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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE MUNDANE MAGIC

          

        

      

    

    
      The receptionist held the Curse of Mild Inconvenience like it might explode. Jack had been explaining for ten minutes that it wouldn't.

      "It's just going to make his coffee taste weird," Jack said for the third time. "Maybe trigger some check engine lights. That's it."

      "The waiver says 'hostile metaphysical entity.'" She squinted at him through designer glasses that probably cost more than Jack made in a week. The nameplate on her desk read JENNIFER, but the way she pronounced it earlier—"Jenn-ih-FAIR"—suggested someone who'd spent eighteen years in Sheboygan before moving to the city and deciding she was too good for it.

      "Everything's a hostile metaphysical entity to Legal." Jack's tablet chimed with another Shriek notification. He didn't need to look to know it was Lenny.

      It was always Lenny.

      The curse, a small bronze medallion that looked like it came from a mall kiosk circa 1987, sat between them on Jennifer's immaculate desk. It was supposed to be dormant for another six hours. The app guaranteed it.

      The app was wrong.

      Jennifer's coffee mug—one of those "Don't Talk to Me Until I've Had My Coffee" numbers that Jack wanted to launch into the sun—began to steam. The office suddenly smelled like burnt popcorn mixed with ozone. The carpet beneath Jack's feet felt wet but somehow dusty, a sensation that made his skin crawl.

      She glanced at the mug, then back at Jack with the kind of withering look reserved for service workers and DMV employees.

      "Is it supposed to be doing that?"

      Three years of magical logistics training, Jack thought, and nobody ever explained what to do when a curse got stage fright.

      The coffee turned bronze. Then copper. Then, with a small plink that somehow sounded apologetic, it turned into actual pennies. Jennifer stared at the mug now full of loose change. Her computer monitor flickered. A check engine light appeared in the corner of her screen, somehow, impossibly, next to the Wi-Fi indicator.

      "Customer service is a different department," Jack said, pulling out his tablet to file an incident report. His Curse Delivery Satisfaction score dropped in real-time: 4.6 stars to 4.5 to 4.2. He watched his quarterly bonus evaporate with each decimal point.

      "This is unacceptable." Jennifer's voice had that particular pitch that meant she'd been practicing it on retail workers since childhood. "I'm calling your manager."

      "Please don't⁠—"

      "This never happened with the old system," she muttered while dialing. "The one from the '90s was so much more stable."

      Through the window, Jack watched a FedExorcists driver strutting past with a glowing package, making direct eye contact and offering the kind of smug nod that said at least my curses activate on schedule. Their van, pristine white with golden runes, made Jack's beat-up vehicle look like it had crawled out of a junkyard. On the TV mounted in the corner of the waiting room, a news anchor with too many teeth was saying something about "Project Sunset" and "unprecedented magical consolidation." The ticker beneath read: "FLOATING MONOLITH CAUSES THIRD TRAFFIC DELAY THIS WEEK."

      Jack's tablet erupted with Shriek notifications:

      
        
          
            
              
        Lenny_Management

      

      
        Hey buddy! Noticed your CDS score dropping! Remember: Every Curse Counts!™

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lenny_Management

      

      
        Quick reminder about your Aura Compatibility Score! Currently at 62%. We're looking for 80% minimum!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gary_Courier

      

      
        Who left an unmarked demon in the break room fridge? It ate my sandwich.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lenny_Management

      

      
        FYI, client is calling. Whatever happened, just remember the Arcane Prime Promise: "We Deliver More Than Magic!"™

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Alice_TeamLead

      

      
        @Gary_Courier That was a perfectly labeled Hostile Entity. Check your email about proper fridge protocol.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jack muted the conversation. Lenny's messages continued appearing anyway, each one somehow more passive-aggressive than the last.

      Jennifer was now explaining to someone—presumably Lenny's assistant—how Jack had "maliciously activated" the curse and "assaulted" her coffee. She'd already used the word "lawsuit" three times, and the more agitated she got, the more her o's went long—"cawfee" becoming "cahfee"—like she was one bad day away from ending sentences with "then" and calling someone at corporate to complain about "those people down there."

      Jack pulled up Form 77-B on his tablet: Emergency Metaphysical Variance Request. Subsection 3: Premature Activation Due to Technical Error. He'd filled out so many of these he could do it from memory. The form asked for the "Proximate Cause of Metaphysical Variance." The dropdown menu jumped between options like it was trying to gaslight him—a feature Arcane Prime's UX department had once called "dynamic interface engagement." He finally landed on "App-Related Failure" between "Act of Gods (Lowercase)", "Mercury Retrograde", and "User Error (Theirs)."

      The digital version's different from the physical Form 77-B, he thought, remembering the stack of paper copies in his van. Subsection 3 is Subsection 4 on paper. But pointing that out would require filing Form 102-K: Version Discrepancy Report.

      Twenty minutes later, Jennifer had processed the delivery, signed seventeen forms, and threatened to leave a Yelp review. The curse still sat on her desk, occasionally making her stapler beep like a car alarm. Jack figured that was someone else's problem now.

      The parking lot security system had other ideas about letting him leave.

      "UNAUTHORIZED METAPHYSICAL ENTITY DETECTED," the gate announced in the kind of cheerful voice usually reserved for GPS systems and murder robots. "PLEASE SUBMIT FORM 33-A FOR VEHICULAR EXEMPTION."

      Jack looked at his van. It was the same van he'd driven here an hour ago. The same van covered in Arcane Prime decals and disclaimers like "Not Affiliated with Any Registered Pantheon™" and "Driver Carries No Cash, Only Cursed Objects." His personal favorite bumper sticker—"My Other Vehicle is a Fell Beast (But the Insurance Was Ridiculous)"—was peeling at the corners.

      He pulled up Form 77-B again. Different subsection this time: Temporary Classification of Commercial Vehicle as Metaphysical Embassy. It was a loophole from the 1977 Supernatural Transit Accords that nobody had bothered to close. Probably because nobody else had bothered to read the 400-page documentation.

      The gate dinged cheerfully and opened. "HAVE A MAGICALLY COMPLIANT DAY!"

      Jack's van coughed to life on the third try. The mana gauge read quarter-full, which meant an eighth-full, which meant he'd be lucky to make it back to the depot without calling for a tow. He pulled up his soul contract on the tablet while waiting for the engine to warm up.

      10,347 deliveries remaining until contractual freedom.

      Last month it had been 10,346.

      The math wasn't supposed to work that way, but somewhere in subsection 47-C of his employment agreement, there was probably an explanation. There was always an explanation. It was never a good one.

      His fingers found the worn photo tucked into the sun visor—Sarah, from before the Last Job, laughing at something off-camera. Three years in that temporal fold. Three years of her existing in a space between Tuesday and Wednesday, 2:47 AM forever. The edges of the photo were soft from handling.

      He swiped to mute Lenny's Shriek messages again. The app informed him that "Management Override" had been activated. A new message appeared immediately:

      
        
          
            
              
        Lenny_Management

      

      
        URGENT: Mandatory Team Synergy Assessment Tomorrow. 7 AM SHARP! We'll be discussing your Q3 Existential Wellness scores! Can't wait to see you there, buddy!

      

      

      

      

      

      Outside, a floating monolith drifted across the sunset, casting a shadow that turned everything slightly purple. Someone honked at it. The monolith, being a monolith, continued its inexorable drift toward the highway where it would cause the evening's third traffic jam. Dead birds circled it in perfect formation, and if you looked closely—which Jack tried not to—there was graffiti on its underside in a language that predated human speech. The city had given up removing it after the third cleaning crew disappeared.

      Jack put the van in drive. The check engine light was on, but it had been on since 2017. Some curses you just learned to live with.

      His tablet dinged with a new delivery request. Standard priority. Standard rates. Standard disappointment.

      The pickup was at some wellness startup that sold "Artisanal Hexes for the Modern Witch." The delivery address was three blocks from the pickup. The payout wouldn't cover his gas.

      Jack hit accept anyway. The algorithm would punish him if he didn't maintain a 95% acceptance rate. Last week Gary had dropped to 94% and got nothing but cemetery deliveries for three days straight.

      The van's radio crackled to life with an ad: "Tired of your current metaphysical insurance provider? FedExorcists offers competitive rates on all supernatural coverage! Remember: We Deliver Salvation!™"

      He turned it off and drove into the purple shadow of the monolith, toward the depot, toward another day in the machine.

      At least tomorrow's Team Synergy Assessment would have good coffee, Jack thought to himself.

      It wouldn't. It never did.

      But a man needed something to hope for, even if that something was just marginally better break room coffee in a world where coffee could spontaneously turn into pocket change.

      The check engine light flickered, as if in agreement.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            THE DEPOT HELL

          

        

      

    

    
      The Arcane Prime depot squatted between an abandoned RadioShack and a mattress store that was perpetually going out of business. Jack had a theory that both were fronts for something, but he was too tired to care what.

      The employee entrance had a new sign: "HIRING! Metaphysical Courier - Entry Level Position. Starting at $3/delivery more than you're making!" Jack had been doing this for eight years. The sign had been there for six.

      Below it, a laminated posting: "Requirements: 10+ years experience with ArcaneOS (version 15.2 or higher). Note: ArcaneOS launched in 2021."

      The temporal paradox of the requirement didn't bother anyone anymore. HR insisted it was "aspirational."

      Inside, the depot was what happened when a warehouse had a baby with a DMV and that baby was raised by a conference room. Fluorescent lights hummed at a frequency that made your teeth itch. Motivational posters lined the walls: "TEAMwork - Together Everyone Achieves Magic" over a photo of exhausted couriers loading a van in the rain.
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