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Chapter 1: Gold That Bites Back

Water dripped in the same spot, over and over, until the stone beneath it polished itself smooth. The sound traveled farther than it should have in the corridor—one bright tick in a throat of dark.

I learned to count by it.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

The Greybriar dungeon network didn’t breathe, not the way lungs did, but it had its own steady habits. Air moved in slow currents along the passages. Damp rose from cracks. And people—delvers—came in waves, drawn by the simple faith that something valuable always waited for anyone brave enough to take it.

I waited with them.

My lid sat slightly ajar, just enough to promise careless hands that it wasn’t stuck. The gold I wore wasn’t pure—too bright, too clean—and that was the point. Real treasure always looked a little too perfect in stories. I had to look like a story.

Masquerade Tier meant patience. It meant pretending to be an object and letting the world do the walking. It meant living with a kind of humiliation: knowing I could bite and still being forced to sit and smile.

I couldn’t prowl. I couldn’t stalk. The most I could do was settle a fraction of an inch, shift weight in the stone dust, tighten my hinges until they didn’t squeal.

Stillness wasn’t safety. Stillness was a trap with a deadline.

Tick.

The corridor helped. A narrow throat connecting two wider chambers, with a low arch half-collapsed so anyone tall had to duck. Torchlight pooled unevenly along the walls, leaving pockets that swallowed shape. Loose stones lay where the old floor had buckled, perfect for a boot to scuff—perfect for a party to swear softly and break their own spacing.

I didn’t choose this place because it was pretty. I chose it because it made humans clumsy.

Two nights ago I watched a veteran party pass without slowing. They didn’t even glance my way. Too disciplined to be tempted by a lone chest in a corridor. Too aware that treasure didn’t sit unattended.

Last night, a pair of half-drunk boys wandered past and argued about whether the gilding was real, then decided they weren’t equipped for “weird.” They left. I let them.

Hunger isn’t a constant ache. Hunger comes in waves, and each wave brings its own ideas.

Tonight’s wave arrived with footsteps.

Boots. Too many. Noisy. Confident in the way only the new can afford. The corridor swallowed their voices and gave them back smeared, turning jokes into something closer to prayer.

A torch flared around the corner, yellow and jumpy. Shadows swung across my lid.

“—told you there’d be something,” a man said, the words quick and proud. He sounded like he’d practiced them for a witness.

Another voice, higher. “Jorren, slow down. That’s… that’s just sitting there.”

“Exactly,” Jorren said. “We’re blessed.”

Blessed. A good word. It made people reckless and righteous at the same time.

The light moved closer. Four sets of boots, by rhythm and weight. One dragged slightly—someone tired, or someone carrying too much for their first run. One had a quick, stuttering step that kept correcting itself, nervous energy spent through ankles.

The torchbearer stepped into view first, because of course she did. A young woman with soot on her cheek and hair pinned back in a way that would never survive damp. She held the torch too high, trying to make the darkness flinch.

Tessa Fen. I didn’t know her name yet, but I’d learn it later in the way I learned many things: by swallowing the pieces humans thought made them who they were.

Behind her came Jorren Pike, spear in hand, leather armor newly oiled. He wore a charm at his throat—some polished stone etched with a simple knot. It bounced as he walked, clacking softly against his collar.

Third was a boy with a short sword and a shield that looked borrowed. His eyes went everywhere except forward, like he expected the corridor to leap at him. He kept glancing at Tessa’s torch, calibrating his courage by its flame.

Fourth—lagging half a step, hanging back just enough to watch the others—was Brannic Lute. Bram. He carried a pack that sat crooked on his shoulders, and his grip on his dagger looked rehearsed rather than familiar. He watched the floor more than the walls, and that made him dangerous in the way rabbits are dangerous to a snare: they see the string.

Tessa stopped first. Her torchlight slid over me, turned my gold to honey. Her breath hitched. She didn’t step closer. That was something.

“It’s… a chest,” she said.

Jorren’s smile widened, showing teeth. “A gold chest.”

The sword-and-shield boy—he would never matter enough for me to keep his name—made a choking noise that might have been a laugh. “We’re rich.”

Bram didn’t laugh. He squinted at me, then at the corridor behind them, like he expected someone to be watching.

Someone was.

Humans had rituals for fear. They called them habits and pretended they were reason.

“Poke it,” Bram said.

Jorren glanced back at him, irritation flashing across his face. “With what? Your feelings?”

“With the spear,” Bram said, and lifted his chin toward Jorren’s weapon. “Or the torch. Just—don’t put your hands on it first.”

Tessa shifted the torch lower, closer to the floor, trying to find wires or false stones. Her flame hissed where it licked damp.

Jorren rolled his shoulders, settling into authority. “Mimics look like chests, yes. Everybody knows. This isn’t some deep-level relic vault. We’re on the outer routes. Guild maps. Clean corridor. No signs, no bones.”

“No signs,” Bram repeated, and his gaze flicked to the stones beside me. “That’s… kind of the sign.”

He wasn’t wrong. The floor around me was too clean. Too undisturbed. I’d held this spot long enough that even dust learned my shape.

Jorren stepped forward anyway, spear point leveled. “Fine. We’ll do your little mimic-check.”

He extended the spear and pressed the tip against my lid. Not a stab. A test. Pressure.

My hinges held. I made myself heavy, inert. The spear tip scraped my gilding with a quiet metallic squeal.

Jorren’s grin returned. “See? It’s—”

He pushed harder.

I let the lid give a fraction, as though the spear had found a loose latch.

The spear tip slid into the gap.

That was the moment. I felt the tremor run up the shaft into Jorren’s hands. Felt his weight shift forward, greedy instinct overriding caution. The others leaned in without realizing they’d done it, drawn by the promise of the opening.

Tick.

My lid snapped.

Wood met wood with a crack like a bite.

Jorren yanked back, too late. The spear was caught. His hands were caught. His wrists disappeared into me as my interior unfolded into something that wasn’t interior at all.

Teeth rose where velvet should have been. Not neat teeth. Not human teeth. A ring of hard ridges that tightened around his forearms and pulled.

His shout hit the low arch and bounced back, doubling itself into panic.

Tessa screamed. The torch flared as she jerked it up, spilling light across my open maw.

The sword-and-shield boy raised his shield as if that would help Jorren. He stepped forward, then hesitated, because the corridor offered no room for bravery without consequences.

Bram moved backward.

Good. Run.

But Bram’s backward step scuffed a loose stone. The sound was small—just grit on grit—but in the corridor it was a bell.

His head snapped toward the noise he’d made. His eyes met my open lid for half a heartbeat.

In that heartbeat, he saw the truth. Not just teeth. Not just a trap. He saw intent.

I clamped down on Jorren’s arms and pulled. The spear snapped with a dry splintering sound, half of it disappearing into me, half clattering to the floor. Jorren stumbled forward, dragged by his own momentum into my mouth.

His legs kicked. His boots scraped for purchase. He tried to brace against my front edge, palms flattening against my gilded rim.

His palms touched gold, and I felt the warmth of living skin, the softness, the ridiculous fragility. I also felt the charm at his throat swing forward, tapping my lid.

The charm wasn’t just stone. It carried imbuements: a faint, steady thread of warding meant to turn aside small cuts, to firm flesh against strain. A cheap trait, made for rookies. It tasted like copper and regret even through the air.

Loot has lineage. Humans pretend it doesn’t, because lineage implies theft with consequences. But every item carried its maker, its purpose, its tiny stubborn magic.

I wanted it.

Not the stone. The thread inside it.

Tessa rushed forward, torch swinging, and brought the burning end down toward my open interior. Heat licked my teeth. The pain was sharp and immediate, a bright line through my mouth.

I jerked—only a fraction, a reflexive tightening. Masquerade Tier didn’t allow flailing. It allowed minimal movement, controlled movement. Any more and I’d scrape myself free of the floor, expose that I wasn’t a chest at all.

So I compensated.

I bit harder.

Jorren’s scream went thin, choked by the compression of his ribs against my rim. His hands slipped. His charm snapped on its cord, falling into my mouth.

I swallowed it without thinking.

The stone hit something inside me that wasn’t a stomach, not yet, but a dense vault-space that held what I consumed. It sank into darkness. The thread of warding inside it brushed against me like a fingertip.

The torch seared along my inner ridges. I closed my lid around it.

Wood smoked. Tessa yanked back, screaming again when the torch stuck for a moment, trapped between my teeth and lid. Her arms strained. The torch came free with a jerk, leaving a smear of blackened resin on my gilding.

The sword-and-shield boy lunged then, finally committing, swinging his sword down at my lid.

Steel rang against my gold with a clean, bright note.

The impact didn’t split me. It did something worse for them: it proved I was solid. Real. Not a cheap prop chest set for a beginner corridor.

His next swing came faster, fueled by the first failure. The blade bit into my lid edge, gouging the gilding, sending flakes of gold and wood splintering.

Pain isn’t like human pain. It’s information. It’s the world writing itself into me.

I let the lid crack open again, just enough.

The boy saw it and went stupid with hope. He shoved his shield forward, trying to wedge me open, trying to pry Jorren out.

His shield slid into the gap.

I closed.

The shield buckled with a muffled crunch. The boy’s hand followed it.

His scream joined Jorren’s, harmonized by the corridor into something almost musical.

Tessa backed away, torch held out like a ward. Her face shone with sweat. She looked past me, down the corridor behind them, and shouted, “Run! Bram, run!”

Bram already ran.

But he didn’t sprint like someone fleeing a monster. He ran like someone trying to remember the route, counting turns, collecting details even as his legs betrayed him. He glanced back once more.

That glance mattered. It meant he would have something to say later besides it ate them.

The corridor narrowed under the low arch. Bram ducked without slowing, shoulder scraping stone. His pack snagged on a jagged outcrop and tore open, spilling something—rope, maybe, or rations—onto the floor. He didn’t stop.

I could have ended him. Not with pursuit—I couldn’t—but with timing.

If I lunged my lid wide enough, if I threw myself forward in a full-body heave, I might have shifted just enough to snap at his ankle as he passed the arch.

It would have been movement. It would have been exposure. It would have been more than Masquerade Tier allowed.

And it would have been satisfying.

My hunger surged at the thought, pushing heat through my hinges. The urge to break my own rules felt like a hand on my lid, forcing it open.

I didn’t.

Not because I cared. Because a survivor was useful.

A survivor meant a story that would spread. A story meant more cautious hands. More careful parties. Better loot.

Better loot meant better traits.

If I wanted to become anything beyond a lying box, I needed the right kind of attention. Not yet. Not now. But soon.

So I let Bram go.

Tessa didn’t. She stayed, because she couldn’t abandon the others without trying one more thing.

She thrust the torch forward again, aiming for my mouth. This time she didn’t hesitate. She drove the burning end inside as far as she could, jamming it against my inner ridges, trying to set me alight from within.

Fire licked along my teeth. Smoke filled the small space under the arch, mixing with the stink of burned resin.

I clamped down and twisted the torch sideways, snapping it. The burning end vanished into me.

Tessa stared at the shortened torch in her hands, then at me, then at the empty space where Jorren’s chest had been only moments ago.

Her mouth opened. No sound came out.

She backed away, slow, stepping over spilled rope without looking down.

The sword-and-shield boy—half his hand gone, blood slicking his wrist—stumbled backward too, shock turning him clumsy. He tripped on the same loose stone Bram had scuffed. He fell hard, head cracking against the wall.

The sound was dull, final.

Tessa flinched at it. Her eyes snapped toward the corner Bram had vanished around. For a heartbeat, she looked like she might follow him.

Then she looked at me again.

There are moments when humans become still in a way that isn’t calm. Their bodies freeze while their minds run in circles. Tessa’s torch wobbled, ash drifting from it in soft flakes.

“Please,” she said, very quietly.

Not a prayer to a god. A plea to an object that had just proved it wasn’t an object.

The word tasted thin in the air.

I opened my lid.

Just a little.

Enough to let her see the dark inside.

She didn’t step forward. She didn’t raise the torch. She just stood there, and her hands tightened on the wood until her knuckles went pale.

Then her gaze dropped to the floor, to the broken spear haft, to the gouges in my gilding, to the scattered rope from Bram’s pack. Her eyes moved like she was cataloging. Like she was trying to build a map in her head that someone else could follow.

Smart, too late.

She took one step back. Another.

Her heel hit the wall. The corridor offered no room. No way around me. To flee, she had to run past.

Her breath came fast, shallow.

She bolted.

Her shoulder clipped my front corner as she tried to squeeze past. The torch swung wide, flame trailing, and for an instant her face was close enough that I could smell sweat and cheap lamp oil and fear that hadn’t found words.

My lid snapped shut on her torch arm.

Wood splintered. Flesh tore. The torch fell, clattering, rolling, its flame smearing light across the stones.

Tessa screamed and kept running, dragging her arm.

She made it three steps.

My tongue—no, not a tongue, not yet, but something inside me that could pull—caught her by the torn sleeve and yanked.

Her feet left the floor. Her nails scraped stone. Her other hand grabbed at the broken spear shaft and missed.

I swallowed her.

The corridor went quiet except for the drip, the tick of water falling onto stone.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

I held still, lid closed, gilding smeared with soot and blood. The smell of burned resin lingered. The broken torch lay on its side, flame sputtering low. Shadows danced on the walls, making my gold look alive.

Inside, things shifted. Meat and cloth and bone settling into the dark. The charm Jorren wore pressed against me from within, its warding thread still intact, still stubborn. The broken torch end I’d swallowed smoldered, heat spreading in a slow bloom through my interior. Pain-information. Heat-information.

And underneath it all, the same pull: hunger, not for flesh, but for the bright thread of magic in that cheap stone.

Trait transfer didn’t happen by holding. It didn’t happen by wearing. Humans clung to their items and imagined ownership meant inheritance.

It didn’t.

Not for them.

For me, the rule was simple and ugly. Digestion.

The thought had been an idea the first time I tasted imbuements in the air. A theory, based on instinct and the way magic felt like metal on my teeth.

Now the charm sat inside me, close enough to touch, and the theory stopped being theory.

I focused on it.

The way you focus on a splinter under your skin. The way you press your tongue to a cracked tooth.

Pressure built deep inside, a slow tightening that didn’t involve muscles I understood. The space within me—my stomach vault, crude and half-formed—gripped the charm and pulled it into something hotter, darker.

The warding thread resisted. Not consciously. Just by being made to endure.

Good. Durable traits came from durable work.

Outside, footsteps faded—Bram’s, already far down the corridor, moving fast now. He’d found his sprint.

He would reach the surface. He would reach someone who listened, or someone who didn’t. Either way, the story would leave this corridor.

The warding thread inside me brushed against whatever I was becoming and sparked, tiny and bright.

Metal rose on my tongue—sharp, clean, undeniable.

I held the taste and the sound of Bram’s fleeing boots at the same time, and the trap stopped feeling like a single night’s meal.

It felt like the beginning of a chase I couldn’t sit through forever.







Chapter 2: Metal on the Tongue

Tick. Tick. Tick.

The drip kept its pace, indifferent to screams, indifferent to the way the corridor still smelled of burned resin and hot blood. The Greybriar dungeon network carried sound the way a throat carried a swallowed lie—farther than it should, cleaner than it deserved.

My lid stayed shut.

Inside, weight settled. Flesh went slack. Cloth caught on ridges. Bone found angles and held them. The torch end I’d swallowed refused to die quickly; it smoldered somewhere in my dark, a stubborn coal pushing heat into wood that wasn’t supposed to feel heat.

Pain came as shapes and numbers without counting. Hot here. Split there. A gouge along the lid edge where the sword had bitten. Soot baked into my gilding like a stain I couldn’t scrub.

And deeper than that—beneath meat, beneath smoke—something small and hard pressed against the inner wall of my stomach vault.

Jorren Pike’s charm.

Not much of a treasure. A rookie ward, sold in a market stall and worn for courage. But when it struck my lid in the middle of a kill, it had tasted wrong in the air—metal on the tongue, a thread of imbuement holding its shape stubbornly against the world.

Loot has lineage.

Humans pretended they could pass lineage around by ownership. By wearing. By calling it mine.

They were wrong. It wasn’t a moral thing. It was a mechanical thing. The way stone stayed stone until it was broken down.

Trait transfer didn’t happen by touching.

For me, it happened by digestion.

Tick.

The torch on the floor outside guttered lower, the flame smearing weak light across the stones. Shadows trembled on the corridor walls. For anyone walking by, I looked like a gold chest that had survived a clumsy attempt at opening. A story prop, half-burned, half-splattered, still sitting where it had always sat.

If anyone walked by.

Bram had run. His boots had faded into the deeper maze hours ago—minutes ago—time was difficult in the dark, but the drip kept counting for me. He would reach the surface. He would reach voices. Either the voices would laugh at him, or they would listen.

I didn’t need them to listen. I needed them to come back.

The charm shifted when the bodies slumped again, its cord snapping somewhere in the press. It rolled against the inner wall, a pebble in a pocket.

I tightened around it.

Not with muscles—Masquerade Tier didn’t grant the luxury of limbs—but with something deeper and denser, a pressure that belonged to the stomach vault itself. The space was crude, more cavity than organ, but it had one useful instinct: hold what matters.

The charm mattered.

My inner pressure closed around it, drawing it away from the soft decay of meat and toward the hotter core where swallowed things stopped being things. Heat didn’t just come from the smoldering torch. It came from me, from whatever process had rebuilt me out of dungeon stone and hunger. The air inside my body grew thick, heavy, like steam trapped under a lid.

The charm’s imbuement pushed back.

It didn’t flare. It didn’t throw light. It resisted the way a well-made knot resisted being pulled apart—silent, stubborn. The warding thread had been designed to sit against skin and turn aside small hurts. It had no reason to surrender itself to a monster’s gut.

Good.

I needed it to fight. If it slid free too easily, it wouldn’t be worth stealing.

My stomach vault pressed harder.

The charm’s stone face scraped along an inner ridge. A grating sensation ran through my body, translating into sound I had to swallow: a faint, involuntary creak at my hinges.

I locked down on it. Stillness. Always stillness. The corridor punished noise.

Tick.

The warding thread inside the charm finally caught on something in me—some raw, greedy interface that had no name yet. The contact was a spark without light. The taste of copper filled my mouth, sharp enough that it felt like it should have made me salivate.

I didn’t have saliva.

I had heat and pressure and a hunger that suddenly had direction.

The charm’s imbuement split into strands under my grip. Not broken in half. Unwound. The warding was a simple weave meant to cling to one body. Under my digestion it became a loose cable, and each strand dragged a line of sensation through me as it moved.

Metal on the tongue.

Not a metaphor. A real taste, spreading across a mouth that wasn’t a mouth in the way humans understood. The ridges inside my lid tingled. The gouged lid edge ached, then numbed, then ached again—like the imbuement couldn’t decide whether it belonged to pain or to its absence.

I held the pressure and didn’t rush it.

That urge was always there: tear the thing open, get the trait, move on to the next. Hunger was a liar that spoke in deadlines. But digestion wasn’t a bite. It was work.

The charm cracked.

The stone didn’t explode. It collapsed inward, its structure giving up in a sudden, quiet surrender. The warding thread snapped free of its old home and surged through my stomach vault like liquid poured into a mold.

My entire body clenched.

The gold veneer on my lid tightened, every seam pulling together. The gouge from the sword—still raw, still exposed wood beneath the gilding—stung once, hard, then went cold. Not healed. Not erased. Bound.

Something settled into place around my shape, a thin layer that wasn’t material and yet carried weight. The warding trait didn’t add armor. It added refusal.

I could feel the dungeon air on my outside and, between it and me, a membrane of intent: no.

It was a small trait. A cheap ward. But it was mine now.

Trait transfer.

The word formed in my mind with the same blunt certainty as the drip’s counting. A process, not a miracle. Item to digestion. Digestion to sensation. Sensation to change.

Outside, the torch hissed again as resin pooled and fed the last of the flame. The smell of smoke thinned. Damp pushed in to reclaim the corridor.

Inside, the warding thread finished settling, and the charm’s stone core—empty of imbuement—became just another swallowed thing among other swallowed things.

The warding trait remained.

I tested it without moving.

Masquerade Tier forced ingenuity. If I wanted to know what I’d gained, I had to use what I already had: pressure, lid, hinge, the crude leverage of my own body against itself.

I brought my attention to the worst damage—the sword gouge along my lid edge. Wood fibers there had split, leaving a ragged mouth in my own skin. It had been information, a warning: they can hurt you.

I pushed the new trait toward it.

The warding didn’t flow like water. It tightened like a bandage being pulled snug. The sensation spread from inside to out, a thin squeeze around my entire circumference. At the gouge, the cold turned dense. The split wood didn’t knit together, but it stopped feeling open. The sharpness dulled. The edge hardened.

I tried to flex the lid, just a fraction, enough to let the seam breathe.

Before, flexing around damage made it worse. It widened cracks, ground splinters. Now the warding trait held the seam steady, refusing the motion’s consequences. The hinge didn’t squeal. The lid didn’t catch. The weak point stayed a weak point, but it stopped behaving like one.

A shield, not a repair.

Useful.

I’d learned something else in the same breath. The warding trait didn’t just protect. It demanded maintenance. It was a constant tension under my gilding, a pressure that wanted to be fed and kept tight. It made my body feel smaller inside itself, like there was less room for error.

And it made the rest of the world feel larger.

Everything outside my lid now pressed against me with a new clarity. Damp air. Cool stone. The faint current that ran along the corridor and carried smell. It wasn’t sight. It wasn’t hearing. It was boundary awareness, the warding trait defining me by insisting on what wasn’t me.

Humans had that by default. Skin did it. Nerves did it. They lived inside a constant outline.

I hadn’t realized how much I missed an outline until I had one again.

Tick.

The drip hit stone and rang faintly. The warding trait tightened in response, almost reflexive. A pointless flinch. It made me want to laugh, but laughter required lungs and arrogance.

It also made me want to think like a human again. Not because the trait made me kind. Because it made me separate.

Separate meant a self.

A self could have a shape other than chest-and-lid. A self could have hands that didn’t have to be teeth. A self could speak and not just wait.

The thought came with a rush so strong it almost forced my lid open.

Human-shaped agency.

The phrase wasn’t something I’d ever said aloud in my old life. It was too clean, too clinical. But I’d wanted it then in simpler words: I want to choose. Choose where I go. Choose what I touch. Choose what I am when someone looks at me.

A warding trait couldn’t make me human.

But it proved the ladder existed.

Loot has lineage. Traits were real, specific, stolen from objects that carried their maker’s stubborn little magic. If I could take one, I could take others. Layer them. Shape them. Build a body out of borrowed lineage the way the dungeon had built me out of hunger and deception.

The idea was intoxicating. It made the corridor feel too small. It made Masquerade Tier feel like an insult I’d tolerated out of necessity.

And then the cost arrived.

It didn’t announce itself with pain. It arrived with want.

The moment the warding trait settled fully into me, the hunger that had been a wave became a hook. It caught on everything that carried imbuements and pulled. Hard.

The broken torch end smoldering inside my stomach vault didn’t taste like food. The bodies didn’t taste like food. They were weight and mess. But the tiniest scraps of magic—Jorren’s cheap charm, the residue of a half-burned torch treated with alchemical oil—lit up in my senses like a vein under skin.

The warding trait had defined my boundary.

Now it defined what could cross it.

The pull yanked at my hinges. My lid shuddered once, a tiny tremor that sent flakes of soot sliding down my gilding.

Stop.

I forced the warding trait tight. Refusal turned inward. My hinges held.

But the hunger didn’t fade. It sharpened.

I hadn’t anticipated that. I’d expected satisfaction, a settling quiet after the meal. I’d expected the new trait to feel like ownership.

It felt like a door being unlocked.

And behind the door, something was starving.

Tick.

The drip sounded louder. Not because it had changed—because my attention couldn’t stop scanning the corridor for anything with imbuements. For any thread of magic I could taste through stone. The warding trait made the world crisp, and my hunger tried to use that crispness like a map.

I caught myself imagining the surface. The city. Greybriar’s market stalls with cheap charms hanging on cords. The Bent Lantern’s back room where delvers bragged and slapped coins down and pulled out relics to show off. The guild vaults where appraisers handled items with gloves and careful language.

So much lineage, piled in one place.

I couldn’t go there. Not now. Not without Predator Tier. Not without mobility. Masquerade Tier meant I was still a chest in a corridor, trapped in my own joke.

The hunger didn’t care about tiers.

It pushed again, harder this time, and my lid creaked—just a whisper, the kind of sound a resting chest might make under shifting heat.

The corridor swallowed it.

The dungeon network didn’t forget it.

I held still and listened, not for footsteps—I refused to grant myself that comfort—but for the dungeon’s answers. The way air currents changed when something moved far away. The way distant stone carried vibration. The way the drip’s echo altered when the corridor’s emptiness wasn’t quite empty.

A faint tremor ran through the floor.

Not close. Not immediate. But real.

Something moved somewhere in the network. Maybe a rat. Maybe another monster. Maybe a party following torchlight deeper, ignorant of the mess left behind them.

The warding trait tightened instinctively, and with it came a new, ugly tell: a cold sheen spread across my gilding for the length of one heartbeat, faint as breath on metal.

Then it was gone.

But it had happened.

A visible residue. Not a glow, not a beacon—just a moment of wrongness on my surface, like the gold remembered it wasn’t only gold.

If a trained eye saw it, if someone with guild experience stopped long enough to watch—long enough to mimic-check with patience instead of nerves—this trait could betray me.

And I’d just proven I couldn’t fully control when it reacted. The warding trait had a mind of its own in the smallest way that mattered: reflex.

Humans had reflexes too.

They learned to exploit them.

Tick.

The torch outside finally died. Darkness returned, thicker now without dancing flame to soften it. The corridor cooled. Smoke thinned into damp air. My stomach vault held too much heat, too much weight, too much mess.

The hunger did not subside with the dark. It didn’t even slow. It prowled the inside of my body, demanding another thread of imbuement to catch and pull apart, demanding proof that the ladder didn’t end at a cheap charm.

I couldn’t feed again tonight. Not safely. Not while my hinges twitched and my gilding flashed cold at every distant vibration. Not while I sat in a corridor that now smelled like slaughter, where any passing delver might come with a pole, a wedge, and enough caution to turn my patience into a death sentence.

Stillness was a trap with a deadline.

Now I’d added another deadline: my own hunger, keyed to traits and hungry for more.

The floor tremor came again, closer this time—followed by the faintest answer in the stone, a sound too far to be a voice but too patterned to be falling rock.

Movement.

Somewhere in the Greybriar dungeon network, the night was not over.

My warding trait tightened without permission, and the cold sheen kissed my gilding again.

This time it lingered long enough to feel like a mistake.







Chapter 3: A Survivor’s Receipt

Tick.

The cold sheen on my gilding faded, but the memory of it stayed—an unwanted signature, a reflex written into metal.

Tick.

The drip struck the same polished divot in the stone. In the darkness, it sounded like a clerk’s stamp.

I held still and listened to the dungeon network instead of the hunger. The hunger wanted to name every tremor food and every thread of imbuement now. It tightened the hinges in tiny, trait-driven spasms—each one a risk, each one a sound I had to swallow.

From far down the corridor, vibration traveled through stone—boots on a route I couldn’t see. Not the scrambling panic of a fleeing rookie. Measured. A group. They carried their light carefully. The corridor walls caught a brief smear of orange and let it go.

They didn’t come closer.

They stopped somewhere out of sight, voices muffled by stone. The dungeon did what it always did with human speech: chewed it into pulses and dropped the meaning.

One pulse came through anyway. A laugh, forced short.

Another pulse. Metal scraping stone.

A pole.

Tick.

Hunger pressed up, eager for the next mistake, and the warding trait answered with its own pressure—refusal wrapped around my seams, too tight to be comfortable. It held me together and made every sensation sharper. It made waiting feel like someone else’s hand on my lid.

The light retreated. Footsteps backed away in the careful rhythm of people who wanted to live more than they wanted to be right.

They were already learning.

Bram’s boots had carried my story out of the corridor. Now the story returned as caution, even before anyone with a permit put ink to it.

Tick.

I stayed shut. I stayed gold. I stayed patient.

And somewhere above, beyond stone and damp air, Bram reached voices.



Dawn in Greybriar smelled like wet rope and old smoke.

Serah Vell took the side door into the Greybriar Delvers’ Guild hall because the front steps were for announcements and applause. Inside, the corridor widened into the intake room: long table, hard benches, a brazier that never quite chased the chill out of the stone walls.

A boy sat hunched on the nearest bench, hands locked together so tight his knuckles blanched. Mud streaked his boots and dried in ridges along his trousers. His hair had been dark once; now it carried pale grit like flour.

A scribe leaned over him with a board and a sheet of vellum. The scribe’s quill hovered, waiting for a name it could trap.

Serah’s assistant, Anwen Shard, stood beside the table with a pouch of wax seals and a stack of narrow tags already punched with holes. She looked too awake for dawn, which meant she’d been up all night.

Halden Wrix glanced up as Serah came in, eyes sharpening the way they did around problems that created more work than coin.

“He walked in five minutes ago,” Halden said. His voice stayed low; the room did enough carrying without help. “Said it’s urgent. Said it’s a chest.”

The boy flinched at the word chest like it had weight.

Serah set her satchel on the table and didn’t sit. Sitting turned this into a story hour. She wanted it to be a record.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

The boy’s gaze darted to Halden’s quill, then to Serah’s hands. Clean hands. No ink yet.

“Bram,” he said. He swallowed and tried again. “Brannic Lute. I’m— I’m licensed. New. We had a permit.”

Halden’s quill scratched. Anwen slid a tag across the table toward Serah without being asked.

Serah lifted it and wrote the date and time in tight, neat letters. FSC 873-09-04. Dawn.

Chain-of-custody started small or it didn’t start at all.

“Who issued the permit?” she asked.

Bram blinked. His mouth opened, then shut. He looked past Serah’s shoulder, toward the hall as if the answer hung there.

“Don’t guess,” Serah said.

His jaw worked. “Jorren Pike,” he managed. “He— he paid. He had the paper. I didn’t… I didn’t hold it.”

“Fine. We’ll find it.” Serah tapped the tag once with the end of her pencil. “How many of you went in?”

“Four.” The word came out too quick. “Jorren. Tessa. Me. And— and the other one.” His eyes squeezed shut, not long enough to be a prayer, just long enough to be a dodge. “I don’t remember his—”

Halden’s quill paused. The silence did what silence always did: made Bram fill it.

“Eryk,” Bram blurted. “Eryk something. He carried a shield.”

Serah nodded once and shifted closer, just enough that Bram’s breath warmed the edge of her sleeve. Human proximity made people either lie better or tell the truth faster.

“Start with what you can say without looping,” she said. “Where did you enter? Which mapped route?”

Bram’s hands loosened. One finger picked at a torn nail.

“Outer routes,” he said. “The ones everyone uses. Corridor between the— the chamber with the cracked arch and the two-way fork. We saw… we saw it in the corridor.”

“What is it?”

He dragged air in through his nose like he meant to speak and instead tasted something that didn’t belong in the room. His shoulders hitched once. He looked down at his boots.

“A gold chest,” he said. “Just sitting there. Lid— lid was… like it wasn’t stuck.”

Serah watched his hands instead of his face. The nails were broken; the skin around them was raw. Not from a fight. From gripping stone too hard, too long.

“What did you do?” she asked.

Bram swallowed. “I told Jorren to poke it. Mimic-check.” The words came with a defensive speed, as if he’d practiced them on the road back. “He laughed. But he did it. Spear point on the lid.”

“Light?” Serah asked. “How were you holding your torch?”

Bram’s eyes snapped up at that, startled by the question. “Tessa held it high. Too high. The shadows—” He stopped, throat working.

Serah waited. She didn’t nod. She didn’t soften it for him. Anwen’s pencil moved across her own sheet on the side, copying Serah’s questions and Bram’s answers. Two records, same room. Redundancy was kindness later.

“The lid moved,” Bram said. “Not like… not like a hinge creak. It gave. Like it wanted the spear.”

Halden’s quill scratched harder. He didn’t look up.

“And then?” Serah said.

Bram’s gaze slid to the brazier, to the thin line of smoke rising from it, and his foot started tapping. Not a steady rhythm. An argument with his own body.

“It snapped,” he said. “It— it shut. Teeth.” He said the last word like it hurt his mouth. “Jorren screamed. The spear broke. Tessa tried to burn it. The shieldman swung—”

He cut himself off and lifted both hands, palms out, as if he could stop the scene from continuing.

Serah let him breathe twice. The second breath shook.

“Bram,” she said. “Listen. I need three things. One: the sound. Two: what it did with fire. Three: what it took that it shouldn’t have been able to take.”

He stared at her, brow tight. “It took them.”

“That’s not what I asked.” Serah’s tone stayed even, but she leaned in a fraction more. “Loot has lineage. If something’s taking delvers, it’s taking their gear too. Missing gear is trackable. Missing bodies become folklore. We don’t do folklore.”

Bram’s mouth opened, closed. He looked at Halden’s quill again, at the way ink turned tremor into fact.

“The sound,” he said. “The hinge— it didn’t squeal. It cracked shut. Like wood on wood. Like—” He stopped himself before the comparison turned into a spiral. “Like a bite.”

Serah nodded once.

“The fire,” Bram said, words piling over each other now that he’d found the channel. “Tessa shoved the torch in. It… it closed on it. Like it could swallow it. The torch snapped. The burning end— gone.”

Serah’s pencil paused. A chest that swallowed a burning torch end. That was a detail that would matter to someone who built kits.

“And what it took,” she said, “besides people.”

Bram’s hands went back together. He stared at his own fingers as if they belonged to someone else.

“Jorren had a charm,” he said. “Cheap. Warding knot. He wore it on a cord.” Bram’s voice dropped. “When the lid snapped, it… it fell in. I saw it. I saw the stone. Then it was gone. Like it ate the necklace first.”

Serah held still. In her mind, the line drew itself: charm with an imbuement, a missing item with a name attached, a reason to stop calling this bad luck.

Halden cleared his throat quietly. “We’ve got merchants in the hall,” he said without looking up. “Two teams waiting on permits. There’s talk already.”

“Talk where?” Serah asked.

Halden’s quill resumed. “Everywhere. But the Bent Lantern is loudest. Lysa’s already pouring it for coin.”

Bram flinched. “They’re laughing,” he said. It came out bitter, then he swallowed it down like he hadn’t meant to say it. “On the road in. I heard… I heard people. ‘Gold chest that bites your hand off.’ Like it’s a joke.”

“It won’t stay a joke,” Anwen said quietly. She didn’t look at Bram; she kept her eyes on her notes, the politeness of someone trying not to make a frightened boy feel observed.

Serah slid her own tag toward Anwen. “Start an incident log entry,” Serah said. “Names, date, route. Put Bram’s testimony as initial intake, incomplete. Keep it separate from rumor.”

Anwen’s fingers tightened around the tag, but she nodded. “Yes.”

Bram’s gaze snapped to Serah. “Incomplete?” he said, sharp with sudden panic. “No, I’m telling you. I’m telling you what happened.”

“You’re telling me what you can,” Serah said. “That’s enough to begin. It’s not enough to end.”

His foot started tapping again. He clenched his jaw to stop it, failed.

Serah lowered her voice. “You did one useful thing already,” she said. “You came back.”

Bram’s eyes glistened, but he blinked fast and looked away. “I ran,” he said. “Tessa told me to run. I ran.”

Serah didn’t give him comfort words. Comfort made witnesses drift into what they wished was true.

“Show me on the map,” she said, and pulled the Greybriar dungeon network route sheet from her satchel. It was worn at the folds, smudged by a hundred fingers that had all trusted it too much. She laid it flat.

Bram leaned forward, hands hovering above the paper like he was afraid to touch it.

“This corridor,” he said, finger shaking over a narrow throat between marks. “Here. Low arch. Loose stones. Clean floor. Too clean.”

Serah watched where he didn’t point as much as where he did. “What do you mean, clean?”

Bram’s finger stopped. “No bones,” he said. “No old stuff. No— no scratches where people pried. It was just there, like— like it had been waiting.”

Serah lifted her pencil and wrote beside the corridor mark: too clean. Two words that told a whole method.

Halden finally looked up, eyes tired. “Serah,” he said. “Maela will want a summary.”

Serah didn’t answer that. Not here. Not yet. Summaries became weapons faster than facts did.

She rolled the route sheet up and tied it with a string. “This stays with me,” she said. “Chain-of-custody. Bram, you’ll give a formal deposition tomorrow morning when your hands stop shaking enough to hold water.”

Bram jerked his chin up. “I can—”

Serah cut him off by standing. “You’re going to the Bent Lantern,” she said. “Not to drink. To sleep where people can find you. Lysa owes the guild enough favors she won’t let you wander. Anwen will walk you.”

Anwen looked up, startled. “Me?”

Serah met her eyes. A small question passed between them—risk, duty, the shape of trouble walking into town.

“Yes,” Serah said, and kept it simple.

Bram swallowed. “They’ll ask me,” he said.

“They already are,” Halden muttered, back to his quill.

Serah tucked her pencil behind her ear and picked up her satchel. “If anyone asks, you say you gave your statement to the Greybriar Delvers’ Guild,” she said. “That’s all.”

Bram’s mouth tightened. He didn’t like it. He didn’t argue.

He stood too fast, then swayed. Anwen moved in close and took his elbow. Bram flinched at the touch and then let her keep it, the way people let ropes hold them when the ground shifts.

As they headed for the door, Serah caught Bram’s glance—quick, raw, asking a question he couldn’t say.

Serah answered it with the only thing she could offer without lying. “You’re not done,” she said. “Neither is it.”

Bram’s throat bobbed. He nodded once, hard, and let Anwen guide him out.

The room quieted. Only the scratch of Halden’s quill remained, steady and indifferent.

Serah turned to him. “Who’s been in the hall?” she asked.

Halden didn’t stop writing. “A courier from the east gate. Two merchants who lost a team last week. A man who swears he saw a gold chest blink.” He snorted without humor. “It’s dawn, Serah. Everybody’s got a story.”

“Stories don’t need permits,” Serah said.

Halden’s quill paused. “Maela does,” he said, and went back to the page.

Serah walked out into Greybriar’s damp morning with a rolled map in her satchel and a witness she didn’t trust the city to keep intact.

Behind her, ink dried into an incident log entry.

Ahead of her, rumor started spending it.



Tick.

By the time torchlight returned to my corridor, it came in smaller portions.

Three delvers rounded the corner in a wedge, not a cluster. Their boots landed with space between them, each step placed, each pace measured. The lead carried no torch at all—just a hooded lantern held low, shutter mostly closed.

Controlled lighting. They starved the darkness of the big, friendly flare that made people brave.

Good.

That meant someone had told them to stop being stupid.

The second carried a pole longer than his arm span, its end wrapped in cloth. Not for comfort. For grip. For distance. He kept it leveled at my lid like a spear he didn’t plan to lose.

The third watched the floor more than me, eyes tracking the loose stones, the dust, the places where a heel might scuff and announce them. He held chalk in one hand, dagger in the other.

Marks.

They halted ten paces away.

The one with the pole didn’t advance. He leaned his weight forward and extended the pole until the cloth-wrapped end rested against my lid. He applied pressure, held it, then eased off.

No baiting. No greedy push to see if the latch would “give.”

They were learning faster than hunger liked.

Tick.

The warding trait tightened around my seams, reflex answering contact. Cold gathered under my gilding—an instinct to refuse, to hold my outline.

I kept it buried. I forced stillness so hard it felt like pressing my own throat shut.

The pole-man tapped once. Twice. A pause. Then he shifted the pole to the seam and pressed in, searching for movement.

He wanted me to react.

Ten paces away, the chalk-hand crouched and drew a small line on the stone, then another. Not decorative. Reference points.

The third delver whispered something. The words didn’t carry, but the cadence did: short, practiced, not prayer and not bravado. Procedure.

Tick.

The drip counted for me while I counted them.

They didn’t come for treasure. They came to leave with the same number of bodies they entered with. That kind of mindset didn’t happen by accident. Someone had spoken to them. Someone had handed them a version of Bram’s story with the sharp edges left on.

The pole withdrew. The three backed away in the same wedge they arrived, lantern still shuttered, spacing intact. They didn’t run. They didn’t even hurry. They just removed themselves from the corridor like they’d crossed something off a list.

Their footsteps faded.

The hunger surged at the retreat, furious at being denied, and I clamped down on it—tight, tighter—until the warding trait stopped twitching.

When the corridor went empty again, the drip sounded louder. The dungeon air pushed damp against my gilding, cool and patient.

Bram had reached Greybriar with my teeth in his voice.

Now the city was reaching back with poles and chalk and controlled lighting.

Somewhere above, ink dried into an incident log. Somewhere nearby, rumor turned it into a joke.

Down here, neither mattered.

Only behavior did.

And someone I couldn’t see had started teaching them how to approach me.







Chapter 4: Assigned a Problem

The corridor Bram pointed to on the Greybriar dungeon network sheet had a name on older maps—something grand and forgotten—but in Serah’s notes it stayed the throat.

Narrow. High traffic. Easy to lose people in.

At midday, the Greybriar Delvers’ Guild hall smelled of ink and warmed wax. The intake room had churned all morning with questions that weren’t questions so much as bids for certainty, but Maela Rook didn’t run her office on bids.

Halden Wrix found Serah at the records table and didn’t bother with pleasantries. He tapped the corner of Serah’s rolled route sheet with two knuckles, careful not to smudge anything.

“Guildwarden wants you upstairs. Now.”

Serah tightened the string around the map. “Does she know Bram’s still breathing?”

Halden’s mouth flattened. “That’s why you’re upstairs.”

Anwen Shard rose from her stool with Serah’s satchel already in hand. She offered it like a shield. Serah took it and left Anwen at the edge of the room with the tags and the wax and the questions.

“Don’t let anyone lift anything off my table,” Serah said.

Anwen nodded without looking up. Her pencil kept moving, copying the incident log entry into a cleaner hand. Making it real enough to survive someone else’s interpretation.

The stairwell to Maela’s office narrowed and darkened, built to keep noise from floating down to the hall. Halfway up, Serah heard voices—low, clipped, practiced at sounding calm while discussing bodies.

Halden paused on the landing and held the door for her. His quill was stuck behind his ear; his hands were stained, the way hands stained when they spent the morning turning grief into paperwork.

Serah stepped into Maela Rook’s office and let the door close behind her.

Maela stood at a tall desk with a ledger spread open and a city map pinned beneath a paperweight. The map had colored strings laid across it—trade routes, supply lines, the places Greybriar couldn’t afford to let panic take root. She didn’t look up right away. She finished writing a line, sanded it, then capped the ink.

On a side chair sat Magistrate Selwyn Ard, posture straight, boots too clean for a man who claimed to be “in the streets” all morning. He held a cup of tea he didn’t drink. He watched Serah like she was a tool brought into the room late.

Maela lifted her gaze. “Serah.”

Serah stopped three paces from the desk, close enough to hear, far enough that Maela couldn’t reach for her notes without asking. “Guildwarden.”

Maela didn’t gesture to a chair. She never did when she wanted someone to feel time.

“I read Halden’s intake summary,” Maela said.

Serah’s eyes flicked to Halden. His face stayed blank. Whatever he’d written, he’d written it like a man who wanted fewer questions later.

Maela tapped the open ledger. “Four licensed rookies, issued permit under Pike’s name. One returns. Says ‘gold chest.’ Says teeth. Says missing warding charm.”

“He didn’t ‘say gold chest’ like a folk tale,” Serah said. “He named a corridor, a sequence, and a missing object with an imbuement. The charm matters.”

Magistrate Ard’s eyebrows rose a fraction. “An imbuement?”

Serah kept her eyes on Maela. “Loot has lineage. If something’s taking gear with imbuements, it’s not just killing.”

Maela’s mouth tightened at the phrase. Not disagreement. Calculation.

“And you want to put that in writing,” Maela said.

“I want to put what I can prove in writing,” Serah said. “And keep the rest clearly marked as hypothesis.”

Halden shifted his weight. The floorboard complained softly. He’d learned when to make himself small.

Magistrate Ard finally sipped his tea. He set it down without swallowing, as if the act itself was the point. “We’re seeing cancellations,” he said. “On the trade routes. Merchants hear ‘gold chest’ and think the city’s laughing at dead men.”

Maela didn’t look at him. “Merchants hear what they’re told to hear.”

Ard’s gaze slid to Serah. “And the delvers?”

Serah answered before Maela could. “Delvers hear it and go looking for it.”

Ard’s mouth twitched. “Then I assume the guild intends containment.”

The word landed heavy in the room. It was supposed to sound reassuring. It never did.

Maela’s fingers drummed once on the ledger. “Containment is a process, Magistrate. Not a prayer.”

Ard nodded, which meant nothing but agreement that the problem now had a label.

Maela turned her attention back to Serah and, with it, the temperature in the room shifted. This wasn’t a briefing anymore. This was assignment.

“You own this incident log now,” Maela said. “All corridor-linked disappearances, not just Pike’s rookies. You keep it clean. You keep it usable. You keep it quiet.”

Serah didn’t move. Ownership was leverage. It was also a blade pressed into her palm.

“What does ‘quiet’ mean,” Serah said, “in terms you can enforce?”

Maela’s eyes narrowed slightly, the closest she came to a smile. “It means I don’t want the Bent Lantern writing my policy for me. It means I don’t want some retiree teaching mimic-check folklore like it’s scripture. It means I don’t want the Church sniffing around because a merchant’s wife heard ‘contamination’ from a drunk and decided her dead husband was a holy problem.”

Halden’s quill shifted behind his ear, a tiny nervous tell.

Serah kept her face still. The Church would come eventually if the bodies stacked. Maela knew it. Ard knew it. Everyone in Greybriar pretended it was avoidable because pretending bought time.

Maela continued, voice level. “Success criteria. Listen carefully.”

Serah’s fingers tightened around her satchel strap.

“First,” Maela said, “I need legibility. Not your instincts. Not Bram’s nightmare. Something we can hand to a Master-Delver and say: follow this and come back alive.”

Serah nodded once. Procedure that could survive being repeated.

“Second,” Maela said, “I need speed. By tomorrow midday, I want a written packet of testable indicators. Chain-of-custody attached. If it’s a mimic, I want that stated and supported. If it’s not, I want the next best supported hazard framing.”

Halden’s gaze snapped up at that. Tomorrow midday. He did the math the same way Serah did: deposition, drafting, cross-referencing older missing-person reports, validating permits, all before the rumor economy ate the story.

“Third,” Maela said, “containment posture. I’m not locking down a sector off one witness and a missing charm. Not yet.” She looked at Ard when she said it, making it clear this was not up for civic negotiation today. “But I will tighten permits. I will control access lanes. And I need you to tell me which lanes matter.”

Ard opened his mouth and shut it again. He’d heard the word not yet and understood it as a temporary insult.

Maela turned back to Serah. “Fourth,” she said, “quiet. Your packet gets a distribution list. It doesn’t get read aloud in the hall. You don’t brief drunken delvers. You don’t let Halden’s clerks gossip it into the street. If anyone asks, we say: investigation underway.”

Halden’s jaw flexed. He did not protest. He knew how quickly “investigation underway” became “guild can’t protect you” if it was mishandled.

Serah didn’t look away from Maela. “And accountability?”

Maela’s gaze held. “It’s your name on the incident log. Your chain-of-custody. Your judgment attached to my decisions. If this goes wrong, I won’t pretend I acted without evidence.”

It was almost generous, in Maela’s language. A promise not to throw Serah under the cart if the wheels came off.

Ard leaned forward slightly. “Guildwarden. I appreciate the care. But people are already saying the guild is asleep.”

Maela’s head turned, slow. “People say what keeps them warm.”

“The civic court can’t afford a panic,” Ard said. “Not with the east route already thin.”

Maela’s fingers tapped the map pinning the trade strings. “And I can’t afford delvers deciding the guild’s advisories are optional.”

Serah listened to the space between their lines. Maela wasn’t fighting Ard. She was aligning him to her timetable.

Ard’s eyes flicked to Serah again. “So what do you need, Appraiser Vell, to meet that timetable?”

He used her title like a reminder: she belonged to a machine.

Serah answered carefully. “Access to every permit issued on the outer routes for the last ten days,” she said. “And any incident log entries that mention missing gear, not just missing people. Especially wards, charms, and alchemical lamps.”

Halden’s face tightened. “That’s a stack.”

“It’s work,” Serah said. “We can do it.”

Maela nodded once. “Halden will give you the permits list. Full cross-reference. You’ll sign for it.”

Halden exhaled through his nose, already resigned.

Serah continued. “I also need authority to hold a field team at the dungeon mouth tomorrow. Not a full run. A controlled survey of the corridor approach with a map-keeper present if possible. I want to see what ‘too clean’ means without a witness shaking through it.”

Maela’s eyes narrowed again. “You want to go into the Greybriar dungeon network with a paperwork escort.”

“I want to walk the route with people who know how not to touch things,” Serah said. “And I want to document it before the corridor becomes a dare.”

Ard’s mouth twitched. “You want to walk into the thing.”

“I want to walk to the edge of it,” Serah said. “There’s a difference.”

Maela held Serah’s gaze for a long moment. The room stayed still except for the soft scrape of Halden’s thumb over the edge of his ledger—his private way of counting hours.

Finally, Maela said, “Fine. You get one permit for a controlled observation run tomorrow. Approved personnel only. You bring back notes, not trophies.”

Serah nodded. “Under chain-of-custody.”

Maela’s jaw shifted. “Yes. Under chain-of-custody. Don’t make me regret using those words.”

Ard cleared his throat. “And in the meantime?”

Maela didn’t look at him. “In the meantime, I speak to the merchants and tell them the guild is acting. And you,” she added, turning her eyes to Serah again, “give me something I can say without lying.”

Serah’s mouth dried. “You can say this: a licensed party went missing on a mapped route, and we have a survivor. The guild is investigating a hazard in a high-traffic corridor. Anyone delving outside their permit conditions will lose their license.”

Ard’s eyes brightened at the last part. Enforcement language soothed civic men the way prayers soothed clerics.

Maela nodded. “That I can say.”

Halden shifted, and Maela’s attention snapped to him. “Draft language for internal distribution only,” she said. “Nothing goes beyond these walls yet. Not until Serah gives me usable indicators.”

Halden swallowed. “Yes, Guildwarden.”

Maela returned her gaze to Serah. “You’ll give me your first written summary before close of day,” she said. “Not tomorrow. Today. What you have now. What you don’t have yet. And what you intend to get.”

Serah kept her face blank. Close of day meant before the hall quieted and the Bent Lantern got louder.

“And if my summary says ‘we don’t know yet,’” Serah said, “what do you do?”

Maela’s eyes didn’t blink. “Then I decide whether I can afford another body while you learn.”

Ard stood, the meeting clearly over in his mind. He picked up his untouched tea. “Guildwarden. Appraiser. Halden.” He nodded to each like he’d paid for the right to nod.

Maela didn’t rise. “Magistrate.”

Ard paused at the door. “If you need civic backing for permit enforcement,” he said, “ask early.”

Maela’s voice stayed even. “You’ll hear from me when I need you to sign something you’ll regret.”

Ard left without smiling.

When the door shut, the office seemed to expand by an inch. The air didn’t feel kinder. It just had fewer ears.

Maela leaned her palms on the desk. “You understand why I’m pushing,” she said.

Serah didn’t answer that directly. Understanding didn’t make it safer. “I understand what you’re asking for. Legibility. Speed. Quiet.”

“And containment posture,” Maela added.

“And containment posture,” Serah repeated.

Maela’s gaze dropped to Serah’s satchel. “Where’s Bram now?”

“At the Bent Lantern,” Serah said. “With Anwen. Sleeping, if the city lets him.”

Maela’s mouth tightened. “The city won’t. Keep him alive anyway.”

Serah nodded once.

Maela picked up a sheet of vellum and slid it across the desk. “Sign,” she said. “Case ownership. Your name, not mine. That way, when someone asks later who decided what mattered, we don’t pretend the ink wrote itself.”

Serah took the quill. The tip scratched the vellum like a small knife. She signed.

Maela watched the signature dry. “Good. Now,” she said, “go make your problem into a plan.”



Halden’s records room was colder than the rest of the hall, built that way to keep parchment from curling in damp summers. The cold made the ink smell sharper.

He spread a permit ledger on the table and flipped pages with care that looked like respect and was really fear of errors.

Serah sat opposite him with her route sheet unrolled again, weights on the corners. The throat corridor sat between two familiar marks like a trap someone had drawn in simple lines.

Anwen stood beside Serah with a stack of tags and a small pot of wax. She kept glancing toward the door, listening for footsteps that might belong to someone wanting a story more than a record.

Halden ran a finger down the list. “Pike’s permit, confirmed. Outer routes, standard. Issued three days prior.” He looked up. “There’s also a missing pair from last week—two merchants’ hired delvers. Same outer lanes. Different corridor. That doesn’t mean anything.”

“It means something,” Serah said. “Not the thing people want. Keep reading.”

Halden’s mouth pinched. He turned another page. “Six permits with that corridor as a pass-through in the last ten days. Not counting unlicensed.”

Serah wrote the number down on a tag and slid it under Anwen’s hand.

Anwen took it and sealed it to a sheet with a practiced motion. Wax, press, lift. The seal cooled dull and hard.

“Any survivors besides Bram?” Serah asked.

Halden’s eyes stayed on the ledger. “No.”

Serah’s pencil paused. A survivor made a problem loud enough to be heard above stone. No survivors meant quiet, which meant the guild could ignore it until it became too big to be ignored.

“We need to know if anyone came back missing gear,” Serah said.

Halden’s lips pressed thin. “You don’t come back missing gear unless you come back at all.”

Serah kept her voice level. “Then look for salvage logs. Look for recovered packs without owners. Look for appraisals that don’t match the permit’s declared haul.”

Halden’s eyes flicked up. “That’s an accusation.”

“It’s a method,” Serah said. “Loot has lineage. So does lying.”

Halden’s throat worked. He turned to a second ledger, one labeled with a thicker hand. Incident log cross-references. The place where the guild kept its mistakes and tried to make them useful.

“We can do it,” he said grudgingly. “It’ll take time.”

“We don’t have time,” Anwen said quietly, still not looking up.

Halden gave her a sharp glance. “Don’t speak out of turn.”


