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      Hazel Serenella Burn preferred her chaos punctual and her evil well-organized.

      She’d been managing this dungeon for twenty years now, ever since her parents had... well, since it became just the three Burn sisters. At ten years old, she’d inherited her Demon King father’s clipboard, with barely a spare day to rest. Now, at 31, she had spent two decades babysitting the Source-of-Evil with nothing but a hand-me-down clipboard and increasingly creative threats about proper dungeon etiquette.

      As always, the Hexenvale goblins were running six minutes behind schedule on their battle roar practice. Hazel rapped her clipboard as she studied a fresh crack spider-webbed along the opposite dungeon wall—souvenir of the adventuring party who’d blundered through here before breakfast, blasting fireballs like crazy (rude) and arguing about whether they’d remembered to pack enough healing potions. The adventurers, of course, had fled the moment they turned the corner and met Hazel, muttering about finding an easier world to save.

      Hazel had calibrated that wall’s structural integrity only three days ago, a meticulous dance of mortar, rune, and artisanal moss undone by five minutes of heroic buffoonery.

      A goblin rounded the corner, panting and unleashing what was presumably meant to be a roar.

      “Sorry, Glorp. Try again,” Hazel said.

      Glorp, the lead goblin, puffed his wiry chest.

      “I meant… GRAAAAAHHHHHHH!” he let out a sound that landed somewhere between kettle whistle and hiccup.

      Hazel winced and made a crisp notation on her clipboard: Goblin Battle Cry: 2/10. “Volume adequate, timbre questionable. Commit to the diaphragm next time. That wasn’t so much ‘fear me, mortal’ as ‘fear my reflux.”

      She adjusted the nearest torch by a quarter inch because symmetry mattered. She took a long, steadying breath of the dungeon’s signature perfume: one part sulfur, two parts singed leather, and a delicate note of earlier fireball residue. It always smelled like someone had tried to toast bread over a dragon’s nostrils in here.

      “Sorry, Boss Monster,” Glorp squeaked.

      The title stung Hazel a tad. Sure, she was larger than most and could easily bench-press a minotaur with one arm, but the Embern Triune fusion with her sisters was dormant for the day, boss-monster mode safely tucked away. Besides, being called “Boss-Monster” when you’re technically off the demonic clock was like calling a judge “Your Honor” while they’re buying a hemorrhoid ointment at the apothecary—accurate but contextually a bit mortifying.

      “Next battle cry, try inhaling through your nose. Less ‘allergy achoo,’ more ‘alluring apocalypse.’ You’ll get there eventually.” Hazel tapped her clipboard with a fingernail that had seen more dungeon maintenance than manicures.

      Glorp nodded vigorously, his oversized ears flapping like wet lettuce.

      “Now go rally your goblin squadron to practice their battle stations for the night already. Snarl with verve, but no viscera on the stairs again; I just mopped.”

      Glorp skipped away, green limbs flailing as Hazel pivoted toward the Heartchamber. Her boots—polished obsidian, heel scuffed just enough for traction—thudded a brisk cadence. Each step announced: “Important dungeon management approaching! Hide your unauthorized snacks, and that secret shrine to Bob the Barbarian whose muscles you’ve been collectively swooning over!” But each footstep also felt like a countdown to destiny, or at least to her next debrief.

      Control, the name for her bicep on her right arm, flexed under rolled sleeves. Chaos, the left, twitched. Hazel gave each bicep an approving pat. “Don’t worry. We’ll be retired by sunset, ladies,” she reminded them in a whisper. “One shift left more; let’s finish this strong together.”

      After today, no more red-level alarms, no more patching walls still warm from wizardry gone wrong, no more guarding the You-Know-What.

      As she snaked through the corridors, Hazel paused. Behind the final iron door, the Source pulsed. A gargantuan bud of black-veined crimson, petals closed tight as a secret, exhaled a lull that skimmed the edge of a lullaby. Hazel’s skin prickled; the melody matched half-remembered bedtime hums—her mother’s voice, nearly forgotten.

      “Not today,” she muttered, choking the nostalgia before it sprouted. “Not anymore.”

      “Meeting time, dear sisters,” she called out through the chamber.

      ---

      The strategic table in war-room 15 tottered beneath teetering stacks of parchment—battle maps, rota charts, recipe drafts for cardamom-laced manabuns. Hazel shoved aside a diagram titled “Moat Temperature vs. Adventurer Courage” and cleared a space exactly clipboard-sized.

      “Oh, goody,” Sage said, cracking her knuckles. She tossed a broom against the wall, where it smoldered happily. “I was getting bored. Please tell me this debrief will be about making the traps more exciting. I’m thinking rotating flamethrowers. Or drop-bears. Flaming drop-bears!”

      “Flammable wildlife is off the table,” Hazel said. “Also, the table is off again it seems...” She nudged the war-room furniture two inches right to align with the flagstones.

      Rosemary Lunaria Burn drifted, barefoot, chewing on a stick of incense, a flower crown tangled in her curls. She carried a rusting goblin helm like it was a bouquet. “Do we really need another meeting? I was about to archive today’s arrow wounds.”

      “Necessary,” Hazel said. “And quick.” She clicked her pen, the universal signal for Big Sister Means Business.

      Both of Sage’s younger sisters slid into stone chairs—Sage vibrating, Rosemary still daydreaming.

      Hazel inhaled to the count of four and released. “I hereby call to order the 1,672nd Hexenvale Post-Raid Review, final edition.” Clipboard gavel: bang. “First agenda item: retirement.”

      Sage blinked. Rosemary dropped the helm, which clanged and rolled over a few times.

      “That’s a joke, right?” Rosemary said breathlessly.

      “No joke.”

      Sage’s eyes flared molten. “We just waxed an eighty-level paladin last Tuesday. Why quit when we’re at peak performance?”

      “Because peak performance should not require me to recalibrate walls every sunrise,” Hazel said evenly. “Because adventurer incursions have tripled, Goblin Union Local 73 is striking for hazard pay, and—” she flipped to a fresh page—“I want a life that doesn’t come with spontaneous sword wounds.”

      Rosemary toyed with a wilted petal in her hair. “But we’re the Keepers of the Ancient Hearth,” Rosemary said softly. “It’s what we’ve always done. It’s what our parents did.”

      “Our parents are dead, Rosie.” The words came out harsher than Hazel intended, but she didn’t take them back. “They’ve been gone for twenty years. And you know what I’ve figured out in the twenty years of managing this place?”

      She turned to face her sisters, clipboard held like a shield against tradition and expectation. “I’ve learned I’m tired.”

      “But you’re our tank, you don’t get tired.”

      “I’m tired of this,” Hazel clarified, gesturing at the destruction. “We spend our time fighting people who think they’re heroes, playing roles that were written for us before we were even born.” She walked to the crater in the wall and ran her fingers along the rough edge. “When was the last time someone asked us what we wanted?”

      Sage leaned back in her chair, her sharp features thoughtful. “Well, you’re not wrong.”

      “But…” Rosemary protested then seemed to lose what she wanted to say..

      “When was the last time someone came here who didn’t immediately try to kill us? Is that what you really want?” Hazel begged.

      “They’re so many fond memories, though,” Rosemary tried to say.

      “We’re not children trailing after Father’s cape anymore. We’re three competent sisters, and we spend our time maintaining a dungeon for something we barely understand.” Hazel said.

      A wisp of red flashed behind her pupils—Hazel felt it, saw it, like heat near an oven door. The Triune was calling, that fused storm of shared power. Destiny whispered: become legend, crush foes, no menial dishes to wash!

      “What are you even saying, Hazel?” Rosemary asked.

      Hazel straightened her spine. “I propose we dissolve active duty, archive the Ember Triune as a last-resort protocol, and explore civilian vocations and passions.”

      “Um. What kind of passions exactly?” Sage asked, though there was a spark in her winter-mint eyes that suggested she already had ideas.

      “We’ve talked about it forever.”

      They both looked up at her blankly.

      “Bakeries,” Hazel tried to prompt them.

      “But we were just daydreaming about those,” Rosemary replied.

      “Were we?” Sage bit back. “I mean, I’ve been thinking about it more and more lately. What if we could actually do something that didn’t involve people trying to stab us every other day?”

      Hazel smiled. “Bakeries are the answer. Enchanted ones. Ethical ones. Places where magic helps instead of hurts, where we can use our skills of potion mixing to make recipes, to bring people together instead of driving them away. Zero exploitative tyranny.”

      “I’m not so sure…” Rosemary said in a small voice.

      Sage’s grin flickered. “If we do this, I keep my broom. And if a bakery customer tries to stab me, I’m allowed one immolation.”

      “Maybe one,” Hazel agreed, jotting it down—policy must be explicit. “But you have to try to solve it with diplomacy first.”

      Sage’s grin returned sharp as winter frost. “There are baking tournaments out there, right? With prizes?”

      “I’m sure,” she said. Gods, she loved how competitive Sage could get when properly motivated.

      “But what about the Source?” Rosemary asked, her voice small. “What about our, you know… duty?”

      Hazel looked toward the sealed doors, feeling the familiar pulse of ancient power behind them. Whatever was down there, it had been contained for generations. It could wait a little longer.

      “I mean… we can’t just... leave it here all alone, can we?” Rosemary whispered.

      Hazel’s chest tightened. She’d been hoping they wouldn’t ask that question, not yet. She could feel the Source pulsing behind its iron door, that lullaby melody threading through the stone walls like smoke through cracks. Her mother’s voice, or what her memory insisted was her mother’s voice, hummed along in harmonics that made her teeth ache.

      “The Source has been here longer than our family,” Hazel said carefully. “I’m sure it’ll survive without us.”

      “But remember what Father used to say about⁠—“

      “Father said a lot of things.” Hazel’s grip tightened on her clipboard until the edges bit into her palm. “Maybe,” she said more carefully, “if our duty is to truly understand The Source, we can’t do that from inside this dungeon any longer, playing the same roles over and over again. I want, no, I need to see what we can all do on our own.”

      “You mean our own, as in split up?” Rosemary asked, the words barely audible.

      “Not split up… more like grow up,” Hazel said. Gods, she was making a mess of this. “Look, we don’t have to decide everything in the future. We just need to decide if we want to try something for ourselves.”

      Sage drummed her fingers against the stone table, each tap releasing tiny sparks. “Twenty years of having each other’s backs…”

      “And you want to scatter us like dandelion seeds?” Rosemary finished.

      “Well…” Hazel said, at a loss for words.

      Sage stopped drumming. The silence stretched until Hazel could hear the goblin squadron practicing their battle cries three corridors away—gods, still more wheeze than roar.

      “The source’s call and the Triune’s allure are too strong. We’d be back to the dungeon in a week if we didn’t split up now. Plus, we’ve always wanted to run different kinds of bakeries, right? We’d step on each other’s toes otherwise.” Hazel insisted.

      “Well, fine by me, you two always weigh me down anyway,” Sage joked.

      Hazel’s chest loosened. One sister down.

      Both sisters looked at Rosemary, who was twisting her hands in the flowing sleeves of her robes. Her fox-bright eyes were wide with uncertainty, but there was something else there too—a flicker of curiosity, of possibility.

      Rosemary opened her mouth. Closed it. Then did so again. “I think we should wait and⁠—”

      “Well,” Hazel said, flexing both of her biceps. “Control and Chaos vote for decisive action.”

      “Your biceps shouldn’t get a vote in this matter,” Rosemary argued.

      “Sorry sis, it’s two to one still. I’m with Hazel on this,” Sage said.

      Rosemary slumped. “You two always outvote me.”

      “So, the motion passes?” Sage asked, ignoring Rosemary, as usual.

      Hazel raised her clipboard like a ceremonial platter. “Motion passes. Effective immediately.”

      Rosemary ran up and placed her hand on the grimoire. “Fine. But this needs to be fair. If we’re really going to do this, we need to divide the power equally.No sister gets an advantage, no sister gets left behind.”

      The ancestral tome rested on a velvet pedestal, its cover the color of dried blood and candied cherries. Runes crawled lazily across its surface, smelling faintly of cinnamon and something older than time.

      Hazel’s fingers hesitated at the clasp. The book had been mother, mentor, monster. Within its pages lurked instructions equal parts recipe and ritual—how to coax bread into prophecy or turn an irksome hero into a decorative topiary.

      Her sisters flanked her: Sage vibrating with anticipation, Rosemary still hesitant, but also the strongest Hazel had ever seen. She knew independence would be good for them.

      Hazel cleared her throat. “Yes. We can’t haul the whole thing on separate paths. Too powerful, too tempting.” She rested a palm on the cover. A low purr traveled up her arm—a cat inviting her to unsheath claws.

      “No Triune,” she reminded the book, and herself. “We divide. It’s what’s right for us.”

      Hazel visualized a clean, even slice, like portioning dough into thirds. With a whispered incantation—flour, fire, future—the tome glowed. A seam split down the spine, flickering ember-gold. Heat rose, hot-cake warm, not searing.

      Control and Chaos flexed in tandem. Hazel exhaled, guiding the magic rather than wrestling it. Three slim volumes peeled free from it: one bound in ember cloth, one in moon-touched silk, one in storm-cloud leather. The original cover withered into ash, duty fulfilled.

      The sisters stared at the newborn books.

      Hazel handed the ember cloth tome to Sage. “For your spark. May it remind you that creation can burn brighter than destruction.”

      Sage clutched it, awe dimming her usual confident swagger.

      Rosemary received the moon-silk volume. “For your wonder,” Hazel said. “May you explore without losing yourself to nostalgia.”

      Rosemary traced the silver threads, tears trickling down her face.

      Hazel kept the storm-leather book, Tome-Three. Its scent—rain on warm stone—settled her nerves. “And mine, for balance.”

      A hush gathered, denser than dungeon gloom yet kinder. Hazel felt lighter, as if decades of inherited weight had redistributed into fair portions.

      The Source, a corridor away, pulsed—displeased or merely curious, Hazel couldn’t tell. She squared her shoulders. “Pack your essentials. We exit the dungeon at sundown.”

      ---

      They parted at the junction where the dungeon’s main artery split into three tunnels, each opening onto a separate world. Goblins peered from crevices, confusion turning their ears lopsided.

      Hazel hugged Sage first—armor scraping flannel. “Remember: one immolation max.”

      Sage smirked. “Don’t worry, I’ll try flame-kissed marshmallows first.”

      Rosemary pulled Hazel into a perfumed embrace that left petals on Hazel’s tunic. “Remember to consult the grimoire when you feel lost,” she whispered.

      Hazel nodded, throat tight. “And you... take care of yourself, okay? No more collecting injured goblins and romantic notions about nursing wounded creatures back to health.”

      Rosemary’s laugh came out watery. “I can’t promise that.”

      “Try.” Hazel stepped back, memorizing her sister’s face—the dreamer’s eyes that saw magic in mundane things. She squeezed once more and released.

      The three sisters stepped into their chosen passages. Sage strode north, fiery broom a torch. Rosemary tiptoed east, moon-book cradled like an egg. Hazel faced west, toward Puddlewick, a rumored land of gentle hills and abnormally polite ducks.

      She paused, letting the dungeon’s cool breath wash over her one last time. Memories flickered: father demonstrating lava-pit maintenance, mother humming while adjusting the Source’s shackles, the sisters fusing into a towering Triune to scare off an army that deserved it. Good, terrible, complicated years.

      Hazel saluted the darkness with her clipboard, then tucked it beneath one arm beside Tome-Three. The open road beckoned, smelling not of sulfur but distant woodsmoke and maybe—in her most hopeful imaginings—cinnamon.

      She took her first step out of Hexenvale, leaving the echo of goblin roars and the lull of forbidden power behind. Each stride was a knead, stretching possibility. Flour, fire, future—she repeated like a mantra, pulse syncing to the words.

      By the time the last torch-glow faded, Hazel’s weariness had transmuted into something sturdier: defiant hope. She tightened her grip on Tome-Three and patted her biceps.

      “Control, Chaos,” she whispered. “Let’s bake a world worth really tasting.”

      Wind swept her hair loose from its tight “don’t test me” bun, and she immediately wrestled it back into submission. There was no room for disarray, not today. Ahead lay the town of Puddlewick—and somewhere in its modest marketplace, an oven waiting to be warmed.
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      Hazel reached the crest of Puddlewick Hill at sunrise, breath misting in the crisp air like a kettle’s sigh. Below, the town unfurled in neat rows of stone cottages and slate roofs, smoke curling from chimneys. In the central square, a clock tower punctually chimed. Hazel checked her pocket watch. Six on the dot—punctual, civil, agreeable. No self-respecting dungeon would run this precisely without significant threats involved.

      Her biceps, Chaos and Control, flexed approvingly beneath her traveling cloak. Initiative set to cozy.

      The cobbled lane sloped toward Market Row, where shopfronts wore painted shutters in butterscotch and robin’s-egg hues. Handbills for the upcoming Feast of Thanks fluttered on posts like festive moths:

      “FLOAT SUBMISSION REQUIREMENTS!” one proclaimed in elaborate calligraphy.

      “PIE PARADE: TRADITIONAL CATEGORIES ONLY. SEE COUNCIL FOR APPEALS,” insisted another.

      Hazel studied the handbill closest to her—cheerful lettering promised prizes for “Most Creative Crust.”

      Hazel’s fingers drummed against her clipboard and Tome-Three’s spine. Twenty years of perfecting alchemical precision potions in lava-heated cauldrons, and now she’d compete with housewives wielding rolling pins. Ego braced to compete with family recipes that had likely survived generations of Puddlewick winters.

      She straightened her shoulders and proceeded down the cobblestone street toward the town center, where the most prominent thoroughfare branched into what appeared to be Market Row. Shopkeepers were already sweeping their stoops, arranging displays, and exchanging the kind of cheerful morning banter that made Hazel’s dungeon-trained senses tingle with suspicion.

      Everyone she passed offered a polite nod, eyes lingering on her traveling pack as though measuring what sort of newcomer she might be. No scream-and-flee response. Yet.

      An elderly man walking a turkey on a leash (practice for the upcoming parade?) tipped his cap. The turkey wore a small hat too and (almost impossibly) tipped it as well.

      Hazel blinked twice. The turkey maintained eye contact for an unsettling moment before continuing its dignified waddle.

      “Excuse me,” she called after the man, deciding that anyone who had trained a turkey to heel might have useful local knowledge. She adjusted her grip on Tome-Three. The storm-leather binding felt warm against her palm, like a sleeping cat. “I’m looking for bakery opportunities. Any suggestions where I might inquire?”

      The old man turned, his eyes crinkling with the wisdom of someone who had seen many turkeys come and go. “Bakery, you say? You’ll want Pencroft, down at the end where the row curves. Can’t miss it—only building that leans like it’s had too much hard cider.”

      At the foot of the lane, a narrow storefront leaned against its neighbors at a courageous angle, as though a strong breeze had tried to tip it over and it had simply decided to stay that way. Above a crooked door hung a sign in faded gilt: FOR LEASE VIA PENCROFT PROPERTIES.

      A smaller weathered placard leaned against the door frame, listing the terms in careful penmanship. Hazel crouched to examine it, Tome-Three sliding against her ribs as she bent.

      The rent was suspiciously affordable. Hazel performed the mental arithmetic she’d once used to calculate goblin wages. With her savings, she had two to three months of runway if she ate mostly bread and didn’t indulge in luxuries like gold baking pans.

      “No pressure, Ladies,” she murmured to Control and Chaos, who responded with synchronized twitches.

      The door creaked open at her touch. Inside, dust motes danced in the sunbeams that slanted through grimy windows. The air smelled of stale yeast, forgotten spices, and—most importantly—potential.

      “Hello?” she called, her voice echoing slightly in the empty space.

      A shuffling sound emerged from the back, followed by a dwarf with a magnificent beard separated into three neat braids, each fastened with a copper clasp. He wore a waistcoat with too many pockets and carried a ledger bound in leather the color of well-baked bread.

      He took in Hazel’s size. Not quite the usual oh-gods-a-potenial-boss-monster expression she’d grown accustomed to, but something more like a shopkeeper calculating whether she might accidentally break his merchandise just by existing.

      “Good morrow, good morrow,” the dwarf said, voice pitched with the careful cheer of someone trying to make a sale. “My name is Pencroft. Are you perhaps interested in the property?”

      Hazel nodded, sweeping her gaze across the interior. The space stretched back farther than she’d expected—enough room for proper workstations, maybe even a display case near the front window.

      “Previous tenant was a pristine baker of breads,” the dwarf continued, following her line of sight. “Lovely woman who vacated rather—ah—suddenly.”

      Hazel moved toward the back of the shop, where two brick ovens squatted like sleeping dragons. Their mouths gaped dark and cold.

      As she touched them, something in Hazel’s chest thrummed, distant yet melodic. Not the Triune’s siren pull—she’d recognize that thunderous chord anywhere. This was gentler, like the clink of teaspoons against china: possibility.

      “The ovens work?” she asked.

      “Oh yes. Though I should mention there have been a few minor… incidents. Unpredictable cold spots, bunt pans with odd-looking scorch marks, that sort of thing,” he said, fingers fidgeting with his waistcoat buttons as his eyes darted toward the ceiling corners.

      Hazel, who had once scheduled maintenance for lava pits while fending off paladin raids, found this adorably quaint. “Cold spots can be calibrated,” she said, running a hand over the nearest oven’s cool bricks. “And I’ve dealt with worse than a scorched pan.”

      “Excellent attitude!” Pencroft beamed.

      “Thank you. Um, when was this last inspected?” she asked.

      “Four months ago. Certified safe but, er”—Pencroft gestured at the walls—“temperamental. I can fetch the paperwork if you like.”

      “Please do.” Hazel crouched before the oven again. She traced the keystone rune—dormant, benign. A seasoning spell, old but serviceable.

      She flexed both of her biceps, as if squeezing twin stress balls, then stood.

      Pencroft handed her a parchment covered in neat script, which she scanned with the efficiency of someone who had once reviewed troll union contracts. Most terms were standard, even friendly. But her eyes caught on one modest clause near the bottom:

      Submit product list to Puddlewick Small Business Council to ensure civic harmony.

      Hazel arched an eyebrow—an expression that once made goblin squadrons rethink life choices. “Civic harmony?” she asked, tapping the clause.

      Pencroft cleared his throat. “Merely a formality. We’re a traditional town with traditional tastes. The council likes to ensure new ventures complement rather than disrupt our... culinary ecosystem.”

      Hazel considered this. “I was thinking of specializing in cookies.”

      Pencroft’s brow furrowed. “Not pies?”

      “Cookies,” she confirmed.

      “And those would be?”

      Hazel had tamed fire-breathing dragons and negotiated goblin labor disputes, but explaining cookies to someone who’d never heard of them felt oddly daunting. “They’re… small, round, celebratory joy. Portable happiness.”

      Pencroft looked perplexed, as if she’d suggested selling dragon scales as pocket handkerchiefs. “I’m not too familiar with these... cookies. Are they like a small Thanksgiving pie, perhaps?”

      “Sort of,” Hazel said. “But flatter.”

      “Hmmm, well that’s something,” he said, clearly not impressed.

      The conversation triggered a memory—one of the rare bright spots from her dungeon days. A bard had dropped his satchel while fleeing (after an ill-advised attempt to compose an ode about the Source’s tendrils). Inside his satchel were strange, flat, circular treats. She and her sisters had shared them, sitting on dungeon rubble, laughing like people who had futures ahead of them instead of endless cycles of adventurer repulsion.

      The taste had been a revelation—sweet, buttery, crisp at the edges. She’d spent weeks afterward trying to recreate that perfect balance in her dungeon’s improvised kitchen, much to her sisters’ amusement. Now she could finally get close to that taste. Now, she could share that simple joy with others.

      Pencroft stroked one of his braids thoughtfully. “Well, the clause doesn’t specify what you can’t sell, only that innovation should be... harmonious.” He brightened. “And you’re not directly competing with pies, which is wise now that I think of it. Puddlewick takes its pie heritage very seriously.”

      “I promise I have no desire or designs on the pie market,” Hazel assured him solemnly.

      “Then I see no issue,” Pencroft said. “If the townspeople approve your... cookies... we can discuss permanent arrangements?”

      With that simple exchange, Hazel Serenella Burn—once third of the legendary Ember Triune—signed a lease for a crooked bakery in a town obsessed with pies and turkeys in hats. Her signature was as neat as her posture, each letter precisely formed.

      Pencroft rolled up the duplicate. “Welcome to entrepreneurship, Miss Burn. Market Row will be thrilled.” He hesitated. “I feel obliged to mention—if you find whisks relocating, do leave a note with our Paranormal Registry.”

      “I—what?”

      “Just a precaution,” he said with a dismissive wave. “Hasn’t happened in years. Probably won’t affect you at all.”

      Before she could press for details, he was gone, the door swinging shut behind him with a cheerful jingle from a bell she hadn’t noticed before.

      Hazel thought of uncooperative imps she’d bribed in Hexenvale. She was sure she could manage anything here, right?

      Hazel stood alone in her space, facing her new domain. The crooked façade looked less like a flaw and more like a grin—an invitation to reshape. The word felt foreign and thrilling.

      Outside, through the dusty window, she could see Market Row continuing its morning routine—a steady stream of customers, neighbors greeting each other, the turkey and its companion making a return trip.

      She locked the door, twisted the latch twice for good measure, and inhaled. Now came the fun part.

      She rummaged through her pack until fingers brushed polished wood. Her clipboard, her only companion here would also be making a fresh new start now.

      She clipped a fresh few pages to it and wrote in neat block letters: HAZEL BURN’S BAKERY CHECKLIST. Item one: Assess the shop. Item two: Buy supplies. Item three: Figure out what the hell a proper cookie recipe looks like.

      Hazel got to work with a perimeter inspection. Draft from the north window. Squeak in the third floorboard from the counter. A rafter that looked suspiciously close to surrender. Soot clogging the flue. By midday, she had identified ninety-three distinct items requiring attention, each logged with meticulous care.

      The list complete, she rolled up her sleeves—Control and Chaos ready for non-combat duty (Different battles, same muscles)—and began to scrub. Dust scattered before her like minions fleeing a failed raid. Cobwebs surrendered to her broom. She charmed cupboards against weevils with a whispered incantation her mother had taught her when she was small enough to sit on the kitchen counter of the family’s lair.

      As she worked, she hummed her mother’s lullaby, the melody drifting through the empty space like a tentative ghost. For a moment—just a flicker—she felt the familiar itch of the Triune calling, a warmth spreading up her arms toward her chest, where the three sisters had once fused their power.

      Hazel closed her fists, breathing deeply. “Not today,” she whispered to the empty bakery. “Not ever again, if I can help it.”

      Her attention snagged on a floorboard near the back corner—a shade darker than its siblings, edges slightly proud. Hazel knelt, worked fingertips beneath. It lifted with a satisfying pop, revealing a shallow cavity the length of her forearm. A hiding place begging occupation.

      She withdrew Tome-Three—storm-leather binding still smelling of wet stone and lightning—and laid it inside with reverence. “Stay,” she whispered.

      The grimoire nestled into the space as if it had been waiting for her. She patted it once, firmly demoting it in her mind from “ancestral power” to “recipe book.”

      By late afternoon, the front of the shop gleamed. The counter had been polished to reveal honey-colored wood beneath years of grime. She lined jars like soldiers at attention, and ate a few rations while she worked.

      As dusk approached, Hazel knelt before the brick ovens. This would be her first true test—not just of the equipment, but of her resolve. In the dungeon, fire-calling had been a dramatic affair, often involving pyrotechnics and the occasional singed eyebrow. Here, she opted for something gentler.

      With careful precision, she sparked a flame and coaxed it into the first oven, then the second. Heat bloomed, filling the room with the scent of cedar, forgotten raisins that had apparently been hiding somewhere in the brickwork, and—most potently—hope.

      She waited, clipboard ready, as the temperature climbed. The ovens grumbled to life like old beasts waking from hibernation. When the heat settled at a precise three-fifty, she nodded with satisfaction and made a note.

      “Ovens: responsive. Heating pattern: acceptable with minor calibration needed for left quadrant. Town: festival-forward with strong pie allegiance. Next steps: ingredients, permits, invention of a definitive cookie for a pie-loving town.”

      Outside, lanterns flickered to life along Market Row. Townsfolk drifted past: two children twirling ribbon hoops, a cat paraded down the lane wearing a sequined collar, a pair of women debating cranberry glaze ratios. No swords. No siege ladders. The quiet felt as strange as it did lovely.

      Fatigue crept up her calves—the pleasant ache of mundane labor. She stretched, biceps bulging.

      A muffled clatter sounded behind her. She pivoted, defensive stance ready—then relaxed. A stray whisk lay on the floor, rolling in slow circles.

      “Hello?” she called softly, wondering if it fell unaided or not.

      Nothing answered.

      Hazel retrieved the whisk, set it in a jar weighted with stones. “Proficiency gained: Whisk Handling.”

      The jar rattled in playful defiance, then stilled.

      Hazel spoke to the room, though it was empty save for one politely haunted whisk and a hidden tome. “This bakery will be normal. This bakery will follow standard operating procedures or else…”

      Or else what? She’d summon the Triune and become a boss-monster again? No, she was here to build something better.

      “Or else I’ll find a new whisk,” she finished, then immediately felt foolish for negotiating with kitchenware. Twenty years of commanding minions, and now she was making threats to utensils.

      The whisk remained diplomatically silent.

      Hazel gathered her things, shouldering the empty pack that had carried her life from Hexenvale. Tomorrow would bring ingredient shopping, permit applications, and the terrifying prospect of actually baking something for strangers who might—revolutionary concept—pay her for the privilege instead of trying to stab her afterward.

      As she settled onto the narrow cot she’d positioned behind the counter—sleeping in the shop felt safer than hunting for lodgings her first night. The floorboards creaked a lullaby as she shifted, pulling her traveling cloak over her shoulders like a blanket.

      Hazel gazed up at the ceiling of her crooked little bakery. The stakes seemed both simple and enormous: teach a town what a cookie was, keep the Triune asleep inside her, and bake a life where cinnamon replaced sulfur.

      She’d managed a dungeon, corralled goblins, and survived two decades of adventurer incursions. Surely she could manage a bakery in a town where the most threatening encounter thus far had been with a judgmental turkey.

      The whisk rattled once, softly, as if sighing.

      “Goodnight, possibly-haunted bakery,” Hazel said with a yawn, already half-asleep.
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      Hazel dreamed of humming. Her mother’s voice, low and steady, wound between crimson vines in a cavern the size of a cathedral. The Source—that gargantuan crimson bud with black-veined petals—seemed to borrow a heartbeat from the song. Pulse, open. Pulse, close. Ancient and terrible and beautiful.

      Her mother’s face was always blurred in these dreams, but her hands were clear: sturdy, capable fingers that could crush a mountain or smooth Hazel’s hair with equal precision.

      “Remember, little ember,” Mother’s voice whispered. “Power isn’t just in knowing what to burn,” her mother crooned, stroking a black-veined petal.

      The lullaby curved like smoke. Hazel reached out for her mother—then jolted awake.

      “Tactical assessment,” she muttered, blinking away the dreamscape. Wait. No evil vines, only a slanted ceiling.

      She lay still, heartbeat drumming an old alarm cadence: locate sisters, calm the goblins, catalog casualties. Force of habit. She inhaled deeply, tasting traces of dust, old yeast, and faint cinnamon from yesterday’s whisk incident. No dungeon. No Source. Only Puddlewick’s dawn song—sparrows singing over rooftop gutters.

      Hazel sat up, stretching until her shoulders popped. “Roll call,” she announced to the empty bakery. “Control?”

      Her right bicep flexed.

      “Chaos?”

      Left bicep, present and accounted for.

      “Ladies, we need to get moving.”

      She swung out of the make-shift cot, bare feet finding the creaky floor. Morning routine initiated. “Good morning, Bakery! Let’s put your bones in order.”

      She splashed water cold enough to chase away lingering dream petals and grabbed her clipboard, which lay where she’d left it, aligned to the edge of the prep table with military precision.

      A flicker of movement near the bottom of the door caught her eye. A triangle of paper, crisply folded with hospital-corner precision, had been slipped beneath the front door. No seal, no markings—just trespassingly neat geometry.

      Hazel approached it warily, a habit developed from twenty years of adventurers leaving everything from formal challenges to suspiciously ticking packages. She nudged it with one toe before deeming it non-explosive and picking it up.

      The paper unfolded to reveal a small bundle of dried herbs: mint with edges still verdant, thyme that had been harvested at precisely the right moment, and juniper that carried a bite of winter. The scents unlocked years of study by torchlight, when Hazel had pored over the grimoire while her sisters slept, memorizing recipes like battle plans and bartering ingredients like peace treaties.

      “Interesting,” she murmured, placing the herbs on her clipboard for later investigation.

      First order of business: pantry inventory. The bakery’s storage consisted of a deep alcove with warped wooden shelves that sagged like exhausted soldiers. Dust bunnies had established a small civilization in the corners, and a cobweb stretched from the highest shelf to a wall sconce with architectural integrity that would make a bridge engineer weep.

      Hazel pulled out her clipboard and began her assessment.

      “Current inventory: three mismatched jars, one rusty tin labeled ‘Might Be Nutmeg,’ and enough dust to qualify as a fifth element.” She tapped her pen against the clipboard. “Conclusion: everything must go.”

      By midmorning, she had cleared, scrubbed, and recalibrated every inch of the pantry space. The shelves still warped, but now they warped cleanly. She straightened them as best she could with a localized weight-distribution charm and a liberal application of honeyed wax.

      “Phase one complete,” she told Control and Chaos, who flexed in solidarity. “Now for phase two: acquisition.”

      Market Row awaited, bustling under autumn sunshine. Shopkeepers called to passing customers, pumpkins adorned every available surface, and the air smelled of roasting chestnuts and spiced cider. Hazel moved with purpose, her mental list organizing potential suppliers by reliability, quality, and proximity.

      “You’re the new baker!” exclaimed a floury man with rosy cheeks as Hazel approached his stall. “Setting up shop in old Crumbleton’s place, are you? We don’t mind your kind here, you know.”

      Hazel raised an eyebrow. “My kind?”

      “Well,” the man lowered his voice conspiratorially, “you know. Hags and such. Puddlewick’s a tolerant place.”

      “Witch,” Hazel corrected pleasantly, though Control flexed beneath her sleeve. “I’m a witch, thank you. And I’ll need twenty pounds of all-purpose flour, plus five each of pastry and bread flour. Weekly, Tuesdays preferred.”

      The flour merchant blinked, then broke into a grin. “Tuesdays it is! I’m Barley, by the way. Barley Wheatson.”

      “Of course you are,” Hazel murmured.

      She continued her methodical march through Market Row, securing sugar from a boasting gnome (“Finest crystalline precipitation this side of the Sweetpeaks!”), salt from a sea-wise fisherman with a glass eye (“Harvested at slack tide under waning gibbous—brings out the true nature of your dough”), and an assortment of spices from a woman whose stall smelled like a collision between an apothecary and a tea parlor.

      By early afternoon, Hazel returned to the Bakery with her arms full of supplies and her head buzzing with half a dozen recipe ideas. She’d managed to arrange standing orders, establish professional relationships, and correct three separate people on the hag/witch distinction. Productive, if occasionally exasperating.

      Back at her shop, she sighed as she put away the supplies. “Now just to find out which of the thirty different pie recipes I was given is actually the town’s favorite, as everyone claimed,” she told Control, sliding the first sack flush to the wall. She added sugar beside it, left exactly a thumb’s width for ventilation, then rye flour, then oats.

      Ten minutes later, the flour had migrated into a small, inexplicable pyramid. The cinnamon jar had rolled three inches right. The sugar seemed to be attempting an escape toward the door.

      “I see,” Hazel said, making a notation on her clipboard. “Low-grade poltergeist activity.”

      She felt, rather than heard, a squeaky chuckle.

      She retrieved a brass bell from her apron pocket. She rang it, voice firm. “You are trespassing on licensed premises. Manifest visibly, state business… or else!”

      A pause.

      From the top shelf, an orange glow blinked to life like a lantern waking at dusk. The glow floated, wobbled, then descended.

      For a moment, nothing happened. Then, with a soft pop and a rush of cinnamon-scented air, a glowing jack-o’-lantern materialized in the center of the room.

      Not just a jack-o’-lantern—a floating one, with a warm, flickering light pulsing from within. Its carved face shifted expressions like melting wax, flowing from surprise to sheepishness to an awkward, toothy grin.

      “Hullo!” it—he?—warbled, voice creaky as an unoiled hinge but unmistakably cheerful. “Pipkin Gourdelier, Esq., at your service!” The pumpkin bowed mid-air, nearly tipping itself upside down before righting again.

      “A pleasure,” Hazel said cautiously. “Please define ‘service.’ Current evidence implies pantry sabotage.”

      “Optimization,” Pip insisted, flaring brighter. “The flow was VERY STODGY.” Two vine-like appendages sprouted from his sides, gesturing enthusiastically as he spoke. One of them knocked against a jar of cloves, sending it wobbling dangerously close to the edge of the shelf.

      Hazel’s hand shot out, catching the jar before it could fall. “I see,” she said again, with significantly more emphasis.

      The pumpkin bobbed apologetically. “Sorry! SORRY! Sometimes forget how much space Pip takes up!”

      He spun in a circle, his glow brightening with excitement. “But now you’re here! With all these wonderful-smelling things! And systems! I love systems! Though maybe not the same systems as you? Your flour looked lonely all by itself! Thought it might want friends!”

      “I appreciate your concern for my flour’s social life,” Hazel said dryly, “but I prefer my ingredients to remain where I put them.”

      Pip’s carved features drooped. “Oh. Right. Of course. Probably should have asked first. BAD PIP!” He bumped his pumpkin head against his vine-hand in self-admonishment.

      Hazel felt an unexpected pang of sympathy. “You can stay here on trial, a probation period of sorts.”

      “YAY!” Pip said, dancing.

      “However there are some ground rules.”

      Pip’s vine froze mid-curl. “Rules! Yes! I LOVE RULES! Usually breaking them, but still! What are we thinking? No floating after midnight? Limited vine expansion?”

      “One: No relocating objects without informing me first.”

      Pip saluted.

      “Two: Open flames stay at oven only—no spontaneous jack-o’-lantern flickers near cloth.”

      Pip dimmed obediently.

      “Three: We keep the puns to acceptable levels of groan.”

      “Gourd to know,” it said instantly.

      She closed her eyes. “Three can be more of an aspirational rule if needed.” She reopened her eyes.

      “Harsh but FAIR!” Pip did an aerial somersault. “What about the pantry? Because I’ve been thinking—your system is very nice, very orderly, but have you considered organization by color? Or emotion? Or the sound ingredients make when dropped from different heights?”

      Hazel pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m organizing by structural strata and practical application, alphabetical within strata.”

      Pip’s face lit up—literally, his glow intensifying. “Ooh! I like that! Very scientific! Very logical! Can I help? I’m an excellent alphabetizer! When I remember which letter comes after K!”

      “It’s L,” Hazel provided automatically.

      “That’s the ONE!”

      Despite herself, Hazel felt the corner of her mouth twitch upward. Sage would have laughed and adored a talking pumpkin. Rosemary would have woven it a tiny floral crown. “Very well. You may assist with pantry organization, provided you follow the system.”

      “Assistant?” Pip zoomed closer, his carved eyes wide with hope. “Did you say assistant?”

      “Almost-Assistant,” Hazel amended. “Remember… probationary period.”

      “Almost-Assistant Pipkin Gourdelier reporting for duty!” He attempted something like a salute with his vine-hand, narrowly missing a canister of baking powder.

      “Begin inventory assessment.”

      Over the next hour, the pantry transformed under their combined efforts. Hazel’s methodical approach paired surprisingly well with Pip’s enthusiastic reaching of high shelves (via floating) and ability to squeeze into tight corners.

      Two hours later, the pantry looked like a well-inspected armory—if armories smelled of vanilla and ambition. Hazel wiped sweat from her brow. She found herself wondering about the mysterious herbs left at her door. “Pip,” she asked casually, “you wouldn’t happen to know anything about a packet of herbs that appeared this morning?”

      Pip’s face morphed into an expression of exaggerated thinking. “Herbs? NO! Mysterious gifts aren’t really my STYLE! I’m more of a ‘surprise you with a spontaneous rearrangement of your cutlery’ kind of spirit!”

      Hazel retrieved the paper and the dried leaves, holding them where Pip could examine them “Do you know who might have left them?” she pressed.

      “Not a CLUE,” Pip admitted, drifting closer to sniff the mint with its carved triangle nose. “Though they’re excellent quality.”

      “Noted,” Hazel said, filing that information away.

      “Well, it doesn’t really matter,” Hazel said hurriedly as she checked her clipboard. “Next. Menu draft.”

      They relocated to the prep table. Pip perched on a stool, humming—an unsteady but earnest tune that reminded Hazel of kettle whistles.

      “Signature offerings,” she mused, tapping a quill. “Cookies will be our cornerstone product, but we need variety.”

      “Truth Cookies!” Pip suggested immediately, bouncing in midair. “Cookies that make you tell SECRETS! Or Courage Cookies! For when you need to face your fears! Or Forget-Me-Not Cookies that taste like your favorite memory!”

      Hazel tapped her pen thoughtfully. “The council forms are quite explicit about persuasive enchantments,” she said. “Any truth-aligned baked goods would need to be small-batch, request-only, and heavily disclaimed.”

      “But POSSIBLE?” Pip pressed.

      “Emotional nudges could be nice. Like a cookie that encourages laughter. Or one that makes you miss your loved ones less.”

      “Family?” Pip asked softly. “Your Burn Family, Hazel Burn?”

      Hazel surprised herself with a nod.

      Pip’s glow gentled. “Pip understands missing. Pumpkins grow in patches. Mine… went to pie long ago.”

      She studied the floating gourd—its grin unwavering, yet something wistful shimmered in its light. “You can stay here as long as you like,” she said, voice rougher than intended. “Plenty of shelf space.”

      Pip spun three joyful circles. “NEW PATCH!”

      Hazel’s lips quirked. “Provisional. Performance reviews are quarterly.”

      “Pip will surpass ALL metrics!”

      Hazel chuckled—a sound she hadn’t heard from herself in weeks. “I’m starting to believe it. You make a good Almost-Assistant.”

      “The Almost-Assistant to the Baker. I will prove to you I can become the Actual-Assistant to the Baker!”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      “Orange you glad we found each OTHER?” Pip beamed, rotating in place with obvious delight.

      Hazel groaned despite herself, though she couldn’t quite suppress the corner of her mouth from twitching upward. “Dear gods, that was terrible.”

      “Pip JUST getting warmed up!”

      A soft clatter snapped her back. The whisk jar jittered. Pip wasn’t near it.

      Hazel approached the jar. “All right, whoever you are, queue up.” She lifted the whisk. It settled in her hand, surprisingly light, handle warm.

      “Wants to help fold,” Pip explained. “Utensils get lonely in jars.”

      Hazel eyed the whisk. “You too?”

      The whisk twitched—affirmative.

      “Very well. Sanitation after each use, please.” She tucked it beside the bowl. “Welcome aboard.”

      “Oh! Almost FORGOT,” Pip said, bouncing with excitement, “Whisk and Pip have a surprise for you. Biggest surprise.”

      Hazel looked up from her notes, eyebrow raised. The whisk in the jar rattled enthusiastically, as if trying to speak for itself.

      “A surprise?” Hazel set down her pen, eyeing the floating gourd with the wariness of someone who’d learned that surprises often involved explosions or emergency evacuations.

      Pip floated toward the front window, vine-tendrils beckoning her to follow. “We worked on it while you sleep-sleep-SNORE last night, hoping you would let us stay FOREVER.”

      Hazel set down her quill and followed, curiosity prickling along her shoulders. Pip hovered near the window, glow cycling through proud oranges and golds.

      “Close your eyes,” the pumpkin instructed.

      “I don’t close my eyes for anyone,” Hazel said automatically. Twenty years of dungeon management had trained that reflex into her bones.

      “Pretty please? Just for a teensy SMALL moment?”

      Against her better judgment, Hazel squeezed her eyes shut. She heard rustling, the soft scrape of something, and Pip’s barely-contained giggling.

      “All right, OPEN!”

      Hazel opened her eyes and blinked. Pip hovered beside the front counter, practically vibrating with excitement. Below him, propped against a flour sack, sat a wooden sign roughly the size of her clipboard. Hand-painted letters in cheerful orange and brown proclaimed: Burn & Batch

      Her throat tightened. “You made this?”

      “Whisk did most of the detail work,” Pip said modestly, despite his glow.

      She stared. The lettering curved with amateur enthusiasm—some letters slightly taller than others, a few paint drips adding character. Tiny flourishes decorated the corners: something that looked like a very determined pumpkin wearing different aprons and hats.

      Hazel’s throat tightened unexpectedly. When was the last time someone had made her something? Something like this?

      She traced one of the painted pumpkins with her finger, noting how it wore what appeared to be a tiny chef’s hat. “Burn & Batch,” she murmured, testing the words. A knot formed in her stomach as the implications hit her. “Wait. People are going to think I actually burn my food, aren’t they?”

      Pip’s glow dimmed slightly. “Oh NO! Pip didn’t think⁠—“

      “No, no, it’s perfect,” Hazel said quickly, surprising herself with how much she meant it. “The eldest Burn sister baking up new batches. I can’t think of a better name, honestly. And it’s... it’s the sweetest thing anyone’s made for me in years.”

      “FRONT WINDOW!” Pip squeaked, zooming toward the glass. “So everyone can see!”

      Hazel opened the front door. Chill wind nipped; autumn leaves skittered. She measured the lintel. “Nails, hammer, step stool.”

      She returned to find the step stool… gone. “Pip?”

      “Retrieving!” came a muffled shout.

      The door creaked again. Pip swooped in, dragging the stool with vine-assist. “Heavy.”

      “Thank you.” Hazel positioned the stool, climbed, and drove the first nail.

      Thwack.

      Second nail—her elbow bumped the corner; the sign shifted, dangling crooked. Hazel grimaced. “Unacceptable.” She reached to tug it level.

      Vine tendril shot past, nudging the sign one inch right. Pip hovered, head cocked. “Better sightline from STREET,” he said.

      Hazel eyed the angle—objectively, it aligned with the shop’s charmingly skewed façade. Straight might look out-of-place.

      “Controlled imperfection,” she murmured.

      She descended the stool. From ground level, the sign looked… inviting. Whimsical. Hers.
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