
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


​[image: ]


​

​Foreword: The World That Forgot the Dead

In the Age of Ash and Aether, the cities groaned under the weight of their own invention.

Smoke and steam choked the skies like the exhalations of tired gods. The sun, when it bothered to rise, appeared only in fractured reflections across soot-streaked brass domes, mirrored cathedral spires, and cloud-scraping towers held aloft by humming rune-coils. Airships drifted between them like lazy whales, their bellies stitched with pipes, exhaust vents, and hanging banners that flapped slogans no one read anymore.

Beneath all this splendor, down in the cobbled guts of the world, magic and machinery tangled like roots. Cursed engines fueled by bound spirits thudded away in alleyway generators. Lampposts flickered with borrowed starlight. Sewer lines occasionally burped frogs, fire, or voices that swore loudly and in dead languages. The streets were alive—not metaphorically, but literally. Cobblestones shifted when they thought no one was looking. The gutters whispered. One particular drain cover was considered legally sentient and voted every two years.

This was civilization in its most advanced state: fraying at the seams, held together by duct tape, denial, and caffeine-powered enchantments. Nobody questioned it anymore. Nobody fixed anything. They just created new departments.

And in all this noise, in the endless hum of arcane bureaucracy and mechanical ambition, one thing had quietly become... unnecessary.

Death.

Oh, people still died, of course. In the streets, in the sky, in the occasional ballroom explosion. Dueling, gambling, miscasting, airship collisions, falling into pocket dimensions—they were all common enough. But dying had lost its finality.

The Respawn System took care of it. A latticework of world-code woven through forgotten ley-lines, calibrated with necrotic telemetry and powered by quarterly blood donations. You died, you popped back up in a few minutes —give or take a few limbs. The system wasn’t perfect. Sometimes you come back with too many eyes. Sometimes you came back speaking in iambic pentameter. But you came back. Then, the ministry in all its glory, introduces the auto-spawn network, better, quicker, safer. So they said.

And because death had lost its sting, the dead were ignored.

Graves were still dug—ceremonially, occasionally contractually—but mostly out of habit, the remains still needed buried, put somewhere. But nobody visited them. Nobody maintained them. They were empty symbols, obsolete rituals in a world too busy grinding its gears and casting profit-margin auguries.

Except for one man.
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​His name was Norman Reed. Not Reedus. Just... Reed.


He said it every time, in the exact same tone.

He dug graves in the South Gutterfield Necropark, just east of the Ministry’s Overflow Sector and one street over from the sanctioned slime pit. The air there smelled like damp rot and burnt copper. The trees grew sideways. His shed leaned slightly to the left, mostly out of spite.

People said he was odd, but not the dangerous kind of odd. Just the kind of odd that wore the same coat every day and talked to his shovel. He carried a crossbow, too—an old thing, battered and engraved. When asked why, he’d grunt, “Zombies,” as if that answered everything. And in a way, it did.

Because there were zombies. Always had been. Corpses didn’t stay still anymore, not reliably. The Respawn System wasn’t polite about it. Sometimes a soul came back early, half-formed. Sometimes it was someone else entirely.

Norman didn’t mind. He knew where to aim. Sheila—his crossbow—didn’t miss. He cleaned up quietly, filled in the holes, and logged the incident on a crumpled form nobody ever read.

He wasn’t a hero. Heroes didn’t have calluses in the shape of shovel handles or memorized the smell of half-decayed resurrection fungus.

He was just a grave digger.

And one day, that made him the most important person alive.
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​Chapter One: Five Times a Week Is Too Much
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It was a quiet morning in the graveyard, the kind of stillness that settled after the steam-trams had gone rumbling past, but before the Ministry’s clerical pigeons began their daily assault on the city’s spires. A damp fog hung low over the cobbles, curling around the rusted fence posts like lazy ghosts trying to be spooky but too tired to commit.

Norman Reed—not Reedus, thank you very much—sat on the edge of an open grave, legs dangling over the side like a man who had run out of both patience and tea. His coat was patched, muddy, and buttoned up wrong. His hair looked like it had fought a pillow and lost. Across his lap rested his shovel: old, dependable, pitted steel, with a handle worn smooth by time and many, many bad mornings.

He was talking to it again.

“I’m just saying, Doris,” he muttered, giving the shaft a small pat, “if we get through one more full week without a collapse, I’ll finally clean the rust off you. Maybe even polish. Celebrate proper.”

Doris, being a shovel, said nothing. She was a good listener that way.

Then came the familiar womp of disturbed aether. It was like the sound a frog would make if it was sucked through a harmonica and then exploded in reverse. Norman didn’t look up.

“Fifth time this week,” he sighed.

From the grave behind him came a wet squelch and a breathy, joyous gasp.

“I’m back!” came a voice—bright, nasal, and somehow echoing despite the open air. “Oh, wow, the breeze feels amazing on my—wait. Why is my mouth so high up? Why can I smell taste?!”

Norman glanced over his shoulder and grimaced. “Oh. Brilliant.”

Gary 7 was naked, again. Also again: his limbs were on backwards, his ears were missing, and his mouth was currently set smack in the middle of his forehead like some kind of excited fungal eye. His real eyes had migrated into his nostril cavities and blinked, one after the other, like confused fish in a jam jar.

(if your interested in some gary 7 lore, check the back of this book after the appendix)

“Norman!” Gary beamed—forehead-mouth stretching in a truly unholy grin. “Norman, it’s me! I had the weirdest dream. You were there. So was a talking sandwich. I think I married it. There were vows. Very poetic. One of us was on fire. Could’ve been me.”

“You’re decomposing upward, Gary,” Norman said, dry as dust. “Not sure whether that’s evolution or punishment.”

“I’m choosing to believe it’s growth!” Gary chirped, waving a backwards hand enthusiastically.

Norman sighed and stood, brushing grave dirt off his trousers. He picked up a clipboard from a nearby headstone. “Respawn #327... mutated craniofacial layout, moderate organ relocation, undetectable shame response. Noted.”

Gary was doing a cartwheel, or trying to. His legs hadn’t quite agreed on direction, and he folded like a deck chair halfway through. “I feel great! Except for the intense vertigo and the part of me that thinks it’s a flute now.”

Norman didn’t respond. He was sniffing the air.

That caught Gary’s attention. Sort of. One of his eye-nostrils swiveled his way. “Oh, I know that look. That’s your sniffy face. You smell something, don’t you?”

Norman narrowed his eyes. “Something’s off.”

“Is it me? I did land face-first in a compost heap on the way out.”

“No,” Norman said, low and wary. “It’s not your usual decay. Something else. Something... sharp.”

He crouched down and touched the grave soil. It was warm. That wasn’t right. Graves weren’t meant to be warm. Not unless you were burying someone who hadn’t finished cooking.

Then the second womp hit. Followed by a third. And a fourth.

Graves across the necropark began pulsing, bubbling like unboiled soup. The air stank of brimstone, static, and wet carpet. One headstone cracked in half with a sound like a stressed accountant finally snapping.

Gary stood up—his spine clicking into place with a weird musical chime. “Oooh. Company!”

Norman didn’t smile. He loaded a bolt into Sheila, his crossbow. She clicked, low and angry.

“Stay behind me,” he muttered.

Gary, now upside down for no clear reason, whispered with gleeful reverence, “You say that every time. It never works.”

Norman’s face darkened. “Yeah. But this time... this time something really doesn’t smell right.”

And when Norman Reed said that?

You listened.

Even if your ears were currently somewhere under your armpits.

The graveyard writhed.

Earth shifted like it was trying to breathe. Headstones tilted, groaned, then cracked apart under the strain of something beneath them pushing up, out, wrong. The soil didn’t just churn—it glitched, warping sideways in stuttering pulses. One patch of ground briefly turned into red velvet cake before snapping back to loam with a disturbing pop.

Norman stood calmly in the middle of it all, eyes scanning, crossbow raised. Sheila hummed with quiet menace in his arms, her mana-thread glowing a thin, angry blue.

“Zone one. Sector five. That’s a restricted grave plot,” Norman muttered. “Marked for deep-quiet containment. Nothing should be moving under there.”

“I think it’s wiggling enthusiastically,” Gary offered, trying to see through both his forehead-mouth and one inverted kneecap. “That plot’s got spunk!”

“Sheila,” Norman said, ignoring him entirely, “if anything comes out wearing a Ministry badge, aim for the knees.”

The first body broke through with a shriek like metal being bent the wrong way by something that had never seen metal before. It wasn’t a zombie. It looked like one, but something about the eyes—glowing, glassy, intentional—said otherwise.

Norman didn’t hesitate. Thunk.

Sheila sang. The bolt buried itself in the thing’s left shoulder. It stumbled, hissed, then promptly collapsed into dust, leaving only a twitching Ministry dog tag with the number 000001-BETA etched into it.

Norman’s expression didn’t change. “Right. So they’re tagged now. That’s new.”

Gary flopped next to him, panting heavily despite lacking working lungs. “I definitely didn’t do that. Unless I did. My last respawn involved a lot of Ministry paperwork. And bees. Possibly ghost bees.”

Three more bodies clawed their way free nearby—two former adventurers by the look of them, still in half-burnt armour. The third wore robes stitched with runic mesh and what looked like a monocle made of bone. Their mouths moved in perfect sync, but no sound came out. Not at first.

Then, all at once:

“WE REMEMBER THE FIRST DEATH.”

Gary squealed, “Ooooh, chorus line!”

Norman was already moving. One bolt. Two bolts. Three. Each dropped with military precision, mid-sentence. One of the bodies exploded into feathers. The others simply folded.

“This is a breach,” Norman muttered. “Could be a dungeon spike, could be an echo collapse. Either way, it’s not my bloody problem.”

“You’re shooting them,” Gary pointed out.

“I shoot a lot of things. Doesn’t mean I care.”

A sudden crack split the air like lightning fired sideways, and one of the mausoleums shuddered, bricks rattling, before the ground in front of it peeled open—like someone had unzipped the graveyard. A glowing rift, jagged and pulsating with the wrong kind of light, gaped beneath them. The smell hit hard: burnt lavender, iron, and... was that lemon?

Norman recoiled.

“Doris,” he whispered, tightening his grip on the shovel still strapped to his back. “That’s not graveyard rot. That’s dungeon stench.”

Gary nodded sagely. “I once smelled that during my third death. Or was it the cheese festival explosion?”

From the rift, something began crawling out.

Not a body.

A construct. Arcano-flesh. Clockwork ligaments. Multiple faces, all blurred like a bad memory, stitched together in a wreath of wrongness. It moved like it hadn’t decided on its own weight yet, lurching and adjusting, limbs growing and shrinking by the second.

Norman grunted. “You. Help.”

Gary saluted with a foot. “Aye aye, Dad!”

He sprinted forward, tripped over a half-open grave, somersaulted through a clump of weeping roses, and crashed headfirst into the construct’s shin.

To everyone’s surprise, it worked.

The creature’s legs locked up from the sheer unpredictability of Gary’s impact. It stumbled, one face blinking in confusion, just long enough for Norman to load Sheila with a glowing bolt etched in quicksilver runes.

He fired.

The bolt struck dead centre—right in the mouth stitched between the creature’s eyes. There was a moment of silence. Then a fizz, a pop, and a sound like a balloon full of meat being microwaved.

The creature imploded, collapsing into a puddle of sparking brass and oily memory.

Gary sat up, dazed but triumphant. “Told you I was helpful! I call that move ‘The Trip of Destiny.’”

Norman walked over, grabbed Gary by the scruff of the neck—well, the nearest piece of neck—and lifted him up.

“You’re a walking hazard.”

“And yet! I live!”

Norman looked around the graveyard. Still. Quiet. Only a few extra graves out of place. Some of the dirt was singing softly, but that would wear off.

He frowned.

“Something’s broken. And not just you.”

Gary beamed—forehead-mouth stretched into a crescent of smug decay.

Norman looked toward the slowly sealing rift. “This isn’t over.”

Gary coughed up a puzzle piece. “Can I help next time too?”

Norman sighed. “Only if you promise to respawn with your feet in the correct orientation.”

“No promises!” Gary chirped, and promptly fell over sideways into an open grave.

The graveyard had mostly stopped moving.

Which, for South Gutterfield Necropark, was a good day.

Norman hauled Gary through the creaking gate of his work shed—a structure that looked like it had been legally declared condemned, refused to accept it, and filed a counter-suit. It leaned precariously to the left, smelled faintly of embalming fluid and regret, and was partially powered by a wayward mana-storm trapped in a jar labeled “Do Not Shake.”

He dropped Gary onto the workbench with a soggy thump.

“Neckbone’s backwards again,” Norman muttered, rummaging through his shelves. “Mouth needs relocating. Eyes... yeah, those are not street legal.”

Gary’s forehead-mouth smiled. “Can we do the accent mod this time? I wanna come back with a vaguely heroic brogue. Or French. Undead French.”

“You’re getting the standard corpse refit package and liking it.”

Norman wheeled out the Respawn Fixer 23-B, a hulking machine that resembled a torture device married to a coffee grinder. A series of metal arms clicked into readiness, each tipped with surgical tools, rune-wands, arcane stabilisers, and one spatula for reasons no one remembered.

“Still no 24?” Gary asked, attempting a thumbs up with an elbow.

“Backordered. Something about ‘plasma incompatibilities in gen-three cadavers.’” Norman slapped the Fixer’s side like a stubborn printer. “This one still sparks sometimes when it sneezes. You’ll be fine.”

He muttered an activation phrase. The machine made a series of unholy chirps, played the first three notes of a tavern jig, and began its grim work.

Sparks flew. Runes glowed. One of Gary’s arms was yanked off, turned upside down, and welded back in place with a puff of scented steam. Another limb was replaced with a slightly fresher version from the Parts Bucket (which definitely growled when opened). A spell-stabilizer hummed, flared, and briefly tried to read Gary’s aura before giving up and declaring him “inconclusive.”

Norman supervised it all with the tired calm of a man who has done this far too many times.

“Brain’s still jiggly,” he noted, checking a scry-scan. “Respawn latency at thirteen percent. You might remember the alphabet backwards during this cycle.”

Gary burbled appreciatively. “That’s advanced literacy, that is.”

Norman rolled his eyes and tapped a brass valve. “Okay. Final seal, then you’re done.”

And then...

DING!

A light blinked on above Norman’s head. Not a normal light. Not a Ministry indicator, not a Fixer alert, and definitely not one of Gary’s errant enchantments.

This was bright purple, rimmed with gold, and hovering mid-air like it owned the place.

Text scrolled into being:


✨ CONGRATULATIONS, NORMAN REED (NOT REEDUS)! ✨

YOU HAVE LEVELED UP!

Class: [Undecided]

Perk Slot Unlocked: [1]

Suggested Path: Dungeon-Adaptive Specialist / Respawn Saboteur / Hero (?)



Norman stared at it, eyes narrowing like a man who’s just found a ghost in his toaster.

“Absolutely not.”

The quest box hovered in the air—purple, gold-trimmed, obnoxiously sparkly. Visible, of course, only to Norman.

Gary squinted at the space beside Norman’s face, nose wrinkled. "Are you making that sniffy face again or is something floating there?"

Norman waved him off. "It’s nothing. Just... personal interface bloat."

Gary nodded solemnly. "Ah. The sparkle kind. Dangerous."

“I’m not a hero,” Norman growled. “I don’t get perks. I get blisters, emotional scarring, and an annual sock allowance from the Ministry.”

But the notification hovered, insistent and sparkly.


Choose your path, Norman. The System Has Noticed.



A chill ran down his spine—not from fear, but from recognition.

He’d heard adventurers talk about this. Before they respawned broken. Before they wandered off muttering about “the next tier” or “seeing the grid.” Before some of them simply vanished into the cracks of the world entirely.

He’d always thought it was just post-death delirium. Glitched memory. Magical trauma.

But now it was real. In his shed. Glittering.

He picked up his shovel.

Doris hummed softly.

“I don’t want this,” he muttered. “I don’t need this.”

But the thing didn’t disappear.

And somewhere in the graveyard, a headstone cracked in half... and began leaking mana.

Norman Reed (Not Reedus) sighed.

“Shovel. Crossbow. Repeat,” he whispered.

The glowing menu sparkled again.


Choose your path, Norman. The System Has Noticed.

[Dungeon-Adaptive Specialist]

[Respawn Saboteur]

[Hero (?)]

[Request More Options]

[Refuse All and Investigate Source]



It chimed a little tune, upbeat and peppy, as if trying to sell him enchanted socks on a street corner.

“Of course it bloody sparkles,” Norman muttered, rubbing the bridge of his nose with the same fingers he used to realign jawbones.

Norman groaned. “Fine.”

He extended one calloused finger, muttering under his breath. “If I click something, will you go away?”

Without looking, he jabbed one of the glowing options—any of them—just to make the notification stop hovering like a smug spellbook.

The moment his finger touched the glyph, the menu dinged triumphantly and vanished in a tiny burst of violet sparks.

“Finally,” he sighed. “Peace.”

Gary blinked. “Wait. What did you pick?”

Norman looked up.

“...I didn’t.”

Then a new icon appeared, briefly, burnt into the air with a flicker of crimson light:


Class Confirmed: Respawn Saboteur

Perk Acquired: Residual Interference – Passive aura disrupts improper or corrupted respawn sequences within a 20-foot radius.



A silence fell over the shed.

Doris, still strapped to Norman’s back, buzzed faintly.

Gary’s left arm fell off.

“...oh,” Gary said, watching his limb hit the floor and twitch. “I think that’s me.”

Norman stared.

Then, flatly: “I’m a what?”

Gary clapped—one hand and one dangling femur. “Ohhhh Norman, you glorious saboteur you! Sounds mysterious. Bet you’ll start wearing a cloak!”

“I already wear a cloak. It’s for rain.”

“Oooooh even better. Saboteurs love rain!”

Norman turned to the machine. The Fixer 23-B was hissing ominously and blinking its “soul containment integrity” light, which had never lit up before. He turned to Gary, whose entire left side had begun phasing slightly through the bench.

“Get up. You’re destabilising.”

Gary gave a thumbs up, which promptly detached and floated away. “S’all good, boss. I’ll just respawn again. Maybe this time with gills.”

Norman grabbed a spool of stabilisation tape and began wrapping Gary’s torso back into corporeality. “I hate this job.”

“And yet,” Gary said cheerfully, “you’re level one now!”

Norman paused.

Then muttered, “I don’t even know what that means.”

From the far side of the graveyard, a high-pitched, manic beep-beep-beep echoed through the air.

A Ministry Alert Beacon.

Someone was coming.

Norman swore under his breath.

He shoved Gary into the corner stabilisation nook, threw a ratty tarp over him, and turned to the door—crossbow in one hand, shovel in the other.

“This day’s not over.”

Gary’s muffled voice floated out from under the tarp. “Can I come too?! I promise not to phase through any—"

“No.”
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​Chapter Two: Ministry of Whoops
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The Ministry transport arrived with all the subtlety of a brass elephant falling down a staircase.

Aether sputtered from its exhaust vents, gears whined in protest, and at least one wheel let out a tiny scream as it scraped against a gravestone. The entire contraption looked like a Victorian hearse had been fused with a jet engine and then left too close to a malfunctioning spell forge.

Norman didn’t look up. He was planting a warding stake into a plot that had tried to sing a sea shanty at him earlier.

Gary poked his head out of the shed, now fully reassembled—mostly. His left ear was upside down and humming.

“Ooooh, visitors,” he said cheerfully. “Should I offer tea? I can’t digest it, but I can gargle it politely.”

“No,” Norman muttered. “Hide.”

“On it!” Gary leapt behind a gravestone, forgot how knees worked, and collapsed like a folding chair during a pub fight.

The transport’s side door hissed open.

Out stepped Agent Qwerty: tall, sharp, and furrowed like a map of disapproval. Her coat billowed even though there was no wind. One side of her face was traced with glowing inspection runes, her monocle shimmered with legally-enchanted scrutiny, and she walked with the calm precision of someone who once handcuffed a lich mid-sentence.

Behind her stumbled Tobias Plimble, recruit badge freshly polished, cap slightly too large, and eyes full of optimistic terror.

“Is this it?” Plimble asked. “It’s... uh... smaller than I expected.”

“It’s a graveyard, not a musical number,” Qwerty said. “Try not to touch anything. Especially if it tries to touch you first.”

Plimble shivered. “I read the manual. I’m ready.”

“No one’s ever ready,” Qwerty replied flatly. “Not even the manual.”
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They crossed the graveyard, each step accompanied by soft squelching and the distant sound of something growling in Latin. Qwerty scanned the area with her monocle. Plimble nervously patted down his kit pouch like a man looking for an inhaler in a spellstorm.

Norman didn’t greet them. He simply hammered in the last stake, stood up, and muttered, “Great. Bureaucracy.”

Qwerty raised an eyebrow. “Still here, Reed.”

“Unfortunately,” Norman replied, loading Sheila without looking. “What do you want?”

Plimble stepped forward and saluted awkwardly. “Junior Operative Tobias Plimble, sir! Ministry of Reoccurrence and Eternal Safety, Subdivision Seven. We’re here on official breach review protocol!”

Norman blinked once. Then looked to Qwerty. “He yours?”

Qwerty nodded. “Regrettably.”

Gary peeked out from behind a statue of Saint Respawnicus the Third. “Do they bite?”

“Only when provoked,” Norman replied.

Qwerty pulled out a Ministry clipboard made of soulglass and bonewood. “We have reports of unsanctioned respawn signatures, dungeon echo traces, and one incident of a construct built from improperly flagged memory nodes.”

Norman pointed at Gary. “That one was him.”

Gary waved. “And proud!”

Plimble was furiously writing everything down. “So the construct was conscious?”

“It was confused, angry, and probably cursed,” Norman said. “In other words, like most of your department.”

“Sir, I’d like to request you not disparage—”

Then the ground exploded.
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It started as a pulse. Not magical. Not mechanical. Something older. A ripple passed through the cobblestones, cracking them like eggshells, and the dirt began to glow.

Grave Plot 47C bulged upward.

Then detonated.

Soil erupted. Gravestones shattered. A beam of violet light pierced the air with a shriek of a thousand loading screens all crashing at once.

From the crater, something massive rose. Half-formed, flickering, stitched together from memory and error.

A Dungeon Boss.

Its shape warped with every blink—sometimes a skeletal knight, sometimes a burning hydra, sometimes a pair of angry spoons with glowing eyes. Glitch runes flashed across its torso: [ERROR: LOCATION INVALID], [MISSING DUNGEON ID], [RETRYING...]

It screamed in several dimensions at once.

Plimble dropped his clipboard.

Qwerty muttered, “Oh. That’s new.”

Norman didn’t flinch. “Tuesdays.”

Gary popped up from behind the statue. “Boss fight! Do I have time to go change into something more dramatic?”

The construct looked directly at Norman. It flickered, processed, and screamed again—now in an exact mimicry of his own voice yelling, “I SAID I’M JUST A GRAVE DIGGER!”

Norman’s eye twitched. Sheila hummed in his hand. Gary was already doing some kind of unhelpful interpretive dance.

Qwerty lifted a small crystal and whispered, “Deploying emergency recall—”

The crystal cracked in her hand.

Norman frowned. “Yeah. That’s not gonna work today.”

The boss construct roared again—and charged.
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​Chapter Three: Error 47C – Boss Fight Unscheduled
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The dungeon echo charged, reality bending around it like tin foil near a furnace. It moved like a bad dream given legs—too many, most of them optional. Its body flickered through forms: obsidian wolf, half-melted statue, a colossal angry teacup, back to wolf again.

Sheila clicked in Norman’s hands, bolt loaded, eyes narrowed.

Behind him, Gary whispered, “Do we pet it, or is this a screaming situation?”

“Always a screaming situation,” Norman muttered.

Qwerty stepped forward, calm as ever, raising her standard-issue Ministry wand—sleek, silverwood, approved for necro-suppression and field incantations up to Class Gamma.

Qwerty flicked her wand forward—standard-issue, Ministry-branded, and already fraying at the handle.

It sparked. Then it splintered in half like a breadstick in a furnace.

Norman didn’t flinch. "Let me guess. Budget cut wand?"

She frowned, turned, and marched back to the transport. With a ka-chunk that startled several ghosts, she opened the trunk and pulled out something larger. Heavier. Angry.

Plimble gasped. "Is that a Model 88 Siege Wand?"

Runes etched into a blackened oak core, twisted around a power cell that hummed with restrained spite. It looked more like a shoulder-fired basilisk wand launcher than anything spell-casters would normally carry.

Norman snorted. "Figures. Top brass gets siege-grade spellthrowers, but we get kindling with a barcode."

Qwerty said nothing. The wand hummed with restrained malice.
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