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    For Jet — my shadow with the biggest paws, who never failed to be there, waiting at the door, ready to walk beside me. You were joy, comfort, and loyalty wrapped into one. Though the house is quieter without you, your spirit lingers in every corner. I miss you every day, but I carry you with me in these pages.

To my family — for your patience, love, and steady presence. You are the ground I stand on when the world feels unsteady.

To my best friend Louise — the spark behind the love arc. Your ideas made me laugh, pushed me forward, and reminded me that even the most stubborn grave digger deserves a bit of heart. Norman might grumble about it, but he owes you one.

And to my fans, my readers — these stories live because of you. Every laugh, every page turned, every word of encouragement keeps the fire burning. You make this journey possible, and for that I am endlessly grateful.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Even the stars cannot outrun the promises made in blood and fire. Ashes fall, oaths remain." — The Oracle of the Shattered Coast
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Introduction – Four Months Later
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Entry #141, Site A Ledger

Norman Reed – Gravekeeper Prime (unpaid overtime)

Four months since the thing under Tharn Hollow crawled out, looked around, and decided the world wasn’t worth the effort. It vanished—just poof, like smoke in the wind.

That would’ve been fine. I’d have gone back to burying the unburyable and pretending the Ministry didn’t exist. But no. The Hollow didn’t go quietly. It left something behind.

Now the world’s gone strange. Towns aren’t towns anymore. They’re loot rooms with bad plumbing. Roads are corridors. Pubs have wandering mimic infestations. If you walk far enough in any direction, you end up in a dungeon—might be made of stone, wood, or bone, but it’s a dungeon all the same.

The Respawn Network still works. Mostly. People die, they come back. Unless the Anti-Respawn League’s been there first. Then they just... don’t. The League’s not some fringe protest group anymore. They’ve got teeth. Fangs, claws, and a working knowledge of explosive rune placement.

Thalya Vensar’s out of the Ministry. She says she “couldn’t work under their conditions” — which I translate as “saw how bad it’s getting.” She’s with us now. Me. The Respawnables. Gary-7. And whatever passes for allies when half your team eats glue because they think it’s potion concentrate.

Oh — and the proto-core? The one with Dr. Ralk’s mind inside? Someone nicked it from a Ministry vault.

So now we’ve got:


	A missing, probably homicidal, ancient AI in a magic rock.

	An anti-respawn terror group turning the world into permanent graves.

	A dungeon that might still be alive.

	Gary-7.



I was never a hero. Still not. But I am a gravekeeper. And this whole world’s turning into a grave that needs keeping.
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Chapter One – Ashes in the Air
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Ledger Note #142 – Site A, Norman Reed

The church looked older than the sea behind it. Once, its white stone had gleamed in sunlight, the bell ringing clear over fishing boats and market chatter. Now it leaned like it was tired of existing—like one good sigh from the wind would topple it. The roof had caved in during the first month after the Hollow—courtesy of a flying worm the size of a river barge—and the stained-glass windows had been replaced with whatever planks, netting, and sheet metal could be hammered into place. A few panels still had faded saints staring mournfully across the courtyard, though one had been replaced with a crate lid that read Cod: 5 Copper a Kilo.

The air smelled of brine and burnt rope, a mix of salt wind and the ever-present ash drifting down from somewhere inland. It got everywhere: on your tongue, in your hair, and into your boots. You could taste it if you licked your teeth—not that I recommend doing so, unless you like chewing bonfire.

The bell tower still stood, though it leaned just enough to make anyone with sense think twice. Gary-7 had claimed it as his “watchpost” because, in his words: “You can see everything from up here, even the sun when it’s hiding.” He’d decorated the railing with a row of seashells, most cracked, all humming faintly.

I was in the churchyard, shovel sunk into a mound that twitched like it was having second thoughts about being buried. The earth here was patchy—half sand, half grave dust—and graves often looked like they wanted to dig themselves back out.

“You’re still moving,” I told it. “Stop moving. That’s the point of this.”

From above came Gary’s voice, loud enough to startle a crow.

“Zom-Bee One is waving at you!”

I didn’t look up. “Tell him I’m busy.”

“I did! He waved again!”

“That’s nice.”

“Zom-Bee Two is licking the tower wall.”

“That’s less nice.”

Gary’s shadow shifted above as he leaned out further. “Do you want me to shoo them?”

“No. Last time you ‘shooed’ something, we had to replace three fence posts and a postman.”

There was a pause. “Fair. Oh! I saw something shiny underground earlier!”

I sighed. “Useful shiny, or magpie shiny?”

“It waved at me.”

“...Did you wave back?”

“Of course. Rude not to.”

The mound twitched again. I pressed the shovel down harder. “See, this is what I get for asking.”

Bootsteps crunched over gravel. I looked up to see Thalya stepping through the battered church gates. The sea wind played at her hair—darker now under layers of dust and salt—and her boots were scuffed in a way no Ministry polish could hide. The leather straps across her shoulders and chest were new, holding a crossbow that looked scavenged and upgraded in equal measure, half brass fittings, half wishful thinking.

“Career change?” I asked.

She smiled faintly. “Retirement. Just with more running and fewer benefits.”

I straightened, leaning on the shovel. “How’s that working out for you?”

She handed me a Ministry datapad. “You tell me.”

The first file showed the charred ruin of a guildhall. Walls cracked open like old bread, blackened beams jutting into the air. Smoke still curled from the ruins, as though unwilling to admit the fire was over.

“They were mid-respawn,” she said quietly. “The League blew the node before the cycle finished. Ninety-three permanent deaths.”

I scrolled to the second file. Three words stared back at me: PROTO-CORE MISSING.

I looked up. “You’re joking.”

“I don’t joke about stolen ancient AI housing units.” She folded her arms. “No alarms. No wards. Someone with clearance took it.”

A sound like a cork popping echoed down the street. We both turned to see a glowing loot chest materialise on the cobblestones. It pulsed once, twice, then burst open with a wet crack, spraying out a half-dozen acid slimes that sizzled on contact with stone.

A man in a dented helmet leaned out of a ruined doorway, shouted “DIBS!” and was promptly dissolved to the waist. The smell of boiled leather carried across the square.

I gestured toward the mess. “This used to be a fishing village.”

Thalya’s mouth twitched. “And now?”

“Now it’s a dungeon with better seafood.”

She nodded toward the distant hills. “It’s not just here. Reports are coming in from everywhere. Forests becoming labyrinths. City streets reconfiguring overnight. It’s spreading.”

Back in the churchyard, the mound had gone still. I patted the dirt flat, the shovel handle creaking under my grip.

“So the world’s a grave now,” I said. “Guess I’ve got work to do.”

Thalya’s lips curved into a smile. “Good thing you’ve got a team.”

We both looked toward the open doors. Inside, the Respawnables were arguing over a cursed hat. The hat was winning. One moment it perched on Rurik’s head, whispering obscenities only he could hear, the next it slithered onto Viin’s pack straps, fluttering its brim like wings. Arin was trying to document its behaviour while Solenne stood with her sigil clutched, praying loudly that it would stop reciting her diary entries from age twelve.

[Footnote] The cursed hat once belonged to a lich named Malithar the Undying. It whispers insults, occasionally reveals your browser history at inopportune moments, and summons pigeons without consent.
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Chapter Two – Cold Trail
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Ledger Note #143 – Don’t ask why I’m still writing these.

The road east had once been a caravan track. Now it was broken cobbles, moss, and the occasional tree root prying up what remained like the ground itself had gotten bored of staying flat. Once upon a time, traders would’ve rolled barrels of salted fish and iron-bound chests this way, laughing, drinking, haggling. Now the only traffic was ash settling on stone, and the occasional half-respawned scavenger who thought screaming counted as conversation.

Somewhere beyond the ridges, smoke still climbed in the shape of an old city dying slow. The horizon shimmered with it: thin spires buckled, bridges collapsed into rivers, rooftops sagged into themselves like rotted bread. If you squinted, you could almost imagine the buildings breathing, as though the city hadn’t realised it was already dead.

Our company moved in the usual order: Rurik in front with his slab of a shield, Harrik behind him with another shield big enough to moonlight as a tavern wall, and the rest of the Respawnables strung out behind them like mismatched laundry flapping in a gale.

Gary-7 sang while he walked, cheerfully out of tune:

🎵 “The leg bone’s connected to the... spare parts bin!” 🎵

Nobody asked him to stop. Mostly because telling Gary to stop usually encouraged him to find an instrument. Once he’d unearthed a flute carved from what was definitely someone’s shin. None of us wanted a repeat.

Arin muttered into his journal, sketching diagrams of respawn nodes that didn’t exist anymore. He looked like a man trying to solve the world’s biggest jigsaw puzzle while someone kept stealing pieces. Viin scouted ahead, muttering insults at every root that tried to trip her — mostly creative variations on “twig bastard.” Solenne prayed softly to her sigil, her voice a low hum that almost made the ash taste less bitter.

The newer recruits trailed along at the back. Tamsin flicked sparks from her fingers whenever she got bored, which was every thirty seconds. She’d already scorched the hem of her cloak twice. Fenn strummed his lute like the world’s least subtle scout, every chord ringing out into the trees with the subtlety of a tavern brawl. Morrin walked calm in the middle, hands loose, pace steady, as if we weren’t marching toward a labyrinth designed to eat us alive.

Beside me walked Thalya. She didn’t talk much, but she didn’t need to. Every now and then, she’d glance at the datapad in her hand and then at the horizon, like she could force the world to make sense by glaring hard enough.

“Anything useful on there?” I asked.

“Plenty,” she said without looking up. “If you can read the Ministry’s definition of useful.”

I snorted. “So, no.”

The trail dipped into a hollow where the trees leaned too close together. Their trunks twisted like ribs, their branches knitting overhead until the light thinned into a sickly green-grey haze. The air grew damp and heavy, like breath that wasn’t ours. My shovel itched in my grip.

“Eyes up,” Rurik called back. His voice carried the way only a man used to barking orders in battle could manage.

Shapes moved in the mist. First shadows, then outlines: gaunt figures with glassy eyes and rusted chains hanging from their wrists. They swayed, jittering like broken puppets. Not fresh zombies — these were echo-spawn, half-coded remnants of failed respawns. Fragments spat out by a system too tired to keep printing bodies properly.

Solenne’s voice trembled as she lifted her holy symbol. “They’re trapped.”

“Trapped’s another word for dangerous,” I said, loading my crossbow.

The first one lurched forward, jaw clacking like loose cutlery. Gary waved enthusiastically. “Hey, cousin!”

“Don’t—” I started.

Too late. The echo-spawn shrieked, the sound like glass dragged over stone, and surged as one.

Rurik and Harrik slammed shields down, forming a wall of iron and muscle. The echo-spawn crashed against them with the sound of chains rattling and teeth snapping. Viin darted in with knives flashing, cursing under her breath every time one ducked her swing. Arin muttered rapid calculations that spilled into glowing glyphs under the creatures’ feet — equations made manifest, trapping one echo in a spiral of numbers that ate it from the feet up.

Tamsin squealed with glee and hurled a fireball that set half the forest canopy smoking. Ash rained down on us like foul snow.

“Rat in a haystack,” Morrin sighed, intercepting one of the charging spawn with a clean, brutal kick that snapped its spine in two places. The creature still tried to crawl forward. He crushed its skull with a second strike, expression unchanging.

I fired, bolt punching through an echo’s temple. It dissolved into fragments of light and smoke that clung to the air like dying fireflies. Another came at me from the side — shovel took it, crunch of rusted chain snapping in half.

Thalya stepped up beside me, crossbow leveled, steady as if the world wasn’t collapsing around us. She didn’t ask, didn’t wait. She shot when I reloaded, I swung when she ducked. In the chaos, our rhythm made sense — like two gravediggers at the same plot, working in silence because words would only slow the work.

Gary had found a stick somewhere and was conducting the battle like an orchestra, shouting “crescendo!” every time Tamsin threw fire.

When the last echo crumbled, silence dropped heavy as fog. The only sound was the hiss of ash still falling through the burnt canopy. Our breaths came ragged, weapons slick with soot and sweat.

Only Gary clapped. “That was beautiful,” he said. “Like watching two corpses dance.”

“Not helping,” I muttered.

Thalya only gave the faintest smile — the kind that lingers, even when you know it shouldn’t.

We pushed on. The trail was colder now, the mist trailing after us like it had grown attached. The trees bent away from our path, as though the world itself wanted us gone. And maybe it did.

[Footnote] Echo-spawn are essentially corrupted leftovers of the Respawn Network. Imagine if you printed a person on a bad printer, over and over, until the ink ran out. Now give that result teeth.
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Chapter Three – Unearthed
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Ledger Note #144 – I told you they didn’t bury this place properly.

Graveyards are supposed to be quiet. Stones, names, maybe the whisper of wind in the grass. This one wasn’t quiet. It hummed.

The sound came from below, low and constant, like a faraway bell being rung by someone too tired to finish the swing. The earth trembled in shallow pulses, not enough to knock a man off balance, but enough to keep reminding you that you were standing on something that was not still. Every few seconds the vibration travelled up through my boots, a faint tickle in the bones, as though the ground was alive and resented being stepped on.

The place looked wrong from the moment we arrived. The mounds were too fresh, too haphazard. Crosses leaned at broken angles, the names scrawled in paint instead of carved in stone. Half of them were already flaking away, as if the dead beneath had been forgotten before the paint even dried.

Grass refused to grow here. The soil was an oily black, the kind that clung to boots and left a stink of rust when you scraped it away. Even the crows circling above didn’t land. They wheeled in silence, wings catching the dying light, as if waiting for us to join the ground below.

“Don’t like this,” Rurik muttered, shield high, eyes scanning the headstones. His breath fogged in front of him even though the air wasn’t cold.

I planted my shovel and leaned on it, the metal edge sinking easily into the soft earth. “Ground’s always wrong,” I said. “Job security.”

Gary tilted his head like a crow, then crouched by one of the leaning crosses. “Maybe it’s haunted! Or maybe it’s just indigestion. Hard to tell with dirt.”

Solenne pressed her sigil forward. A pale shimmer rippled out across the graveyard, brushing over each mound, each crude marker. When it touched the soil, it shivered like skin recoiling from a blade. “These aren’t graves,” she whispered. “They’re anchors.”

“Anchors to what?” Arin’s voice came quick and eager, already scribbling in his journal. His pen scratched fast, like he was afraid the ground would swallow the answer before he caught it.

“Nothing you want tethered,” I said.

Viin crouched at the edge of a mound and drove her dagger into the dirt. The soil hissed around the blade, glowing faintly before fading. “Runes,” she said flatly. “Old World glyphs. Badly done.”

The glow lingered just long enough for me to see it clearly—crooked lines, sloppy geometry. Not the precision of a priest or a scholar. These were cut fast, like graffiti left by a vandal.

“League work,” Thalya murmured, crouching beside Viin. She brushed her hair back to study the mark closer, and for one moment, wind caught it and let it fall loose across her cheek. I didn’t think—I just reached and brushed it back behind her ear. My hand lingered half a second too long.

She froze, then glanced up at me, eyes sharp as if searching for the joke. But for once, I had none.

Gary’s voice cracked the silence like a hammer through glass.

“Classic courtship ritual! Grooming the potential mate. Very primal.”

“Gary.” My voice carried the weight of a shovel about to be applied to the skull.

“What? I’m just saying!”

Behind us, Fenn strummed his lute in agreement, plucking out a jaunty tune. “He’s not wrong.”

Thalya cleared her throat, turning back to the mound. But the faintest curl of a smile remained on her lips, the kind that threatened to break through at the worst possible time.

The ground shifted beneath Harrik’s boots as he prodded a mound with his shield edge. The soil sank inward, collapsing with a hiss. Cold air spilled up through the gap, carrying a smell like wet iron and candle wax long extinguished.

“Tunnel,” Harrik rumbled.

“Trap,” Morrin countered. His voice was steady, unshaken, but he’d shifted his stance subtly—weight forward, toes gripping the earth, like a man ready to spring.

“Both,” I decided. I raised the lantern and lowered it into the gap. Light slid down carved stone steps spiraling into dark. The walls were too clean, too deliberate. Not dug, not collapsed, but built. The same crooked runes scarred the stone, their red glow fading as if embarrassed to have been caught.

The humming in the air deepened. You could feel it in your ribs now, like a second heartbeat trying to muscle out the first.

“Not graves at all,” Arin breathed, eyes wide, scribbling faster. “A loop. Someone anchored a respawn cycle directly into the ground. A sloppy one.”

“Which means,” I said, “they didn’t want their dead wandering off politely. They wanted them stuck.”

Above us, the crows screamed suddenly, black shapes blotting out the last spill of sunset. The sound was sharp, a tearing cry, and for a moment it felt like the sky itself might split.

Tamsin grinned, fire sparking between her fingers, a glow in her wild eyes. “Bet I could burn it out.”

“Bet you’d burn us out too,” Morrin said calmly, never looking away from the hole.

“Worth it,” she muttered, still smiling.

Rurik’s shield shifted as he adjusted his stance. “I don’t like tunnels.”

“Not much choice,” Thalya said. She rose, brushing dirt from her knees, voice clear and decisive. “We go down. Find the source. Shut it off.”

Viin flicked dirt from her dagger. “If it’s a trap, better we spring it on our terms than theirs.”

“Assuming they still have terms,” Fenn added, strumming something ominous, which somehow still sounded cheerful.

Everyone turned to me. They always do.

I sighed, setting my shovel across my shoulder. “Of course we do. Because nobody ever just puts things in the ground and leaves them there.”

I set my boot on the first step. The stone was colder than ice. My breath misted though the air around me didn’t stir.

Gary leaned close to Fenn and whispered, in the stage whisper of a man trying to be heard from orbit:

“And so they entered the underworld, armed with bad decisions and worse lighting.”

The lute twanged in agreement.

We descended.

[Footnote] Improper burials are like improper paperwork: both come back to haunt you. Sometimes literally.
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Chapter Four – Marks in Stone
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Ledger Note #145 – Whoever carved this place wanted it found.

The stairwell wrapped around itself like a spiral carved into bone. The walls were damp stone, sweating with condensation that smelled faintly of copper and mildew. Every drop echoed too long, as if the dark itself enjoyed repeating the sound back to us.

The light from my lantern stretched thin. It didn’t glow—it clung, reluctant, as though the flame was nervous about showing us what lay ahead. Shadows swayed along the runes cut into the wall. Up close, the marks weren’t just sloppy—they were desperate. Carved with speed, with no care for symmetry or binding. Like a child copying words it didn’t understand.

But the stone remembered. Each line hissed faintly, glowing with a bruised red light before fading, only to pulse again when you passed your hand near. The air buzzed with it, a vibration deep in the teeth, making you want to grind your jaw until sparks flew.

Rurik muttered behind his shield, “Feels like walking into a forge that forgot the fire.”

“No forge ever hummed like this,” Arin said, his voice reverent and terrified all at once. His pen scratched furiously across the page, each line of glyph mirrored in his notes, his eyes darting between the marks and his own handwriting like he was afraid to miss a crooked angle. Ink flecked his knuckles where he’d scrawled too fast.

Viin flicked her dagger against the wall. The rune spat sparks. “Bad copy. Sloppy hands. Not priest work. League, for sure.”

“League with dull chisels,” Thalya said, crouching low to inspect another mark. Her voice was steady, her fingers tracing the outline of the rune without touching it. “They’re forcing loops into stone instead of sanctioned nodes. Anchors chained to nothing.”

Her hair slipped loose as she leaned closer, catching firelight. My hand twitched, but this time I kept it still. Once was enough for Gary to milk it for a week.

Speaking of which—

“Careful!” Gary blurted. “Those symbols bite. Last time I licked one, my tongue went transparent for an hour.”

We all stopped.

“You what?”

Gary held up both hands. “I was curious! Don’t judge me for my thirst for knowledge!”

“Knowledge doesn’t usually involve licking,” Morrin said dryly.

“Speak for yourself,” Gary countered, then patted his jaw. “Though chewing was difficult.”

Tamsin snorted, sparks flaring at her fingertips. “I like him transparent. Bet I could roast a marshmallow on his skull.”

“Please don’t,” Solenne said faintly, though her voice trembled as her sigil pulsed against the wall.

Fenn plucked a single ominous chord on his lute, the kind that dripped dread into the silence. It echoed strangely, vibrating longer than sound should, almost as though the stone carried it deeper. The notes came back warped, off-key, as if someone else had strummed along.

The humming shifted. Louder now, closer. The runes pulsed in time with it.

Solenne pressed her sigil forward, and the light from it rippled against the wall like water striking glass. Her face was pale, lips tight. “This entire stairwell is a binding circle,” she whispered. Her voice wavered, and for the first time, I saw her faith strain. “It’s not keeping something out. It’s keeping something in.”

We descended further, boots ringing off the stone. The air thickened as we went, heavy in the lungs, tasting faintly of ash and old candles. I felt sweat bead along my back, though the air was cold enough that every exhale misted pale in the light.
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