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​Chapter 1 – Lead and Consequences
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The Welvin Pencil Works stood like a monument to industrial obedience. Red-brick walls, steel-framed windows, a smokestack that hadn’t puffed since ‘94 but still coughed up the faint aroma of cedar and danger.

Frank Peniston adjusted his neon vest and stepped through the automatic doors like he was charging through a war zone. His eyes scanned everything—color temperatures, signage kerning, the pacing of the front desk clerk. Suspiciously rhythmic.


“A pencil,” he muttered aloud, drawing stares, “isn’t a tool. It’s a contract. Of intent. Of permanence. Of betrayal.”



Behind him, Ronald struggled with a zipper on his windbreaker and tried to keep up. “I’m just here for the gift shop, Frank. They sell commemorative sharpeners shaped like the Liberty Bell.”

Frank didn’t answer. He was already sipping from a lukewarm Full Throttle—Citrus Punch, the flavor of operational focus—and slid the can fluidly into a custom cylindrical holster on his belt. It hissed with a magnetic click, perfectly balanced next to a telescoping ruler and a miniature stapler that doubled as a flashbang.



The tour group huddled near a roped-off display: pencil prototypes from the 1930s. There was a family of five. A middle-aged man in cargo pants with too many pockets. One guy with a clipboard and eyes that twitched every time a mechanical pencil clicked.

Intel.

Their tour guide arrived at exactly 10:01 a.m.—tall, pale, and far too enthusiastic. His name tag read “Baxley,” though Frank mentally flagged it as an alias.


“Welcome to the Welvin Pencil Works,” Baxley chirped. “Where the Number Two always writes first.”



Frank scowled. “Cute. What about the unnumbered ones?”

Baxley blinked. “Sir?”

“Unmarked. Untested. Illicit graphite. Don’t pretend you don’t know.”

“Sir, this is a pencil tour.”
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