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Prologue: Loose Ends, Tied in Triplicate
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✦

The Bounty Hunter

The bounty hunter shoved a quill under a farmer’s nose, the parchment sizzling between them. The glyphs shimmered faintly, promising a rash that would itch until midsummer.

“Pay now,” the hunter growled, “or scratch yourself raw. That’s how it’s done.”

The farmer flinched but squared his shoulders. “Not anymore. Smoulderscale’s system runs things now. We line up. We get stamped. We’re processed. That’s the rule.”

The hunter’s lip curled. “Rules are for men too soft to bite back.”

The farmer’s courage wavered. He pressed a coin into the hunter’s palm with a muttered, “I’ll pay this once. But next time, it’s his system, not yours.”

The hunter pocketed the copper and released him, but the victory sat hollow. He leaned against the fencepost, chewing the coin with his thumb, and muttered, “A curse used to be a curse. Straightforward. Bite, burn, blister. Now it’s ledgers and queues and blasted receipts.” His sigh rattled the quill behind his ear. “Order’s killing the business of fear.”

✦

Corbin & Company

Not far down the road, Corbin & Co huddled around a campfire.

“Another glorious day of not dying,” Corbin announced, swiping the last strip of jerky.

“You’re bragging about survival like it’s a skill,” Bella said, rolling her eyes over her spellbook.

“It is,” Corbin replied. “Especially when it’s my only one.”

Aldous growled. “Discipline is a skill. You should cultivate that.”
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“Ah yes,” Corbin nodded solemnly, “I’ll add it to my garden of poor decisions.”

Splinters sprawled across the log, tail twitching. “You’re all insufferable. Wake me when the garden burns.”

The fire popped, throwing sparks into the sky. They bickered on, like always, while the world quietly set the board for the next disaster.

✦

Smoulderscale

In the ruins of the Guildhall, Smoulderscale hunched over his scorched-beam desk. Villagers shuffled in a crooked line, clutching trembling forms. With each obsidian stamp, fire sealed the page.

After the fifth farmer from the same village presented a goat permit, the dragon’s nostrils flared. His talons tapped irritation into the ledger margin. “Excessive clustering,” he muttered. “Inefficient distribution of applicants.”

He looked up, gold eyes sweeping the blackened rafters and the weary line. Smoke curled with his sigh. “Very well,” he rumbled. “Until the Guildhall is properly restored, a provisional audit station will be maintained near the mill. Processing must continue.”

The villagers nodded, relieved, even if no one had asked him. Smoulderscale thumped his stamp onto the next page, saffron smoke curling upward.

“NEXT!”

✦

Three forces in motion: a bounty hunter mourning the old ways, a ragtag crew arguing over jerky, and a dragon happily inventing new bureaucracies. Their paths were already drawing toward collision. The Guild was gone, but the paperwork had only just begun.
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Chapter One
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✦

The Itch Tax

Lesson Learned: Never pay extra for the privilege of scratching.

The village square sounded like sandpaper on parade. Men, women, even a mule rubbed themselves raw against walls and barrels.

A crooked parchment flapped on the alehouse door:

Comfort Surcharge.

By Authority of the New Guild (Interim), drinkers shall remit one extra copper per mug to offset Itch Management Services.

Non-payers accept liability for dermal unrest.

Corbin yanked it free, squinting. “ ‘Dermal unrest’? That’s not a curse, that’s an apology wearing a monocle.”

A villager lurched past, scratching furiously. Bella caught his wrist, murmured a clean glyph. Blue sparks soothed the rash.

“Cheap work,” she said. “Whoever cast this either didn’t know better... or didn’t care.”

“Or both,” Corbin said, waving the parchment. “Congratulations, folks, we’ve been menaced by a budget rash.”

A broad man clambered onto a crate with a pot of red dye and a crude stamp. He puffed his chest and bellowed, “No stamp, no comfort. Simple as that. Pay your copper, keep your skin.”

A nervous villager muttered to his neighbor, “Dragon’s set up near the mill, says the Guildhall’s under repair. I’d rather stand in his line than trust this pig fat.”

The collector heard the mutter and slapped the stamp into the dye. “You want to wait all day for a dragon to sneeze fire on your wrist? Or walk away itch-free now?” He pointed at the boy clinging to his mother’s skirts. “One copper. Quick and kind.”

“Subscription itch,” Corbin murmured. “Innovative. Awful, but innovative.”

Aldous stepped between the crate and the crowd, hand on hilt. “You extort the sick. Shame.”

The collector shrugged. “Order costs coin. One copper per mug, two for strong drink. We stamp your hand, you stop scratching.”

Splinters hopped onto the crate’s edge, eyes glinting. “Your ink smells of pig fat and cowardice.”

A woman gasped. “The cat talks!”
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Lesson Learned!

Dying isn’t nearly as final as Corbin hoped. Every time he dies,
he wakes up hungrier, broker, and a little more humiliated.

To break the curse, he teams up with Bella, a witch with
questionable aim, Sir Aldous, a knight drowning in guilt, and
Splinters, a black cat who might be the smartest of them all.

From haunted wells to dragons with a taste for paperwork, their
quest proves one thing:

Sometimes the only way to cheat death...
is to laugh at it!
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