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    For Tricia

You had nothing to do with the writing of this book.You didn't plan the story, build the world,or choose between the scythe and the shovel.

But you did steal my attention,make me laugh when things got dark,and turn ordinary moments into the best parts of my day.

So this one's for you —my favourite distraction,my quiet comfort,and the person I'm happiest thinking about when I'm not thinking about monsters.

❤️

      

    


Norman Reed

Book 3

The Scythe and the Shovel
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Chapter One — Gravekeeper’s Dawn
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The end of the world came quietly, and Greybarrow ignored it.

It did what it always did: stayed ordinary. Slate roofs leaned together like old mates. Iron gutters sang when the wind moved. Moss hung on the stone, wet and patient. At sunrise the fog came in low, with a faint copper tint from the rune-lit lamps, and every pool of light looked like a small, tired miracle.

The town had never been important enough to conquer. It was a place you sent overflow—bodies, paperwork, regrets. The Ministry called it “partnership.” Greybarrow called it “Tuesday.”

Dawn found Norman in the graveyard, as usual. The gate gave its old metal yawn and the fog curled in behind him. He checked the wards by habit: sigils on the posts, the faint lines of the Return Lattice along the paths, the low hum that meant the charge was safe. The manuals called it a system. Norman called it the line between “Ouch” and “Oh no”—and, these days, between coming back right or not coming back at all.

Doris, his shovel, rested on his shoulder. He didn’t name tools as a rule; names made you keep things. But Doris had stuck through stupid days and worse nights, through proper respawns and bucket-and-prayer respawns. In his hands she was leverage, memory, and, when needed, an argument.

He walked the rows. Dew blurred the names. He wiped a few clean with his thumb. Names mattered. They were the thin line between memory and forgetting.

By the old yew—older than two rectors and one very foolish inspector—lay a new patch of earth. He had tamped it yesterday with more care than any before. Perfect. The turf sat neat, like the land was expecting an old friend and had tidied itself for the occasion. The headstone was plain because she would have mocked anything fancy. A name, dates, and a line he carved himself because he could not bear to hire a mason.

THALYA VENSAR

She made the stubborn do the right thing.

The grave was only symbolic, a mound of earth and a stone. Nothing beneath it but the kind of hope a grave-keeper should know better than to believe in.

Norman stood there, Doris’s handle snug in his palm, and did his best not to think at the stone like it could answer.

Far off, a bell tolled from the Whistling Fen. It struck 10.

“You’re early,” said a voice that tugged a smile out of him.

Gary Platypus edged into view, heel-to-toe like a child after biscuits, volume like a panicked goose. He looked good today, for Gary: jacket buttoned wrong, tie in a knot from a different century, skin somewhere between library paste and seafoam. His elbow seam crackled and muttered, “narrative tension,” then went quiet.

Norman didn’t look away from the stone. “You’re loud enough to wake the residents”

Gary brightened. “Graveyard jokes. Good morning, sir!”

“I didn’t say good.”

Gary stopped at the edge of the turf. “Perimeter respected. I respect the perimeter. I am perimeter’s biggest fan.” He shuffled slightly, the way a kid would when trying to behave.

“Perimeter’s flattered. What’s urgent?” Norman said in a raspy voice.

“I completed a compliance audit of the graveyard,” Gary said—words that drained joy from Norman like a tap. “Everything is correct, except the things that aren’t.”

“Remarkable.” he said shaking his head at the ground.

“And,” Gary added, proud, “I have updated my title. I am now Gary Platypus, Walking Filing Cabinet.”

“That’s a demotion. Filing cabinets don’t move.”

“That’s why I’m innovation. I glide between departments.”

“You glide like a cupboard full of bricks and we don’t have departments. We have a shed, a gravel path and a hut”

“Then my glide will be short and bumpy.” He said with a toothy grin.

The fog wrapped their ankles. The gaslamps sighed. “You done?” Norman asked, softer than he meant.

Gary’s smile eased. He glanced at the stone, head tilted like listening. The usual bright nonsense didn’t come. He nodded. I know.

“I brought tea,” Gary said, tugging a dented enamel flask from a pocket that shouldn’t have fit one. Steam curled. Norman took it. Rituals mattered.

They stood and drank without a word. For Gary, silence was harder than lifting a siege, but he managed it. The tea was brutal—too strong, metallic, with the faint aftertaste of Greybarrow’s stubborn pipes. But it was hot, and it was here. By Norman’s count, that made it a blessing. The warmth hit his gut and spread slow, like coals banked against the coming cold.

At the gate, two shapes hesitated, then entered like apologising to the air. Rurik first—built to go first—broad, steady, shield on his back out of habit, with a look of failure hiding behind his eyes. He looked like a man who had been handed a weight once and never put it down. Solenne followed, hood up, hands tucked in her sleeves, aiming for calm and not quite making it. The tremor in her chest giving way to twitches and ticks.

No one said “good morning.” They nodded, as if words cost too much. Rurik’s smile faltered, and he traded it for an apology.

“Clerk Darnish sent us,” Solenne said with a shaky voice. “There’s... a form.”

Gary popped up like a meerkat at the word. “Forms!”

Rurik gave him the kind look that stops a cart. “Not now.”

Gary folded his enthusiasm into a neat, solemn shape. “Understood. I will... glide... elsewhere.”

He glided like a cupboard on cobblestone and twice as loud.

Solenne stopped two paces from the stone and made a small sign Norman had never learned on purpose. Rurik stood too straight, then frowned like the ground had insulted him.

“I should have—” he began.

“No,” Norman said. He hated that start.

“I should have been closer,” Rurik said anyway. “Faster. Higher. I should have—”

“You should have been a god,” Norman said. “ You’re a man. It wasn’t your lack that killed her. It was them!”

Rurik put that with the other sentences people had given him since they came back without her. None fit. He nodded because he had to.

Solenne knelt and laid a hand on the turf, a question in the touch. “I don’t have the right words.”

Norman stood next to her and said. “Use the wrong ones... They’re honest.”

She blinked. “That sounded like Thalya.”

“Thalya had a lot of opinions,” Norman said. His skull added: She taught me to be better and I’m furious about it.

Rurik cleared his throat. “The Last Draught has the Recall Order up. Big as the hearth. Some say the Celestials are in the east ridge. Pillars of light.” He tasted the words like chalk but resisted the urge to spit, graveyard etiquette. “Darnish wants to know how we’ll... proceed.”

“Darnish wants a plan,” Norman said. “Plans don’t fix the world. They just make it look tidy on paper.”

“That does sound like him.”

Gary’s voice drifted from the path: “It is him! In triplicate!”

“Tell him,” Norman said, “we’ll do the work in front of us.”

Gary saluted the air and clanked away.

Solenne’s eyes fell on the line She made the stubborn do the right thing. For the first time since they returned, her smile wasn’t a lie. “She’d have liked that.”

“She’d call it sentimental,” Norman said. “Then smile when she thought I wasn’t looking.”

The smile shook, then broke. Her hands trembled. “Will you...” She swallowed. “Will you do it?”

Norman knew. There were rites. Some for graves. Some for loops. Some for letting the living walk past a name without falling into it. The Ministry called it “closure.” Norman called it “keeping the ground cooperative.”

He set down the mug. Set down Doris. Knelt. He found the edges of the plot, fingers tracing where the charge thinned and grief pooled. He took the good chalk—the kind that didn’t mind fog or shaking hands—and drew the lines that remind a heart to do its work.

“Rurik,” he said. “Left corner. Press and count to nine.”

Rurik pressed, gentle as always. He counted. Solenne’s breath steadied on seven. Norman drew the last curve.

“Final Rest,” he said. Not magic—just stubbornness, learned from Thalya’s look and her elbow. “Be still. Be honoured. Be done.”

This version wasn’t the one for combat. That one hit like a bed swung at your skull and told you to lie down. This one was gentler—more like tucking someone in and meaning it. The sigils hummed, low and sure. The lattice rippled silver. The ground settled. The fog thickened, then thinned. The air finally tasted like itself again.

Even without a body or a casket, it felt like the right thing to do.

Rurik opened his mouth. “I should have—” The rest collapsed and formed a lump inside his throat, Solenne’s hands stilled. Norman’s shoulders dropped a half-inch.

He stood, picked up Doris, and patted the turf with the flat. Words open the door. Work walks through it.

“Thank you,” Solenne whispered.

He nodded. His mouth didn’t trust itself.

“Chief Gravekeeper!” Gary called from the gate, waving like flag signals. The gate complained. “Inspection—real inspection—Ministry stamp—No, not Ministry. Someone with a stamp!”

A headache filled out a form in Norman’s skull and started filling in a time sheet.

“Tell them to respect the perimeter.”

Gary nodded and immediately failed to respect it, half-running down the path, arms pinwheeling. He skidded to a halt before a woman in a starched coat. Her lapels had room for signatures. Her stare said forms were the true language of gods. Then escorted her to where Norman stood the way a pallbearer escorts a coffin.

“Clerk Darnish,” she said, offering a folded note, “requests acknowledgment.”

“Does he,” Norman said, stepping between her and the stone without thinking. “He’ll have to make do with a grunt.”

“Grunts are not admissible as signatures.”

“Then write this down.” Norman signed the air with Doris’s handle. “Acknowledged.”

She looked at the shovel, at him, at the stone. She took half a step back, as if realising she’d walked into a room without knocking. She handed him the note anyway. Good paper. Good lines. The kind that tried to make you reasonable.

He didn’t open it. It went into his coat for later. She shifted, waiting for a receipt.

“There’s a queue,” he said, nodding at the invisible line of work from the gate to the fen. “Three houses need Final Rest. Two echo complaints by the Cinder Rail Spur. The shed—” he glared at it— “refuses to stand straight”

She stabbed the paper on her clipboard with politeness. “I will tell Clerk Darnish your queue is robust.”

“Do that,” Norman said, choosing not to say twelve other things that made paperwork.

She left. Gary watched her go like a cat watching a violin.

“That,” he whispered, “was admin.”

“Eyes front,” Norman said, and failed to hide a grin. He let it stay. Thalya would have seen it, said three things, and nudged him. He’d have taken all three.

They went to work.

Work cheats despair without cheating. Norman checked his small map: the three houses first—Final Rest for a grandmother who’d been “lingering like a hymn,” a kid who pushed through a bad cough, and a man who’d been cruel and now was confused. Then the loops at the rail spur. Then ...... he stared at it........ the shed.

The grandmother’s parlour still smelled like biscuits, though no one trusted the oven since the third steam main started muttering in Welsh. Her son had the look of a chair with a glued leg. He thanked Norman with his eyes while Norman set chalk and breath and drew what needed drawing.

Final Rest. Be still. Be honoured. Be done.

In the kid’s house, his mum sipped her tears. Gary told the wrong joke, then the right one, without knowing the difference. In the cruel man’s house, Norman stood at the foot of a bed that had scared other beds and did duty. Duty doesn’t ask.

They cut down Excuses Lane—Ministry Row if you wanted a stamp—to the Cinder Rail. The “temporary” spur would outlast the continent. The rails creaked. The big valve sighed hot steam like a horse promising a kick. Gary patted it. “Good trolley.” The valve rethought its life and settled to a quiet huff.

Echo loops made the air shiver. Small ones. A dropped bucket kept dropping. A pair of boots left their impatience behind. A laugh turned thin and learned to haunt.

Norman crouched, chalked, and murmured. Gary held the bucket like a flag and whispered, “It’s all right,” to what couldn’t hear him. Twice, the Oath pressed cold against Norman’s tongue. End this, it offered—sweet rot. One vow. One scythe. No more loops. No more calls in the rain.

He set his jaw and drew with chalk he trusted and hands Thalya had steadied.

By noon, the loops were closed. The fog lifted enough for roofs to remember themselves. Norman’s back filed a memo that he was forty going on ancient. Gary stopped a kid selling “Authentic” grave dirt by trading a “magic” button. It was just a button.

They stopped at the Last Draught because tea needs a place without three moral dilemmas at the next table. The Draught looked like it always did: What did you expect? A real fire. A bar worn by elbows. A wall that used to have quests and now had one parchment that glared.

The Recall Order stared like a priest you owed money. The Celestial seal looked embossed even across the room. It disapproved from a distance.

Fewer people than there should be. Those there spoke softly, as if not to scare off luck. Salla, the barkeep, who treated every person as a problem already solved, poured tea and slid a pasty that had become a manifesto.

“Lights last night,” she said, casual. “East ridge.”

“How high?” Norman asked.

“High enough to make the shadows stand and stare.”

“Did they wave?” Gary asked.

Salla’s look was flat enough to level a shelf. “They burned. They didn’t wave.”

In Norman’s mind, a thumb pressed on a map. Celestials didn’t come close. They burned far. The Ministry sealed orders. The League carved signs. The grid stuttered. The world moved its exits.

“We’ll need salt,” he said. “And chalk.”

“I’ve got chalk,” Salla said. “You’ll pay by getting my nephew to stop courting the basilisk.”

Gary gasped. “He’s in love?”

“He’s bored,” Salla said. “Men mix those up.” She nodded at Norman. “You’ll do the words.”

“I’ll do the words,” he said, and didn’t add: If I stop, I pick up a scythe that isn’t a tool, or I go to bed for a week and forget how to leave.

Rurik and Solenne came in, remembered it was a tavern, and tried to look normal about it. Rurik nodded at Norman, then at the Recall Order, trying to pry it open with manners. Solenne went to the hearth like a pilgrim.

“Any word?” Rurik asked.

“You’re looking at it,” Norman said, chin at the parchment.

Rurik read the same half-sentence again. Effective immediately... Await further... It didn’t end. The Order was a throat that had forgotten how to swallow.

“They’re in the east ridge,” Salla said, because taverns finish news. “Pillars of light. You could count your regrets by them.”

“Are we meant to wait?” Solenne asked the fire.

“We’re meant to do our jobs,” Norman said. “Waiting isn’t a job. It’s how you pretend doing nothing is work.”

“Thalya used to say that,” Solenne said.

“Thalya said many things,” Norman said. “Most about me not doing the obvious.”

“Did you listen?”

He held up shovel, chalk, tea, and town. “I’m listening professionally.”

Gary’s elbow whispered, he is, smug.

They left because the afternoon wouldn’t bless itself. They cleared the loops by the spur, chased two Mireborn out of a drain with salt and stern voices, and convinced Salla’s nephew to romance a bucket with wheels instead. “It goes places,” Gary said. “It has a journey arc.” They oiled the chapel door until it agreed to scream less. They re-etched a ward on the north fence where someone had carved DEATH IS COWARDICE and left. Norman fixed the D and turned the slogan into something that kept wind out. If you did slogans in his graveyard, he edited you.

Evening leaned in. The fog practised coming back. In the east, a white pillar pushed into the dark and tried to stay. Cold light. The kind that makes your shadow do stocktake. Norman counted to nine, then looked away. The work hadn’t moved.

They finished where they started. The graveyard held the last light like a coin. Norman walked the rows. Checked lattice, hum, lines. Corrected a scuffed ward where children had been. Magic there always had scuff marks.

At Thalya’s stone, he let his shoulders drop all the way for the first time today.

“I did the thing,” he said. “More than one thing. Doing things isn’t... helping.”

The yew dropped a needle on his hair, neat as a friend’s heckle. He tucked it into his lapel. It made him look a touch less like a clerk and a touch more like a man who knew which side of a field to stand on.

He didn’t expect an answer. He got a feeling anyway—the sense of a room that’s about to have someone in it. If he looked left, he could almost see her: arms folded; eyebrow doing architecture; mouth fighting a smile. He didn’t look. If there was nothing, it would tear. If there was something, it would take him somewhere he couldn’t afford to go. The itch under his skull made its presence known ever so slightly.

“Right,” he told Doris, safer to use her name. “Enough poetry. Tomorrow there’ll be more loops and fewer people who can step over them. Gary will become a cupboard on wheels. Rurik will try to make a scentence that starts with ‘I should have’. Solenne will try to light the dark with trembling hands and withered faith”

His lungs reminded him they were lungs. He swung Doris down and let the blade bite the earth. That bite made sense.

Gary met him at the gate, hair full of evening, pockets full of “nothing” some houses insisted was “something.”

“Sir,” he said, unusually formal. “I’ve updated the Queue Ledger.”

“Of course. Where is it?”

Gary wiggled his fingers. “Here.”

Norman shut his eyes and counted to nine because ten felt like a promise. “Walk me through.”

Gary did, careful enough to almost make the day forgive itself: two pending loops by the Barrowstone; a rumour of a zealot band in the gorse; a pipe on Ministry Row whining like a disappointed aunt; the clerk’s note; a chapel clatter that was probably a rat and would become chalk and apology; a fen family asking if Celestials took appointments.

“They don’t,” Norman said. “They never did. That’s what makes them gods.”

Gary nodded like signing the ledger like he was receiving a parcel.

“Sleep,” Norman said. “Lie flat. Practise not talking.”

Gary saluted, did a three-point turn unsuited to people, and left. He stood a little straighter tonight. It would slump by morning. Norman would put it back. That was the deal.

Norman locked the gate. Hands on the iron, he stood in the space between two choices. The pillar in the east looked, if you squinted, like someone stuck a god into the ground as a marker and wandered off to find the right page. Night pulled up its shawl.

He tucked his coat for the ritual, chalk into the inside pocket, Doris across his back. Then he walked away from the place that had taken his stubborn and returned it, sharper.

Greybarrow tried not to notice the end of the world. Norman noticed for it.

“Hardcore mode,” he told the street. The street didn’t care for jargon, but it allowed flavour.

The lamps hissed their small miracles. The gutters sang. The fog came back to finish the job. The town did what towns do. The world failed quietly. The shovel felt heavier by one name.

Behind him, the yew kept watch. The wards hummed like breath. The headstone did what stones do when words are all that’s left to lift.

And, far to the east, a light without heat refused to be reasonable.

Stat Sheet — Norman Reed (Not Reedus)

Role: Gravekeeper (Prime-candidate)

Level: 25

HP: Stubborn

AC: Mud-soaked coat + bad attitude

Speed: From one problem to the next

Abilities

• STR 14 — Digging, lifting, discouraging doors.

• DEX 12 — Quick hands; neat sigils in drizzle.

• CON 16 — Coal-strong tea, gravel-thick grief, still upright.

• INT 13 — Knows which rune does what and why it sulks.

• WIS 18 — Reads ground like priests read people.

• CHA 7 — Better with shovels than small talk.

Perks

• Final Rest — Close echoes, end small loops, steady the living.

• Graveyard Sense — Spots trouble in the ground early.

• Shovel Mastery — Tool, weapon, argument.

• Paperwork Tolerance — Survives three memos without violence.

Inventory

• Doris (Shovel) — Reliable.

• Good Chalk (x3) — Works in fog.

• Salt Pouch — For Mireborn and soup.

• Ledger of Names — Heavy because it matters.

Current Conditions

• Haunted (Thalya) — Worse at easy answers; better at not giving up.

• Oath of the Reaper (Tempted: Low) — Whispers ignored.

• Responsibility Fatigue (Persistent) — Treat with tea and sarcasm.

Clerk Darnish — Compliance Note 3.1.0 (Filed; Unread)

For the record: the Chief Gravekeeper again performed “unscheduled rites” without Form 27-B (Notification of Emotional Labour). The graveyard remains scandalously tidy. The citizenry continue to refuse to riot. Mr Platypus has appointed himself a mobile cabinet.

The Recall Order still says nothing, at length. Three copies attached for those who enjoy suffering.

P.S. To whoever carved DEATH IS COWARDICE on the north fence—see me. I have red ink and opinions.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two — The Last Draught’s Silence
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The tavern door in Greybarrow knew hands. It knew rough carpenters, soft-palmed inspectors, and the knuckles of adventurers who promised to be careful and weren’t. Tonight, as Norman pushed through with Gary blinking like a confused lantern, the door remembered grief and swallowed the sound.

The Last Draught held the room like a good bowl holds stew—warm, thick, useful. The hearth burned like it always had. Tables leaned together. The bar showed water rings older than some gods. The quest wall was bare except for one sheet, nailed in the middle with an expensive seal:

RECALL ORDER

Effective immediately, all adventuring activity will cease within certified regions. Await further instruction.

There was no further instruction. There hadn’t been for Months.

“Evening,” said Salla, who ran the place with kind eyes and firm prices. She slid a kettle to the hearth and lifted a brow at Norman.

“Queue’s long,” Norman said.

Salla nodded. “You’ll work through it, you always do”

“I sometimes work, Can I have one mug of fermented despair, hold the existential dread.

– Served in a cracked skull goblet. Causes mild hallucinations and spontaneous poetry.”Gary said.

“You’ll have soup, and like it” Salla said, ladling something that had met a carrot once.

The room was busy without being loud. Adventurers had learned how to be present without asking for attention. The Respawnables sat in the back corner by a window that showed fog, lamplight, and—if you were lucky—actual street.

They didn’t look like heroes. They looked like people trying not to make their chairs worry.

Rurik sat with shield unstrapped, leaning on the wall as if it had asked him to. Solenne was a thin, quiet light next to him, hands around a cup like she was calming it. Arin had a map open and was arguing with it in pencil. Morrin sat straight, breathing like it was a skill. Tamsin lined up three candles and made the flames stand taller with two fingers. Fenn had his lute face down like a sleeping dog. Harrik cupped his tankard so gently it looked fragile, in his giant hands.... It probably was.

They all looked up when Norman arrived. He was the only thing they let feel like a plan.

“Report,” Norman said, dropping onto the bench with a weary, theatrical groan.

Arin tapped the map without looking. “Six safe patrol routes. No zealots, no big echoes, no ground acting like a sulking cat. The problem is the seventh route. It goes through chapel lane.”

“Then it isn’t safe,” Norman said. “Don’t draw it.”

Arin drew it anyway. “It’s safer than the other unsafe option.”

“Which is?”

“Staying still,” Arin said. “The Recall Order likes that. Entropy doesn’t.”

“Entropy can file Form 9-K,” Norman said. “We’re not doing heroics. We’re doing maintenance.”

Tamsin smirked, still coaxing the candle flames. “Maintenance is heroics, just cleaner and with more paperwork”

Gary slurped soup he didn’t have yet. Salla put the bowl down and the spoon met it like fate. “You,” she told Gary, “be good at one thing tonight.”

“I choose soup,” Gary said, sincere.

Now you’d think a zombie eating soup in a tavern would cause some..... upset. But since he became friends with the gravekeeper, gary, had indeed become a bit of a town mascot.

Norman tapped the table. “Right. New plan. We’re founding the No-Heroics Compact of Greybarrow and Nearby Annoyances.” He raised a hand before Tamsin could complain. “Permadeath is a thing now. Remember permadeath.”

“Do not,” Fenn muttered into the table. “Remembering permadeath ruins harmony.”

“Permadeath ruins my ledger,” Salla said, glancing at the empty quest wall. “Which ruins harmony.”

Rurik put a hand on the table and held it like a friend who might stand up and do something foolish. “We’re not cowards.”

“No,” Norman said. “We’re competent. Competence doesn’t chase anything it hasn’t budgeted for.” He found a stub of chalk and drew a simple grid on Arin’s map. “Greybarrow Safety Scale. Level one: lamps out, bold rats. Level two: echo hum like a hymn. Level three: Mireborn being dramatic. Level four: zealots rehearsing. Level five: anything with more than two knees in the wrong places. We handle one to three. We report four. We are not near five. Unless towns folk are at risk, then its rescue and retreat. NO HEROICS”

Tamsin flicked a look at the candles. “What if the candles try to be level four?”

“Then blow them out,” Norman said with a dryness that made the table crack.

Morrin breathed in, breathed out. “Caution has an edge. Past it, it cuts. We must move.”

“Good,” Norman said. “We’ll move where the map isn’t a hymn to bad choices.” He tapped streets from the Draught to the chapel and back through the market. “Civic miracles. Lamp checks. Sigil touch-ups. Salla’s back door has been pretending to be a riddle in the afternoons. We’ll bully it into manners.”

“Is bullying heroics?” Gary asked.

“It’s gardening,” Norman said. “Remove what doesn’t belong. Encourage what does.”

Salla set down mugs by habit, now upgraded to ritual. “Take the kid,” she told Norman, meaning Gary. “He fetches fast and scares trouble by accident.”

“I am a deterrent,” Gary said, proud. Eyes Glowing extra bright.

“You’re a cupboard that fell down stairs,” Salla said, which counted as affection here.

A draft crossed the room like a messenger who’d forgotten his hat. Damp stone. Old hymn. The idea of the chapel.

“No chapel,” Norman said. To the draft, to the table, and to the part of his brain that wanted to go anyway. “Not tonight.”

They went in pairs.

Norman and Gary took the lamps. Gary could climb like a rumour; Norman could fix what people scuffed. Rurik and Solenne walked the market ring; anyone carving slogans into Norman’s wards would be corrected by kindness with a shield behind it. Arin and Harrik followed the steam mains—one read diagrams, one carried three wrenches and a hammer like feathers. Tamsin and Morrin patrolled alleys where heat and patience did quiet work. Fenn stayed in the Draught and tuned the room without a lute, humming notes that made chairs forget to creak.

Greybarrow accepted the care like an old relative being tucked in by grandkids it didn’t quite approve of.

Lamps hissed as Norman lifted glass, checked rune etches, and reminded each post of its job. Gary fetched oil, salt, and things Norman didn’t know he needed until Gary returned with them. A chalk line on a doorstep grew more sure under Norman’s hand. A fence ward got its curve back and, if asked, its dignity.

On Ministry Row, a pipe whined like it was warming up to complain. Arin had chalked a rune at the seam; now it bubbled with breath. Harrik set a big hand on the iron and hummed back, low and steady, until the pitch matched and the pressure calmed.

“You’re good at that,” Arin said.

“Everything heavy is music if you listen,” Harrik said, patting the pipe like an ox.

In Salla’s alley, the back door tried to have opinions. Tamsin warmed her palms—enough to remind the wood how to expand, not enough to scorch. Morrin pressed fingertips to brittle spots and breathed until the hinge remembered how to move. The door began, “What walks on—”

“Feet,” Tamsin said. It opened and sulked.

Rurik and Solenne walked the old market where the stall chains clinked even with no wind. Some places held old prayers like grooves in the air; Solenne’s hands found them and filled them. Rurik watched street, roofline, and puddle reflections at once. He’d decided to be the sort of man nothing surprised. He often failed, and decided it again.

They met, without planning, at chapel lane. Small towns make paths do that. The chapel hunched at the top like the stone had grown it reluctantly. The bell tower had two teeth missing and a rude pigeons’ union. The door wore a plain cross that read like a line, not a decoration.

A sound came from inside. Not a hymn. Not rats. A slow slide. A blind hand learning stone.

“No,” Norman said.

“Yes,” said Tamsin, because fire calls everything dinner.

“Later,” Solenne said, surprising herself and Tamsin both. “We said no heroics.”

“What if it’s not heroic,” Gary whispered. “What if it’s... polite?”

Norman put his palm on the door. Warm, like a chair someone just left. He leaned close and heard—once—the echo of a heart that wasn’t a heart. He lifted his hand.

“Lamps. Market. Steam. Wards,” he said. “The chapel is tomorrow’s argument.”

They left the lane the way you leave a sleeping predator. Not afraid. Agreed.

The town breathed with them. Their circuit closed back at the Draught. The room had shifted into evening: thicker voices, more bowls, laughter that didn’t try to win.

Salla took their reports without writing. That’s a kind of writing that goes straight to the part of the brain that stores kindness. “Look in on the Cinder Spur in the morning,” she said. “The valve’s got religion again.”

“Then we’ll preach,” Norman said. “Sermon one: Do Your Job.”

“And sermon two?”

“Don’t Be A Drama,” Norman said, like a man who had never obeyed that rule.

Fenn lifted his head, found one true note, and sent it around the rafters. The room listened and decided not to cry. Morrin sat and the chair forgave him. Harrik set a hand on the table and it steadied. Arin folded his map and didn’t apologise to it. Tamsin blew out the candles by thinking. Rurik’s back unwound a notch. Solenne watched the fire until her hands stopped pretending to shake.

Gary finished his soup like completing a law and searched for another thing to be good at.

“Sleep,” Norman told him.

“I am sometimes excellent at sleeping,” Gary said, pleased to be assigned a talent he owned.

“Prove it. All of you. There’ll be plenty of time to be brave when the morning starts lying.”

They broke into small goodbyes. Norman stayed a moment and looked at the Recall Order showing its teeth at an empty wall. He wondered what the Celestials saw when they looked at places like this. Maybe nothing. Maybe the light made it hard to see the ground.

He left a good coin by his cup. Not to buy forgiveness—just a thank you for a day that pretended to be normal long enough to help. He nodded to Salla. She nodded back in a language older than gods and memos.

Outside, the fog had been repainted. The lampposts hissed. Somewhere behind the chapel, a sound repeated, like stone remembering how to crawl.

“No heroics,” Norman told the night. “Tomorrow we argue.”

The night, which had no stake in it, agreed.

Stat Sheets — End of Chapter Two

Norman Reed (Not Reedus) — Gravekeeper (Prime-candidate), L25

STR 14 / DEX 12 / CON 16 / INT 13 / WIS 18 / CHA 7

Perks: Final Rest; Graveyard Sense; Shovel Mastery; Paperwork Tolerance

Conditions: Haunted (Thalya); Reaper’s Oath — Tempted (Low); Responsibility Fatigue

Notes: Founded No-Heroics Compact; created Greybarrow Safety Scale (L1–L5)

Rurik — The Wall (latent)

Shield specialist. Duty first, guilt heavy.

Traits: Stand Fast; Interpose; “Not on my watch”

Status: Avoiding heroics; scanning roofs and reflections by reflex

Solenne — The Beacon (latent)

Cleric with shaken faith made honest.

Traits: Quiet Radiance; Hands that Remember; Hearth-Sense

Status: Held light in; said “no” to the chapel

Arin — The Sorcerer (latent)

Planner learning weather.

Traits: Pencil Diplomacy; Diagram Whisperer; Improvised Glyphs

Status: Drew the unsafe route anyway; filed complaint against entropy

Tamsin — The Firestorm (latent)

Pyromancer turning flame into focus.

Traits: Candle Discipline; Corridor Etiquette; Controlled Burn

Status: Did not set the chapel on fire (heroic)

Morrin — The Fist (latent)

Monk whose patience hits hard.

Traits: Measured Breath; Structural Kindness; Door Negotiation

Status: Breathed a door into honesty

Fenn — The Song (latent)

Bard with a quiet lute and a stubborn hum.

Traits: Room-Tuning; Harmony Salvage; Self-Deprecation

Status: Found one true note; didn’t cry

Harrik — The Hammer (latent)

Quiet strength; listens to weight.

Traits: Heavy-Handed Lullaby; Pipe Whispering; Load-Bearing Empathy

Status: Convinced a steam main to behave

Clerk Darnish — Form 12-S (“Silence, Strategic”)

Tonight we achieved, without tragedy:

1. lamps (compliant), 2) wards (cowed), 3) steam mains (placated), 4) No-Heroics Compact founded (minutes attached in spirit), 5) chapel ignored (for one blessed night).

Reminder: ignoring is not solving, but it is sometimes better than becoming a snack. Tomorrow is a fine day to be brave. Tonight was for competence. Carry salt. Mind the lattice. If a door starts a riddle, the answer is usually “feet.”
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Chapter Three — Spider in the Chapel Walls
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Greybarrow’s chapel could sound empty and still feel full. Even when no one went in, the stone kept a low whisper—old hymns, rubbed-down prayers. The bell rope hung like a sentence left unfinished. The cross on the door said, with long practice: mind the lines.

Tonight, it sounded lived-in.

Not by worshippers. Not by rats. By movement.

Norman stood in the lane with Doris on his shoulder and the No-Heroics Compact in his pocket like a very thin shield. Fog pooled round his boots and pretended to be higher ground. The lamppost hissed and lit the chapel in a slant of light.

Rurik and Harrik stood to Norman’s left, quiet and solid. Solenne stood to his right, hands in her sleeves like warming them on a memory. Arin hovered a step back with a folded map at his belt. Tamsin pinched a tiny thread of flame between her fingers. Morrin breathed steady. Fenn touched his throat like testing where songs live. Gary blinked at three speeds and held a bag of salt like a bouquet.

“We’re not here to be dramatic,” Norman said. “We’re here to stop dramatic things from practising in public.”

Inside: the soft slide of legs learning stone. A cluster of tiny thuds. The sound a spider makes when it is too big to be polite.

Tamsin’s jaw set. Norman lifted a finger. “Wood. Pew cushions. Dry hymnals. One spark and Salla sends me an invoice for a new roof and three spiritual awakenings.”

“I can be precise,” Tamsin said, turning the flame into a hair-thin line, then snuffing it.

“I know. Let’s not test it in a building that knows everyone’s grandparents.”

Norman touched the door with the back of his hand. Warm, like a seat someone just left. He pressed his ear to the panel. Under the scrape and whisper he heard a steady hum. The low sound of a creature exhaling and forgetting to breath in.

“Arin.”

Arin spread his fingers on the jamb and listened the way he sees through stone. “Charge is uneven. Something’s sitting on the flow. Siphoning.”

“Lovely.” Norman chalked a small brace square at the door’s base and left one corner open. “Rurik, hinge side. Harrik, latch side. Morrin, talk to the hinge.”

“Solenne,” he said, “you’re with me. If I say ‘light,’ I mean small light. The honest kind.”

Solenne nodded. Easier to be a hearth than a sunrise.

“Gary—if anything comes out, throw salt and compliments.”

“I have both,” Gary said. His elbow whispered, he will overdo both. Gary nodded, solemn. “Moderately.”

“Fenn—listen first. If a note shows up, we’ll take it.”

Fenn touched his throat. “Right.”

Norman finished the chalk square. The door sighed and swung in two inches, then stopped.

The smell hit: old candle, damp, and the sharp metal musk of spider. The nave stretched ahead, pews like ribs, aisle like a seam. Webbing ran everywhere. Not dust-webs—work. Lines between buttresses. A double helix around the lectern. A tight harp over the aisle that hummed when air moved.

“Do not touch,” Arin said to the people most likely to.

“Rude,” Tamsin muttered.

The lattice hum underfoot had the rhythm of a system working round a blockage. Gurgling and choking. Something sat in that bottle neck like a stubborn bishop.

“Spiders,” Harrik said. “Before the grid failed, we saw this in bad barrows. They usually nest underground”

“Flesh Crawlers,” Morrin said. “Spiders don’t hum.”

From behind the altar came a click that sounded like a decision with legs.

Norman stepped forward the exact number of steps that said I’m not running and I’m not a decoration. He rapped Doris twice on the flagstone.

“Greybarrow belongs to the living,” he told the dark. “Leave and we will have no quarrel.”

The web over the aisle tightened. A main line thrummed and parted. Something large shifted. Eight pale points blinked like coins catching light.

The first Flesh Crawler came over the rail with the clumsy grace of a thing that hadn’t practised stairs. Big-dog sized and offended by it. Too much leg. Its pale plates lifted and closed as it moved. Its mouth was a curved question with fangs for answers. It skittered right, left, then stopped when it saw a row of people arranged by job.

It clicked. Something heavier answered behind it.

“Size?” Norman said.

“Two and a half meters” Arin said. “The one in the rafters..... bigger”

“We handle up to three,” Norman said. “Tamsin—your line. No farther.” He chalked a mark on the floor. “We herd them out. We do not roast. NO HEROICS”

The Crawler tested a web line and tip-toed the rail like a show-off. Tamsin laid a thin line of heat across the stone at Norman’s mark. Narrow. Sharp. The edge of patience.

“Gary,” Norman murmured.

Gary flicked salt in three neat arcs. “You are very good at skittering,” he told it, “but please skitter elsewhere.”

The Crawler paused, mildly impressed. It tilted its head, reading the salt like a sign. The thing behind it did not read. The lectern shook. A bigger Crawler—man-weight condensed into elbows—pushed past and came straight down the centre, too fast to be polite.

“Rurik.”

Rurik stepped like a door. His shield met the Crawler’s face at a slant and used its speed against it. It smashed into a pew. Harrik followed with a short, heavy strike that turned momentum into humility. It recoiled, feinted left. Rurik’s shield was already there.

Morrin moved like ink. He found a gap where plates didn’t meet, placed a palm, and pressed. The Crawler stuttered like bad clockwork and lurched away, confused by its own legs.

The small one made a decision Tamsin didn’t love. It ran up the wall, across old plaques, took the high web, twanged lines, and leapt for the balcony.

Tamsin’s heat line rose a hair, nibbling at the line.

“Back,” Norman said. She let it settle. “On the rail.”

Solenne stayed planted, breath steady through a prayer that had lost grammar and kept truth. “Be still,” she whispered trembling. “Be still and know. Be still.”

The balcony creaked. Something else was up there. A brown shape slid along shadow. The bell rope twitched. Weight shifted where there shouldn’t be any.

“Arin—what’s under us?”

“Crypt,” Arin said, eyes half-closed. “Small. Three alcoves. One sealed. Lattice anchor, north wall. Something’s... sitting on it. Like a sack on a drain.”

The big Crawler tried Rurik again. Rurik didn’t stop it; he gave it a new plan. Harrik swept low with that calm you only learn from moving things that want to stay. The Crawler reared awkwardly. Morrin placed a heel and pressed. A clean crack, like closing a heavy book.

Above, web thrummed. The small Crawler ran the balcony rail toward the bell rope with the zeal of a saboteur who’d read one manual. Fenn flinched, the urge to sing tripping without a note.

“I can—” he began.

“You will,” Norman said, as if permission could summon it.

The small Crawler leapt and yanked the rope. The bell clacked, complained, then—because bells keep habits—tolled.

The first toll shoved the nave. The second sat in your bones. The third told the town: something is happening, come now or admit you didn’t.

The big Crawler took the sound as a signal. It spat a sticky line that hit near Tamsin’s heat and smoked.

“Web to ash,” Tamsin said, pleased. She lifted her hands.

“Lines, not walls,” Norman said, cutting air with his palm.

Solenne’s prayer steadied. “Be still,” she breathed to Rurik’s shoulder. “Be not devoured.”

Gary, sweating, threw salt with bishop-level seriousness. “We respect your architecture,” he said, “but please relocate to the fen. Fishing there is superior.”

The Crawler did not respect fishing. It lunged. Rurik met it. Something old woke in his face. The shield edge bit. Harrik popped a plate. Morrin found a seam and insisted it opened. The Crawler recoiled into a pew, dragging benches like it was auditioning for judgement day.

Up on the balcony, the small one hauled the rope again. Fenn found a thin, stubborn note and sent it up. Not magic. A human sound. A request. The Crawler faltered, shocked the air could talk back without chitin. It slipped and fell into the aisle with a plop.
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