the grip angled toward her palm. “This one’s yours. Don’t nick it.”

Tamsin’s hand closed around the grip.

Her fingers settled into the leather wrapping and the sword’s weight transferred from Brin’s palm to hers and her arm adjusted, automatically, to the balance point six inches forward of the guard, and the adjustment was smooth and correct and came from two weeks of holding a wooden sword for six hours a day until the holding had become part of her the way breathing was part of her.

She held the sword up. The blade caught the light. “Thank you. Thank you, Brin.”

Brin nodded.

Tamsin looked at Garrick. Her eyes were bright and wet and fierce. “Dawn tomorrow?”

“Dawn tomorrow.”

She turned and walked out through the courtyard, sword in hand, Silver scrambled to his feet and bounded after her, the baby goats scattered from his path, the brown mother goat watched the procession with yellow eyes and chewed her cud and the white father goat attempted to eat the oilcloth Brin had left on the counter and Elsie smacked its nose with her spoon.

Brin leaned against the counter as he watched her leave.

The oilcloth was folded and tucked under his arm. His big hands rested at his sides. The calm had shifted. His jaw carried a tension that Garrick had learned to read over months of shared silence, a tightness that meant Brin had something to say and was building toward saying it.

“Adventurers found something,” Brin said.

Everyone perked up.

“Level 40 dungeon. East-northeast, maybe a couple miles out. One of the smaller ones that formed after the collapse.” Brin’s eyes found the window, tracked the rooftops beyond it. “Close enough that they’re not bothering with a proper base camp. They set up tents at the entrance and they’re using the town for supplies, lodging, recovery, and medical. Running parties in and out every day.”

Garrick frowned.

A few miles. A Level 40 dungeon that far from a village whose highest-level resident was a garrison captain at Level 31 and whose defensive complement was seventy soldiers who would last, against a Level 40 dungeon break, approximately as long as a sandcastle lasts against a tide.

“How many adventurers?”

“Thirty on the dungeon and another twenty using the town as a staging point for scouting the instability zone.” Brin’s hand came up and rubbed the back of his neck. “Corden’s selling more timber in a week than he used to sell in a season. Nan’s inn is full every night. The garrison’s running double patrols because Varrin doesn’t trust adventurers not to start fights in the street, which they have, twice, both times over loot splits, both times resolved by Varrin standing between them and being Level 31 at them until they remembered their manners.”

“The economy’s booming,” Nan said from her stool. “Every merchant in the village is making money they haven’t seen since before the war. Corden’s hired two extra hands. The chandler’s ordered triple stock. Even the cobbler’s selling more cheese, which I didn’t think was possible because the cheese hasn’t changed and the cheese was already—” She waved her hand. “The cheese is the cheese.”

“But?” Garrick said.

“But.” Nan’s hands found her apron. “The mayor’s involved.”

Elsie’s wooden spoon emerged from her apron strings. The emergence was not a threat. The emergence was a reflex, the way a soldier’s hand goes to a sword hilt when a name is spoken that means trouble.

“Mayor Poly Grenn,” Elsie said, and the name landed on the counter like something that had been dropped from a height. “Hasn’t shown his face outside that manor of his in five months. Didn’t attend the festival. Didn’t contribute a copper to the budget. Didn’t send so much as a note saying ‘well done’ or ‘good cake’ or ‘sorry I’ve been hiding in my house while the rest of you built something worth celebrating.’”

“He’s been busy,” Nan said.

“He’s been scheming.”

“Same thing, for him.” Nan pulled a cloth from her apron and began polishing the counter, which didn’t need polishing, which was the point. “The dungeon’s on unclaimed land. Crown charter says unclaimed land within a barony’s borders belongs to the baron, but the baron has to file a development claim within sixty days of discovery or the land reverts to the crown. The baron hasn’t filed. The baron hasn’t even acknowledged the dungeon exists, because the baron is in the capital attending his niece’s wedding and won’t be back for four months.”

“Which means,” Elsie said, “the mayor files on the baron’s behalf. As acting municipal authority and the filing gives him administrative control over the dungeon site, the adventurer camps, the supply routes, and every copper that changes hands between here and there.”

Nan continued. “Licensing fees. Access permits. Campsite rentals. Loot taxation. Salvage rights. Medical service surcharges. He’s already drafted the fee schedule. I’ve seen it. Rowan got me a copy.”

“Rowan?” Garrick asked.

Nan’s cloth paused mid-circle. She looked at Garrick over the counter’s edge. Her half-smile compressed into something that was less smile and more assessment, the expression of a woman deciding how much to share with a man she trusted but whose reactions she couldn’t always predict.

“Rowan Kestrel, border ranger. Operates between here and the deep frontier. He’s my—” She searched for the word. “—information broker.”

Garrick blinked.

“Don’t look at me like that. Every innkeeper on the frontier has one. Information doesn’t walk through the door on its own, Mr. Hallow. It needs legs, and Rowan has very quiet legs.” She resumed polishing. “He watches the borders and I watch the bar. Between us, very little moves through this region without one of us knowing about it.”

Brin’s almost-smile flickered. He said nothing though.

“The mayor’s fee schedule is predatory. Thirty percent loot tax. Fifteen percent access surcharge. Campsite rental at rates that would make a capital landlord blush. He’s going to squeeze every adventurer, merchant, mercenary crew, free knight, and scholar who comes through Brackenridge until the money stops flowing or the people stop coming, whichever happens first.”

“And none of it goes to the village,” Elsie added. Her spoon pointed at the ceiling, which was standing in for the mayor’s manor on the hill. “Not a copper or a crumb. The roads won’t get fixed. The wall won’t get repaired. The garrison won’t get funded. The shrine won’t get a new roof. All of it goes into Poly Grenn’s pockets, and Poly Grenn’s pockets have never, in the entire history of Poly Grenn’s pockets, produced anything that benefited anyone except Poly Grenn.”

Garrick’s frown deepened.

A sleazy mayor skimming profits from a dungeon economy while the village that supported the economy received nothing. It was the kind of problem that existed in every frontier town, barony, duchy, and kingdom he’d ever passed through. The kind of problem that powerful people created and ordinary people endured and nobody fixed because fixing it required either political leverage or the willingness to make enemies of people who controlled the levers.

Garrick had political leverage.

He had enough political leverage to make the mayor, the baron, the duke, and every noble between here and the capital reconsider their positions on municipal revenue sharing. He had the kind of leverage that didn’t require forms or stamps or the Frontier Commerce Act. He had the kind of leverage that made Inquisition Knights sit on the ground in alleys and captains eat cookies until their hands stopped shaking.

He wasn’t going to use it.

Using it would mean being Harrick Gallow, and Harrick Gallow solved problems by removing the people who caused them, and removing people was not how Garrick Hallow operated. Garrick Hallow fixed things. Garrick Hallow repaired what was broken and reinforced what was weak and built what was missing, and the mayor was a problem that required breaking, not building.

He was to worried he could not act without everything being ruined.

Lena would know what to do, she understood the levers and had a governmental stamp.

“There’s more,” Nan said.

Her cloth stopped. She set it on the counter, folded it into precise thirds, and placed both hands flat on the oak. Her half-smile had retreated to quarter deployment. Her silver hair caught the late afternoon light and her eyes, sharp and old and carrying decades of reading rooms and the people in them, found Garrick’s face and held there.

She waved them closer.

Garrick leaned in.

Brin shifted his weight forward.

Elsie’s spoon lowered.

Nan’s voice dropped. “I spoke to Rowan this morning. He came in before dawn, which he never does. Never. Rowan doesn’t come to town before dawn unless the wind’s carrying something he doesn’t like.”

She paused and looked around as though someone would hear them in the empty shop.

“The nobles are scared.”

Everyone stared hard and held their breath.

“The real nobles. The dukes. Prince Ofelipus, the seventh in line. The ones with armies and treasuries and intelligence networks that make my little operation look like a child playing with string. They’ve all been approached about the dungeon economy. The instability zone is producing dozens of sites across a hundred miles of frontier. The profit potential is—” She shook her head. “Rowan says the numbers being discussed in the capital would make a dragon’s hoard look modest.”

“And they’re not biting? Why?” Elsie asked.

“They’re not biting. They’re not nibbling. They’re not even looking at the plate. Not even acknowledging the plate exists.” Nan’s hands lifted from the counter. She laced her fingers together. “Every major house that’s been offered a stake in the frontier dungeon economy has declined. Politely and quickly. Without negotiation or counter-offer. Houses that would normally fight each other with knives over a copper mine are walking away from a gold rush without a backward glance.”

Brin’s humming had stopped. His calm eyes were steady, but the steadiness had acquired an edge, the way still water acquires an edge when something moves beneath it.

“Even the greedy ones. House Vellmont, who once tried to patent rain so they could tax farmers for using it. House Karstead, who bought a mountain range because someone told them there might be silver in it and there wasn’t but they kept the mountain range anyway out of spite. Even they said no.”

Garrick’s jaw tightened.

“Something happened,” Nan said. “Or someone knows something and neither one sounds good for Brackenridge.”

The shopfront was quiet.

Ash purred in the crate. Silver’s tail swept the courtyard flagstones.

Pip’s pen had stopped moving. The demonling sat at the far end of the counter, amber eyes wide above the scarf, tail still, listening.

Garrick stared at the herb jars on the shelf behind Nan’s head. Silverleaf. Moonpetal. Thornberry. Three coppers, four coppers, five coppers. Ordinary stock on ordinary shelves in an ordinary shop in a village that was becoming, through no fault of its own, less ordinary by the day.

The Inquisitor, it must be him.

The thought arrived with the weight of a stone dropped into still water. Apheron had been in the village for days. Apheron had seen him and recognized who he was. Apheron had sat in an alley and spoken the oath of witness-denial and Garrick had told him don’t hurt mine and Apheron had nodded and left and filed his report and the report had gone up the chain.

Information moved fast in the Inquisition. Faster than caravans, faster than messenger birds, faster than rumour, or any person had any right to be. The Inquisition’s communication network operated through channels that predated the postal service by centuries and which used methods that crossed the kingdom in days. Not weeks or months.

Apheron’s report would have reached the Arch-Prelate within days. The Arch-Prelate would have read it. The Arch-Prelate would have understood what Apheron had buried in the filing codes. The Arch-Prelate would have told someone. Someone would have told someone else. And the someone else would have been a duke or a prince or a person who sat in the rooms behind the rooms where the people who actually ran things drank and decided.

And the decision would have been: stay away from Brackenridge.

Not because the dungeons weren’t profitable. Not because the frontier wasn’t worth investing in. But because the frontier now contained a variable that no profit margin could account for and no army could insure against. A variable that had ripped a dragon in half and erased a holy order from the map and walked into a Level 81 dungeon alone and walked out before morning.

The nobles weren’t scared of the dungeons.

They were scared of him.

Garrick’s thumb pressed against his two fingers until the knuckles cracked.

He had wanted to be invisible. He had wanted to be ordinary. He had wanted to sell herbs and fix things and build a life so small and so quiet that the world would forget he existed and leave him alone with his cat and his dog and his demonling and his village and his people.

Instead, his presence was radiating outward through the intelligence networks of the most powerful institutions on the continent, creating a dead zone around Brackenridge where no noble dared invest and no house dared stake a claim, and the dead zone was protecting the village from exploitation but also isolating it from the legitimate economic development that the dungeon economy could provide, and the isolation would eventually become visible, and the visibility would generate questions, and the questions would generate investigations, and the investigations would lead back to a shop on the east road where a man sold herbs and fixed things and smiled at customers and trained a girl with a wooden sword in his courtyard every morning at dawn.

He had tried to be a stone in a river.

The river was flowing around him and everyone downstream could see the gap.

“I’ll talk to Lena,” Garrick said.

Nan’s eyebrows rose a fraction. “About the mayor?”

“About all of it. The fee schedule, the revenue sharing, the development claims, the loot. Lena knows the law better than anyone in the village. If there’s a lever, she’ll find it.”

“And if there isn’t a lever?”

Garrick looked at Nan. “Then we’ll build one.”.

Brin’s almost-smile arrived.

Elsie’s spoon returned to her apron strings.

Nan’s half-smile reached three-quarter deployment. She picked up her cloth and resumed polishing. “I’ll have Rowan keep watching. If the nobles’ mood shifts, I’ll know before the ink dries on whatever letter shifts it.”

“And the mayor?” Elsie asked.

“The mayor,” Garrick said, “is going to discover that Brackenridge has a filing system.”

Pip’s tail resumed wagging. The pen moved as a new form was being drafted.

The afternoon light shifted from gold to amber. Brin pushed off the counter, nodded once, and left through the courtyard gate. Nan gathered her basket. Elsie gathered her spoon and her opinions and her cookies and followed Nan toward the door.

Garrick stood behind his counter.

The herbs sat on the shelves. The bell hung above the door. The counter gleamed.

Somewhere on the eastern frontier, adventurers were delving into dungeons that existed because he had destroyed the dungeon that had created them. Somewhere in the capital, nobles were avoiding a region because an Inquisition Knight had written two letters in a report. Somewhere on a hill above the village, a mayor was drafting fee schedules that would bleed the town dry.

Garrick picked up a rag.

He polished the counter.

The counter didn’t need polishing. The counter never needed polishing. But the polishing gave his hands something to do while his mind worked, and his mind was working now, turning the problem over the way Brin turned metal in his palm, testing its weight, finding its grain, looking for the place where a single, well-placed intervention would change the shape of everything.

He’d find it.

He always did.

The rag moved in circles and the counter gleamed and the bell hung motionless above a door that would ring tomorrow morning when Tamsin pushed through it, sword on her back, ready to be hit with a stick again, and the day after that, and the day after that, and every day until the scaffolding became walls and the walls held against whatever the world decided to throw at them.

Silver pressed his nose against Garrick’s knee.

Ash purred in the crate.

Pip’s pen scratched across paper.

The ordinary life continued.

For now.


13





Chapter 13: The Filing of Poly Grenn

The Reeve’s Office smelled of ink and war.

Not the kind of war that involved swords or screaming. Nor the dramatic rearrangement of geography. The other kind. The kind fought with clauses, sub-clauses sub-sub-clauses, and the strategic deployment of paragraph numbering systems so dense they could stop a cavalry charge through sheer confusion.

Lena Quill sat behind her desk with seventeen open ledgers arranged in a semicircle that made the oak surface look like a fortification designed by someone who believed the best defence was an organised offence. Her pencil moved across a fresh sheet of paper at a speed that suggested the paper had done something to offend her and she was responding through the medium of documentation.

Garrick sat in the straight-backed chair. The chair creaked. The chair always creaked. He had begun to suspect the chair creaked on purpose, as a warning system Lena had installed to remind visitors that comfort was not a service this office provided.

“The Frontier Municipal Governance Act,” Lena said, without looking up, “section forty-one, subsection two, paragraph nine, grants the acting municipal authority the right to levy fees on commercial activity within the village boundary. This is what Grenn is using. It’s legitimate.”

“But?”

“But… Subsection four, paragraph five, which Grenn has either not read or is pretending not to have read, states that any fee schedule imposed under subsection two must be ratified by a quorum of civic stakeholders within twenty-five days of implementation. A quorum, Mr. Hallow, requires the signatures of no fewer than five persons of recognised civic standing.”

“Has he got the signatures?”

“He has not gotten or sought the signatures. He has not, to my knowledge, acknowledged that signatures are required, which is either incompetence or strategy, and with Poly Grenn the two are so thoroughly intertwined that distinguishing between them requires equipment I do not possess.”

Lena opened a drawer. A folder emerged. She opened a second drawer. A second folder, more followed in its wake. The folders accumulated on the desk in a stack that grew with a quiet, relentless efficiency.

“Without ratification, his fee schedule is unenforceable. Every copper he’s collected under it is technically owed back to the people he collected it from. Every license he’s issued is void. Every access permit, campsite rental, road tax, and loot taxation receipt is a piece of paper with no more legal authority than a shopping list written on the back of a napkin.”

She placed a sixth folder on the stack.

“Additionally. His development claim on the dungeon site was filed under the baron’s authority, but the baron’s power of attorney expired seven weeks ago when the baron failed to renew it from the capital, which he failed to do because the baron is attending his niece’s wedding and has, according to the last correspondence I received from his steward, ‘forgotten that Brackenridge exists,’ which is a direct quote and which I have preserved in the file because direct quotes from negligent aristocrats are a resource I do not waste.”

A seventh folder plopped onto the growing stack.

“Without valid power of attorney, Grenn’s development claim is void. The land reverts to crown jurisdiction. Crown jurisdiction on the frontier is administered by—” She tapped the desk. “—the local reeve. Which is me.”

Garrick’s thumb pressed against his two fingers. “You’re telling me you outrank him.”

“I’m telling you that the law outranks him, and I am the law’s local representative, and the law has opinions about Poly Grenn’s fee schedule that I intend to deliver in person, in writing, and in quantities sufficient to ensure he understands every syllable.”

She stood and gathered the folders. Seven of them, each the thickness of a grown man’s forearm, bound with string, tabbed with coloured markers, and containing enough legal documentation to wallpaper the mayor’s manor and still have enough left over for the outhouse.

“I’ll need you to carry some of these.”

“How many?”

Lena looked at the remaining stack on her desk. She counted, blinked at the number, then recounted. She added two more from the cabinet behind her.

“Twelve.”

Garrick picked up twelve folders. They weighed approximately nothing to him and approximately everything to the situation they represented.

Lena gathered five under her arm, adjusted her glasses, rolled her sleeves to their regulation height, and walked to the door.

She stopped on the threshold.

The morning sun fell across the cobblestones outside. The main road stretched toward the hill where the mayor’s manor sat behind its iron gate, visible from the Reeve’s Office as a dark shape against the sky. Lena looked at it. Her pencil, tucked behind her ear, caught the light.

Her fingers pressed harder into the folders’ spines.

“You know,” she said. She did not turn around. “If you weren’t here, I would be too afraid to do this.”

Garrick shifted the twelve folders to one arm. “You have enough stamping power to have done it either way.”

“No.” She turned. Her sharp eyes found his face. The glasses sat perfectly straight on her nose and the sleeves were rolled to the exact same height and the ink stains on her fingers were the same ink stains that had been there every day since he’d walked into her office with wet boots and a cat on his shoulder. She shook her head once. “You’re not getting it. Anyone with basic knowledge of municipal governance could do what I’m doing. It’s not that hard. The repercussions are what’s difficult. With you around, I don’t have to worry about walking into his manor and disappearing. You’ll protect me.”

Garrick looked at Lena Quill. Tidy bun. Sharp eyes. Ink-stained fingers. Thick glasses. A woman who was standing in her doorway holding five folders and telling him she was afraid.

“That I will,” Garrick said.

Lena’s mouth compressed. She nodded once and stepped outside.

They walked toward the mayor’s manor.

The mayor’s manor occupied the top of the hill the way a hat occupies a head that doesn’t deserve it. The building was stone, two storeys, with iron railings and a gate that had been painted black within the last year, which made it the most recently maintained piece of infrastructure in Brackenridge and also the most useless, since the gate’s primary function was keeping out people the mayor didn’t want to see, and the mayor didn’t want to see anyone, which meant the gate’s operational purpose was identical to a wall’s.

Garrick and Lena stood at the gate.

Lena pulled a cord. A bell rang inside the manor. The sound was thin and distant, the sound of a bell that had been installed to summon servants and was now being used to summon a man who had replaced his servants with something considerably less domestic.

Nothing happened.

Lena pulled the cord again.

Nothing continued to happen with increased commitment.

Lena reached into her folder stack and produced a single sheet of paper. She held it up to the gate’s iron bars, angled so that anyone watching from a window would be able to read it. The paper was a customs enforcement notice, pre-stamped, pre-signed, and bearing the seal of the Frontier Revenue Authority. The text, in Lena’s immaculate handwriting, read:

NOTICE OF INVESTIGATION

Re: Undeclared Import of Restricted Goods

Addressee: Mayor Poly Grenn

Classification: Smuggling (Category 3)

Response Required: Immediate

The front door of the manor opened before Lena had finished holding the paper at its optimal reading angle.

Poly Grenn came down the path at a speed that contradicted his age, his weight, and the general impression he cultivated of a man for whom urgency was a concept that applied to other, lesser people. He was short, round, balding, and dressed in a coat that cost more than most of the houses in the village below his hill. His face was red. His hands were already waving before he reached the gate.

“What is this? What are you—give me that—” He snatched at the paper through the bars. Lena withdrew it by two inches. Grenn’s fingers closed on air. “That is a lie. That is a fabrication. I have never smuggled anything in my—”

“The ScavaRiver brandy,” Lena said.

Grenn’s mouth stayed open. No sound came out.

“Five casks. Imported through the northern pass six months ago. Declared as ‘medicinal spirits’ on the customs manifest, which would have been plausible if the casks hadn’t been stamped with the ScavaRiver Distillery’s premium label, which is not medicinal, is not spirits in the regulatory sense, and is taxed at fourteen percent import duty, which you did not pay.” Lena’s pencil appeared from behind her ear. She tapped the notice. “The duty owed is twenty-four gold, six silver. The penalty for false declaration is triple the duty. The penalty for failure to respond to a customs investigation is—”

“Come in.” Grenn unlocked the gate. His fingers fumbled the latch twice. “Come in, come in, we can discuss this inside, there’s no need to—are those folders?”

He stared at the stack in Garrick’s arms. Twelve folders. Each one the thickness of a forearm. He stared at the five under Lena’s arm. His eyes moved between the folders and Lena’s face and the customs notice and the folders again, performing a calculation whose result he did not enjoy.

“Those are a lot of folders,” Grenn said.

“Yes,” Lena said. “Yes, they are.”

They followed him inside.

The manor’s interior matched its exterior in the way that expensive things match each other when purchased by someone with money and no taste. The furniture was heavy and dark. Carved with patterns that were trying very hard to communicate wealth and succeeding only in communicating the existence of a catalogue. The carpets were thick. The curtains were velvet. A portrait of Grenn hung above the fireplace, painted by an artist who had been paid to make the mayor look distinguished and had earned every copper of the commission through sheer creative fiction.

Grenn led them to a study. The study contained a desk, two chairs, a cabinet of brandy that was almost certainly the Thornwall premium he’d smuggled, and a window that overlooked the village below.

He sat behind his desk.

Lena did not sit. She stood in front of the desk and began placing folders on its surface, one at a time.

Folder one. Thud.

“Unratified fee schedule. Section forty-one, subsection two, paragraph nine of the Frontier Municipal Governance Act requires civic stakeholder ratification within thirty days. You have not obtained ratification and your fee schedule is void.”

Folder two. Thud.

“Void development claim. The baron’s power of attorney expired seven weeks ago. Your filing authority is null. The dungeon site reverts to crown jurisdiction, administered locally by my office.”

Folder three. Thud.

“Revenue discrepancy audit. Every copper collected under your void fee schedule is owed back to the parties who paid it. I have prepared individual reimbursement claims for all forty-seven affected transactions.”

Grenn’s face had been darkening through each folder like a sunset accelerating toward night. His jaw worked. His hands gripped the desk’s edge. The red in his cheeks deepened past crimson into a shade that medical professionals would have found concerning and portrait artists would have found challenging.

Folder four. Thud.

“Tax irregularities. Your personal income declarations for the past three years show discrepancies between reported revenue and observable expenditure. The carpets alone—”

“Enough.”

Grenn’s palm hit the desk. The brandy glasses on the cabinet rattled.

He leaned back in his chair and the leather creaked. His eyes moved from Lena to Garrick, who was standing behind her holding the remaining eight folders and wearing an expression that communicated nothing except the willingness to stand there holding folders for as long as the situation required.

Grenn’s mouth twisted. He raised his right hand and snapped his fingers.

The sound was sharp and dry, a single crack that echoed off the study’s walls.

Five figures stepped out of the shadows.

They had been there the whole time. Standing in the corners, behind the curtains, beside the cabinet, in the spaces where the lamplight didn’t reach and where Garrick’s Perception had catalogued them the moment he’d walked through the front door. Five men, armoured beneath civilian coats, carrying weapons that were concealed but not hidden from anyone whose senses operated above Level 30.

They were large and professional. T

hey arranged themselves in a semicircle behind Grenn’s desk with coordinated, practised spacing.

Garrick’s System tagged them without being asked.

Mercenary — Level 58

Mercenary — Level 61

Mercenary — Level 59

Mercenary — Level 62

Mercenary — Level 60

Grenn’s chin lifted. The red in his face had settled into something harder, the flush of anger replaced by the flush of a man playing a card he’d been holding in reserve. “I hired these men. Each and every one of them is Level 60. I spent five years of fortune to get them to work here because I knew people like you would come. People that want to steal my money.”

Lena’s pencil stopped tapping.

Her hand, the one holding the pencil, dropped to her side. Her shoulders pulled inward. Her breathing changed, shallow and fast, the rhythm of a body that had received information its survival instincts were processing faster than its rational mind could override. She took a half-step backward. Her heel found Garrick’s boot.

She looked back at him.

Garrick met her eyes. He nodded once. Small and steady.

Lena’s breathing slowed and shoulders straightened.

Her hand came up and the pencil found its position between her fingers and the tapping resumed and the rhythm restored.

She turned back to Grenn.

“Your money?” Her voice came out level and flat. “Are you mad? Do you think robbing the people blind is your money? You must be delusional.” She placed folder five on the desk. Thud. “If you don’t come to the negotiating table, I will bury you in paperwork and government tape so deep that your grandchildren will still be filing appeals.”

Grenn’s face went purple. A vein in his temple pulsed and hand slashed the air toward Lena. “Kill her.”

The study went silent.

The five mercenaries did not move.

They stood in their semicircle, hands on concealed weapons, feet planted, bodies locked in the rigid, frozen posture of professionals whose training had prepared them for combat and whose instincts were now screaming at them to do the opposite of combat. To do nothing. To be still. To be small. To be invisible.

Their eyes were on Garrick.

All ten of them. Fixed on the tall man standing behind the reeve, holding eight folders under one arm, wearing a patched coat and scarred hands and an expression that had not changed since the mercenaries had appeared. An expression that communicated nothing. An expression that was the absence of communication, the way a closed vault is the absence of access, and the absence was worse than any threat because threats could be measured and this could not.

The Level 62 mercenary, the highest among them, had gone grey. His hand rested on his sword’s pommel beneath his coat. The hand was shaking. His jaw muscles jumped in a rapid, involuntary rhythm. Sweat beaded along his hairline despite the study being cool.

The Level 58 mercenary’s knees buckled. He caught himself on the wall.

The Level 61 mercenary was breathing through his mouth in short, controlled pulls, the breathing technique taught to soldiers for managing panic in enclosed spaces, and the technique was failing because the enclosed space contained something the technique had not been designed to account for.

One by one, they dropped.

The Level 58 went first. His knees hit the carpet with a muffled thud. His hands found the floor. His head bowed.

The Level 59 followed.

Then the 60.

Then the 61.

The Level 62 held longest. His jaw worked. His eyes, wide and wet, stayed on Garrick’s face for three more seconds. Then his legs gave out and he joined the others on the carpet, five professional killers kneeling in a semicircle on an expensive rug, staring at the floor, shaking.

Grenn looked at them.

He looked at the five men he had spent five years of fortune acquiring, five men whose combined levels exceeded 300, five men who had been his insurance against exactly this kind of confrontation, and all five of them were on their knees on his carpet and none of them were looking at him and none of them were going to look at him because looking at him would require looking away from the thing they were looking at and looking away from the thing they were looking at was not something their bodies would permit.

“What are you doing?” Grenn’s voice cracked on the third word. “I said kill her! What am I paying you for!?”

The mercenaries did not respond. The mercenaries were busy hoping to continue being alive and devoting every available resource to the project of continued aliveness, which left no bandwidth for responding to employers, processing verbal commands, or acknowledging the existence of a mayor whose relevance to their immediate situation had dropped to zero.

Grenn’s hand shot to the nearest mercenary’s belt. His fingers closed around a sword’s grip. He drew it, the blade clearing the scabbard with a rasp of steel on leather, and he turned toward Lena with the weapon raised and his face purple and his vein pulsing and his eyes bulging.

Garrick shifted his attention.

He didn’t move nor did he speak. He didn’t reach for a weapon or step forward or change his posture or alter his expression. He simply looked at Poly Grenn, and the looking was enough, because the looking carried with it a fraction of a fraction of what lived behind his eyes, and the fraction filled the study the way water fills a glass, pressing against every surface, corner, and molecule of air.

The sword hit the carpet.

Grenn’s fingers had opened. His arm hung at his side. His body had locked, every muscle rigid, every joint frozen, his lungs refusing to expand and his heart hammering against ribs that felt too thin and too close together. He turned his head toward Garrick. The turning was slow and mechanical. The movement of a body operating on the last fumes of voluntary motor control.

He looked at Garrick.

Garrick looked back.

“W-What are you?”

Garrick did not respond. He shifted the eight folders to his other arm and waved Lena forward with his free hand.

Lena stepped to the desk. She placed folder six on the surface. Thud. Folder seven. Thud. Folder eight. Thud. She opened each one to the signature page. She produced a pen from her sleeve, uncapped it, and set it on the desk beside the open folders.

She tapped the first signature line a few times.

Grenn sat down. His legs had made the decision for him. He fell into his chair and the leather groaned and his hands found the desk’s edge and gripped it and his eyes, still wide, still wet, moved from Garrick to the folders to the pen to Lena’s face.

Lena’s glasses caught the lamplight.

“Sign here,” she said. “Here. Here. Here. Here. And initial beside the revenue-sharing clause, which allocates sixty percent of all dungeon-related commercial activity to the village infrastructure fund, administered by my office, audited quarterly, with full transparency reporting.”

Grenn signed.

His hand shook. The signatures were jagged, barely legible, the handwriting of a man whose fine motor control had been compromised by the recent and comprehensive recalibration of his understanding of where he stood in the local hierarchy.

He signed every page Lena put in front of him.

He initialled every clause.

He stamped every form, using Lena’s stamp, which she had brought because of course she had brought her stamp, because Lena Quill did not go anywhere without the tools of her trade, and her trade, today, was the systematic dismantling of a corrupt mayor’s financial empire through the precise and devastating application of municipal law.

The stamping took twenty minutes.

Thunk. Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

Each stamp landed with the weight of finality. Each stamp closed a door that Grenn had opened and locked it with a key that Lena would keep in a drawer that Grenn would never access.

When the last form was stamped, Lena gathered the folders. She stacked them and aligned their edges. She tucked them under her arm and adjusted her glasses and rolled her sleeves, which had not moved from their regulation height throughout the entire proceedings, because Lena Quill’s sleeves did not deviate from standard under any circumstances, including circumstances that involved five mercenaries, a drawn sword, and the ambient pressure of a man whose presence could make fire reconsider its commitment to combustion.

“The quarterly audit begins in six weeks. I suggest your books be immaculate.”

She turned and walked to the door.

Garrick followed, eight folders under one arm, the other hand hanging at his side.

At the threshold, he paused. He looked back at the study and the five mercenaries still kneeling on the carpet. At Grenn slumped in his chair, face drained, hands flat on the desk beside a stack of signed documents that had just transferred the majority of his income stream to the village he’d been bleeding dry.

Garrick said nothing.

He left.

The hill path descended toward the village in a series of switchbacks that the morning sun had turned golden. The cobblestones were warm underfoot. The bunting from the festival still hung between the rooftops, red and gold pennants catching the breeze.

Lena walked beside him. Her stride was brisk. Her folders were tucked under her arm. Her pencil was behind her ear. Her face was forward and her jaw was set and her breathing was steady and controlled and she did not look back at the manor on the hill.

They reached the main road.

Lena stopped.

She stood on the cobblestones with the morning light on her face and the folders under her arm and the stamp in her pocket and the signed documents that would change the financial architecture of Brackenridge pressed against her chest.

Her hands were shaking.

A tremor in the fingers that she controlled by pressing them harder against the folders’ spines. She pressed until the tremor transferred from her hands to the paper and the paper rustled and the rustling was the only sound on the empty morning road.

Garrick set his eight folders on the low wall beside the road. He stood beside her and did not speak. He did not touch her shoulder or offer comfort or say any of the things that people say when someone they care about is shaking on a cobblestone street after walking into a room with five mercenaries and a corrupt mayor and walking out with everything she’d gone in for.

He stood beside her and waited.

Lena’s breathing hitched once, before she caught it.

“For the record,” she said quietly. “I am filing a formal complaint about the quality of the mayor’s carpet. It was ostentatious and it clashed with the curtains.”

Garrick’s mouth twitched.

“Also, his portrait is inaccurate. He is not that tall. He is not that thin. And his chin does not do that.”

“Noted.”

“And his brandy is evidence. I will be confiscating it.”

“Of course.”

Lena’s hands stopped shaking. She tucked the folders tighter under her arm. She adjusted her glasses. She rolled her sleeves, which had not moved, but which she rolled anyway, because the rolling was a ritual and rituals were how Lena Quill rebuilt the walls that the world occasionally knocked down.

She looked at Garrick.

Her sharp eyes held his for a long moment. The glasses caught the light. The pencil sat behind her ear. The ink stains mapped her fingers.

“Thank you,” she said.

“You did the work.”

“You held the room in a gasp without saying one word.”

“You held the pen. The pen did more damage.”

Lena smiled. She picked up her pace and walked toward the Reeve’s Office.

Garrick gathered his eight folders from the wall and followed.

Behind them, on the hill, the mayor’s manor sat in the morning sun. Its iron gate was closed. Its curtains were drawn. Its portrait hung above a cold fireplace in a study where five mercenaries were still kneeling on an ostentatious carpet, waiting for permission to stand that no one in the room had the authority to give.

The bell on the Reeve’s Office door rang as Lena pushed through it.

She sat behind her desk and opened the first folder. Her pencil found her hand. The tapping resumed, a few times against the oak, and the sound was steady and precise and carried, in its rhythm, the quiet authority of a woman who had walked into a room full of swords and walked out holding a stamp.

Garrick set the remaining folders on her desk.

“The quarterly audit,” he said.

“Six weeks.” Lena’s pencil moved across the first page. “His books will not be immaculate.”

“No.”

“They will be catastrophic.”

“Yes.”

“Good.” She stamped the first form. Thunk. “I’ll have Pip prepare the audit framework. Twelve sections, ross-referenced, double checked, and with footnotes.”

“Pip will be thrilled.”

“Pip is always thrilled. It’s his most efficient quality.” She looked up. “Close the door on your way out, Mr. Hallow. I have filing to do.”

Garrick closed the door.

The bell rang behind him.

Silver was waiting on the cobblestones.

They walked east, toward the shop, the herbs on the shelves, the counter that gleamed, the cat in the crate, the demonling on the counter, the girl who would arrive at dawn with a sword on her back, and the ordinary life that was, one folder at a time, becoming something worth protecting.

And yet, Garrick knew he had messed up.

He exposed himself to many times already in less time than he had been hoping for.
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Epilogue: Chapter 14: Everything Comes to Head

The weeks after the mayor’s capitulation passed quietly.

Of course, lots of things were occurring, yet it all carried a tension that Garrick felt from a distance. One no one else seemed to feel but himself.

Brackenridge had settled into its new economic situation the way regardless of the disbelief and grumbling that came with herding people and telling them the Mayor Poly Grenn had done anything for the town. Lena’s revenue-sharing framework distributed dungeon profits into road repairs, wall reinforcement, garrison funding, and a shrine maintenance budget that made Juniper weep into his tea when he read the allocation letter. Pip processed the paperwork. Nan tracked the money. Elsie fed everyone who stood still long enough to receive a plate.

Tamsin’s bruises cycled through their colours while her blocks got cleaner. Her counter-strikes got closer and one morning, at dawn, she landed a hit on Garrick’s forearm that he had let through. She had passed a threshold and he rewarded her for it. The wooden sword’s thock against his sleeve was the most satisfying sound either of them had heard all week.

The goats ate the last of the poison ivy.

Silver chased eleven leaves and caught none of them.

Ash permitted Pip to sleep within two feet of the crate, which was, by feline standards, a declaration of alliance that bordered on the sentimental.

Ordinary days. Ordinary customers. Ordinary problems. Ordinary life, built one stone at a time, holding steady.

Then midnight came on a gloomy Tuesday, and the ordinary ended.

Garrick woke up in the depth of darkness. He could feel the change in the air and the new taste and weight it had acquired.

It was not much. A few ounces, maybe, distributed across every cubic inch of the room in a uniform compression that pressed against his eardrums and made the hairs on his forearms stand at attention. The kind of weight that a Level 15 sleeper would have absorbed into a dream about drowning. The kind of weight that a Level 31 garrison captain would have registered as a headache upon waking and attributed to Nan’s cider.

Garrick was neither and knew what he was dealing with instantly.

A single person was downstairs, in his shop. They sat in the chair beside the counter, the chair that customers used and that always creaked.

The chair was not creaking right now.

Whoever was sitting in it weighed nothing against the wood, or weighed everything and had chosen not to let the wood know.

Ash was on his chest.

The cat’s eyes were open. Wide pupils blown to full diameter. Ash’s ears were flat against the skull and every hair on the cat’s body stood perpendicular to the skin, doubling the cat’s apparent volume in a display that was less “startled” and more “comprehensive threat assessment resulting in maximum defensive posture.” The purring had stopped. The purring had, in fact, reversed, Ash was producing a low, continuous vibration that lived below the threshold of hearing.

Garrick lifted Ash off his chest.

The cat’s claws extended, snagged his shirt and then retracted. Ash’s mouth opened in a silent protest that contained, in its shape, a full paragraph of objection regarding the removal of a cat from a warm surface during a security event. Garrick set the cat on the pillow. Ash’s ears rotated forward, tracking him as he stood.

Pip was in the corner.

The demonling’s crate had been upgraded to a nest, a construction of blankets, pillows, more blankets, and one of Elsie’s dish towels that Pip had stolen and refused to return on the grounds that it smelled like cookies and cookie-adjacent textiles were protected under Rule One. Pip was buried so deep in the nest that only the tips of two small horns were visible above the fabric line, rising from the blanket landscape like the peaks of very tiny, very grey mountains. The tail hung over the crate’s edge, limp, swaying with the rhythm of deep sleep.

Pip hadn’t woken.

Pip slept the way only way he knew how to and that was with every fibre committed to the act, as though sleep were a resource that might be confiscated and needed to be consumed in maximum quantities while available.

Garrick left Pip buried.

He crossed the corridor. The bedroom door at the far end was closed. Behind it, Tamsin’s breathing came in a slow, heavy cadence. She’d been too sore to walk back to Brin’s. She’d eaten dinner on the floor, accepted a blanket, and fallen asleep mid-sentence, the unfinished hypothesis still hanging in the air like a half-built bridge.

She hadn’t woken either.

Silver was outside in his dog house made of cedar. It was waterproofed and elevated with a blanket inside that Garrick replaced weekly, sat against the courtyard’s eastern wall. Silver’s snoring carried through the shop’s back door, a sustained, rhythmic rumble punctuated by the occasional leg-twitch of a dog chasing something in a dream that was almost certainly a leaf and almost certainly getting away.

Garrick descended the stairs.

He moved without sound. His feet found the treads in the dark, each step placed with a precision that owed nothing to caution and everything to levels, skills, traits, and attributes no one could compare with. The corridor ceiling, flat and true since he’d sistered the joists, passed above his head. The kitchen hearth was cold. The shopfront opened before him. It was dark, the herb jars catching no light and the counter a dull gleam of oiled oak.

The chair beside the counter held a man covered in black from head to toe.

The fabric so dark it didn’t reflect the ambient starlight from the window. The material moved when the man breathed, rippling across his shoulders and chest in patterns that suggested the fabric was less “worn” and more “inhabited,” a living textile that had opinions about light and had decided against it.

The man sat with his hands on his knees. Gloved and still.

He had not broken the door. He had not picked the lock. He had not come through the window or the courtyard or the chimney or any of the physical entry points that Garrick’s Perception monitored continuously and which had registered zero disturbances.

He had simply arrived into a space that had yet to register him.

The way shadows arrive when a candle goes out, not through movement, but through the absence of the thing that had been keeping them away.

Text flickered at the edge of Garrick’s vision.

BlackWidower Shadow — Level 96

Garrick frowned.

Level 96. Nine levels below him and close enough to be dangerous to anything else on the continent.

The gap still existed. The gap was nine levels wide and nine levels deep and nine levels of distance between a man who could end civilisations and a man who could merely end empires.

The BlackWidower Shadow stood in a fluid motion. No creak from the chair, shift of weight, rustling of cloth, or sound of boot on floorboard. One moment seated, the next vertical, hands raised to shoulder height, palms forward and fingers spread.

The universal gesture of peace.

“I am not here for a confrontation.” The voice came from behind the fabric that covered his face. Low, controlled, carrying an accent that Garrick placed immediately, eastern imperial, court-trained, the vowels shaped by a language that had more words for hierarchy than it did for weather. “I have a message from Emperor Tisala of the Grand Empire of Halfium.”

Garrick said nothing.

The BlackWidower Shadow held his position. “I quote words from him directly. Not a letter. His voice, carried in mine.” The Shadow’s chin dipped a fraction. “He said: ‘The Great War has started. The Portals are open. Death is upon us unless our saviour finds war once more. We stand only if the NightSpawn’s Terror, the terror of our fated enemy, The Night’s Terror, stands with us.’”

The BlackWidower Shadow bowed.

Then he was gone.

No door, or window. No sound. The chair was empty. The air lost its weight. The starlight from the window fell across the floorboards in long, pale rectangles that illuminated dust motes and herb jars and a counter that gleamed and a brass bell that hung motionless above a door that had not opened.

Garrick stood in his shopfront for a long time.

Then he walked to the chair where the Shadow had been sitting and sat down in it.

The chair creaked.

Of course it creaked for him. It had always creaked for him. It creaked because he was a man who weighed what men weigh and sat where men sit and the chair responded to him the way chairs respond to ordinary people. He was still leaning into the role of being normal.

He leaned back.

The ceiling above was plaster, smooth and white. Repaired by his own hands. The corridor beyond was straight and true. The kitchen hearth was cold but clean. The bedroom doors were closed. Behind one, a demonling slept in a nest of blankets that smelled like cookies. Behind the other, a girl slept with bruises on her arms and a sword by her bed and the stubborn, beautiful belief that hard work was enough.

Outside, a dog dreamed of leaves.

On his pillow, a cat vibrated at frequencies reserved for emergencies and judgement.

On the shelves, silverleaf and moonpetal and thornberry sat in their jars with their little cards.

The Great War has started.

Garrick closed his eyes and gripped his thighs until his finger turned white.

The Portals are open.

He thought about Elsie’s cake. The sugar wheat field and the chocolate forest.

The fondant shrine with its leaking roof, rendered in syrup, catching lantern light.

Death is upon us.

He thought about Brin’s nod and Juniper’s nails and Nan’s half-smile and Lena’s stamp and Varrin’s emergency stash of cookies and Tommy’s imaginary dragons and Pip’s forms and Silver’s tail and Ash’s midnight purring and Tamsin’s first clean block and the sound it made, that deep resonant thock of a girl who was learning to hold her ground.

Unless our saviour finds war once more.

He thought about a cottage in ashes and black stems in black soil that surrounded it. A name he couldn’t speak out loud because the pain would never go away.

He thought about a fortress that used to exist.

He thought about a dragon he’d torn in half with his hands.

He thought about a Demon Lord, dead in a cavern, and the blue notifications that had followed him across a continent and into a village where he’d fixed a roof and bought a building and named a cat and a dog and adopted a demonling who loved paperwork and cookies and rules and who was, right now, upstairs, asleep, safe, warm, buried in blankets, dreaming of whatever demonlings dreamed of when they were no longer in cages.

Garrick sat in the chair in his dark shop.

The chair creaked beneath him.

The herbs sat on the shelves.

The counter gleamed.

The bell hung above the door, waiting.

And somewhere, far away, across oceans and mountains and the vast, indifferent distance that separated a frontier village from the machinery of empires, portals were opening and death was walking through them and the world was calling a name that Garrick Hallow had buried beneath cedar shakes and borrowed tools and fourteen gold crowns and a life so ordinary that ordinary had almost believed him.

Almost.

He sat in the dark and pressed his thumb against his two fingers and the knuckles cracked and the sound was small and private and it echoed off nothing and reached no one and changed nothing except the position of two bones in a hand that had killed the most powerful being on the continent and was now resting on the knee of a man who sold herbs.

Ash descended the stairs.

The cat crossed the shopfront in the dark, a grey shape moving through grey shadows, and jumped onto Garrick’s lap without invitation or hesitation. Ash circled once, twice, and then settled. The purring started, not the emergency vibration from upstairs, but the other purring, the real purring, the midnight purring that happened when no one was watching and the cat could afford to be honest about what it felt.

Ash pressed its head against Garrick’s jaw and rubbed, slow and deliberate, scent glands and ownership markers deposited with the thoroughness of a reeve stamping documents.

You are mine. I will deny this in the morning.

Garrick’s hand settled between the small ears.

He scratched.

Ash purred louder.

The shop was dark and the village was dark and the frontier was dark and somewhere beyond the dark, war was waking up and stretching and remembering that it had unfinished business with a man who had tried very hard to retire from it.

Garrick closed his eyes.

He did not sleep.

He sat in his chair in his shop with his cat on his lap.

End of Book Two.
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Level 1: the most dangerous level of all.

Levin wakes up six weeks ago with a Level 1 mage class that can’t level up with all the social baggage that came with it…

Except there was something no one else knows.

His mana pool grows with every kill. Endlessly. With Every. Single. Kill.

Follow Levin Kai as he navigates a world of fantasy, mythical creatures, a broken down inn with only three tenants and twenty empty rooms, a tiny cozy town, and gets an apprentice without intending to while walking down the road.

Adventure and absurdity collide in a LitRPG comedy.

Levin navigates guild politics, trains recruits (with spectacularly unconventional methods), makes dragons quiver and beg for mercy, and turns ordinary errands into epic wins.

OP Mage MC • Infinite Mana Growth • Cozy Fantasy • LitRPG Comedy • Accidental Mentor
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Being mistaken for an Ancient Predecessor usually results in heavenly benefits. Not for James Anderson.


After being thrown into an isolated training realm, he is quick to figure out that there is no tutorial. No guidance. No ancient being to fully unlock his system. For eons he remains stuck by himself. Only system notifications and rewards appearing out of thin air keep him from going insane.

But even that eventually stops working.

Standing at the precipice of the Isolated Realm, he closes his eyes and jumps.

A tear in reality opens under his feet, unbeknownst to him. It dumps him into a cultivation world gone awry. Demons and evil cultivators now dominate the world. Righteous sects and clans hole up in caves and array-defended mountain peaks.

Why do they hide? Well, let’s just say James has something to do with it.

Follow James Anderson, or is it Yin Hu, as he is dragged into petty squabbles and the lives of the last remaining Hu Family members; Hu Shui and Hu Jun.

Will he achieve his ultimate dream? Will there finally be his dream lady to pamper him after eons of struggling? Or maybe he should begin a harem-chasing adventure?

Follow James (Yin Hu) as he navigates the world with the belief he isn’t that strong.
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Return of the Archmage: OP MC System Apocalypse Regression Litrpg

The Greatest ArchMage in human history dies to the claws of a juvenile WyrmKin.

That’s how mankind’s climb ends—wiped out by Level 34 in a Tower with over four hundred floors, crushed by ancient races that treat human magic like a joke.

Jonah refuses that ending.

He wakes up regressed to the beginning, hours before the System initializes, armed with decades of hard-earned knowledge and one chance to rewrite everything. He knows which “helpful” classes are actually cages. He knows where the first real caches are buried, which early choices create ceilings, and which paths forge monsters. He knows what floors break people, what wars ignite, and exactly how fast extinction comes when humanity wastes time arguing instead of climbing.

This time, Jonah doesn’t just cast from the backline.

He takes a Spellsword body and forces it to keep up with an ArchMage mind. Learning to fight in the mud, on the wall, blade-in-hand, while he drags impossible spells out of a Tier-locked System that insists he shouldn’t be able to.

The Tower wants humans weak, divided, and predictable.

Jonah makes them none of those.
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They Thought Wrong.

Bob Arnold was part of testing ancient technology that does not function correctly. After a decade, it is disposed of—but the damage is already done. The device pings a new alien civilization and brings it to Earth, along with a newer version of the System and its capabilities.

They are not here to negotiate or understand. They are here to divide and conquer through a false evaluation and tutorial.

Except they make a blunder in their assumptions.

Humanity is not separated from the Galactic System because it is weak or primitive. Humanity is not stripped of the System because it is a lowly race. And soon enough, this alien civilization learns why.

Follow Bob Arnold as he unlocks a Construct Building class—creating a base, golems, tanks, missile launchers, and more. He must fight to survive an evaluation designed to ruin humanity: system monsters unleashed against them, humans tricked into believing corrupted system guides, and hidden exploits embedded into the System itself.

Follow Bob Arnold as he shows the galaxy why the aliens got this wrong.

So. Very. Wrong.
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