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Summary: 
                I was told I had been summoned to a world of magic. Of gods, heroes, and monsters. Of destiny, prophecies, and the battle against ultimate evil.

What I found instead were missing handrails, inadequate escape routes, and a completely unregulated approach to dragon management.

My name is Max Mustermann.

I am a lawyer, specialized in construction and administrative law, and a certified German standards inspector.

And if this world believes it can exist without regulations, it is gravely mistaken.





What to expect



• Ideas and changes proposed by Max pay off later. Real change takes time.

• Bureaucracy vs fantasy logic

• Weaponized professionalism

• Structural, legal, and procedural disasters

• Extremely dry humor

• Audience interaction & scenario suggestions

• A kingdom that may collapse — but this time, with proper documentation.





Interactive project

As Max travels through this world, he will encounter collapsing systems, questionable architecture, heroic improvisation, and an impressive number of problems that could have been avoided with basic planning.

Readers are invited to suggest situations they would like to throw him into — disasters, political messes, logistical nightmares, or everyday risks everyone else has somehow learned to live with.

I will pick the scenarios that fit the story best and then we will observe, calmly and professionally, what happens when a man who believes in standards, procedures, and responsibilities is forced to deal with them.









Notes on style:

Max’s analytical way of thinking and the technical POV were partly inspired by The Martian by Andy Weir.

This tale employs a deliberately procedural, bureaucratic tone and a fragmentary structure, reflecting Max Mustermann’s analytical worldview and dry deadpan humor. As Max gradually becomes more human, the narration slowly shifts as well — with longer paragraphs and fewer fragmented observations.

Max Mustermann is not designed to be likable. He is necessary and designed to be the Peak of German Evolution.
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1 - From the German Sky into a Barbaric Hell


                I woke up because the ground was too hard.

Not uncomfortably hard.

Unacceptably hard.

The floor consisted of roughly hewn stone, with no discernible leveling layer. No insulation. No separation. Direct contact. I lay flat; my back immediately registered a clear objection to a surface that was neither ergonomic nor intended for temporary accommodation.

I opened my eyes.

Above me, a stone ceiling. Uneven. Moisture stains. Cracks in at least two places. I estimated the clear height at roughly two and a half meters, though without consistent levelness. The room was lit by a single light source mounted on the wall—open, flickering, an exposed flame.

Fire load present.

I sat up.

The room was small. Four walls, no window, a wooden door with metal fittings. No viewing hatch. No evacuation plan. The door opened inward.

I took a deep breath.

“Of course,” I muttered.

I checked my clothing. Suit trousers, shirt, coat. All present. My wallet as well. Keys. Notebook. Calipers.

Good.

My phone, however, was gone. That surprised me less than expected. There would have been no reception here anyway, and the lighting conditions would not have allowed for safe use.

I stood and examined the floor. Uneven. A tripping hazard at the threshold. No marking. No bevel.

I made a mental note.

Only then did I ask myself the question I would normally have expected to come first:

Where was I?

The answer was obvious: no longer in Germany.

And therefore outside the legal framework I was familiar with.

That did not mean, however, that no rules applied here. Only that they apparently had not yet been formulated.

The door opened without my touching it.

A man entered. Tall, broad-shouldered, chain mail. A sword at his side. Helmet under his arm. He stopped when he saw me.

“You’re awake,” he said.

“Obviously,” I replied.

He frowned.

“The mage said it might take longer.”

I looked past him into the corridor. Narrow. Low ceiling. No continuous lighting. Torches at irregular intervals. Smoke stains along the ceiling.

“Who is responsible for this room?” I asked.

The man blinked.

“Excuse me?”

“The accommodation. The safety measures. The structural execution.” I gestured toward the open flame. “This light source alone violates basic safety principles.”

“You are… strange,” he said cautiously.

“That is irrelevant,” I replied. “What is relevant is that this door opens inward. In an emergency situation, that would be problematic.”

He looked at the door, then at me.

“It’s a dungeon.”

“All the more reason.”

Silence.

The man cleared his throat. “You were brought here because… well. Because you’re not from here.”

“That is correct.”

“The mage said you were important.”

I considered this briefly.

“I am a lawyer,” I said. “Specialized in construction and administrative law. Additionally, I am a certified DIN expert.”

He said nothing.

“My name is Max Mustermann,” I added. “And if I look around here, I see a considerable need for corrective action.”

Voices echoed from the corridor. Another man stepped in, wearing robes and carrying a staff. He examined me as though I were an interesting but potentially unstable artifact.

“This is him,” said the mage. “The outsider.”

I nodded at him.

“Then let’s clarify this,” I said. “But not here. This room, in its current condition, is not suitable for an extended conversation.”

The guard opened his mouth, closed it again, and looked at the mage.

The mage sighed.

“I’m afraid,” he said slowly, “this is going to be more complicated than expected.”

I looked once more at the ceiling, then at the door, then at the open flame.

“That,” I said, “it already is.”

They gave me no choice. At least, that was what they said. In reality, my choice consisted of either coming along voluntarily or taking the same route under armed escort. I chose the former, on the explicit condition that I be given sufficient time to look around.

The guard nodded uncertainly. The mage pretended not to have heard a thing.

The corridor outside my room was narrower than it had first appeared. The ceiling ran unevenly, in places so low that a taller person would have had to duck. The torches were mounted at irregular intervals—some loose, others placed too high to be extinguished quickly in an emergency.

“How many people use this corridor regularly?” I asked.

The guard considered. “Guards, servants,  sometimes prisoners… ”

“Then it’s undersized,” I concluded. “And unsuitable as an escape route.”

We continued.

The floor changed from rough stone to worn slabs, several of which were loose. I deliberately stepped around them.

“Why are you walking like that?” the guard asked.

“Hazard avoidance,” I said. “Loose slabs are tripping hazards.”

“No one has ever fallen here.”

“That’s what people always say—until the first time.”

At the end of the corridor, the space opened abruptly. A large hall. High ceiling. Banners on the walls. Open fire pits. No visible exits apart from the one we had come through.

I stopped again.

The guard let out a quiet groan.

“This,” I began, “is a disaster from a fire safety perspective.”

The mage turned to face me. “You are not here to inspect.”

“Yes,” I said calmly. “I am. I always am.”

We were led up a broad staircase. It was at least more uniform than the one in the dungeon, but even here there were deviations. The steps were too high, the handrail ended too early, and the edge was sharp.

I ran my hand along it.

“Who built this?” I asked.

“The palace has stood for centuries,” the knight replied.

I nodded. “That explains a great deal.”

At the top, two more guards awaited us. They opened heavy doors that swung inward, blocking the passage as they did so.

I stopped before entering.

“One moment.”

“What now?” the guard asked.

I pointed at the doors. “Double-leaf doors, opening inward, without any holding mechanism. In a panic situation, these doors would be lethal.”

The guard looked at me. For a long moment.

Then he said, “The king is waiting.”

“That doesn’t change physics.”

We entered.

The throne room was large. Too large. The ceiling disappeared into the height; light poured in through high windows that were unsecured. The throne itself stood elevated on a dais, accessible via three steps without a railing.

I exhaled slowly.

The king sat upon the throne. Crown. Cloak. Posture impeccable. Beside him advisers, guards, a scribe.

“This is the outsider,” said the mage.

The king studied me. “They say you are… unusual.”

“That is correct,” I said. “But irrelevant.”

A murmur passed through the hall.

“You were brought here because you come from another world,” the king continued. “Because you possess knowledge that could help us.”

I looked around. Counted exits. One. At most two, if one counted the side door. No signage.

“Then we should not be having this conversation here,” I said.

The king raised an eyebrow.

“Excuse me?”

“This room is unsuitable for an assembly of this size,” I explained. “Insufficient escape routes, open fire loads, no barriers at the edge of the dais. These steps alone—”

“Enough,” the king said sharply.

I fell silent.

He leaned forward. “You stand before your king.”

I met his gaze. “Then I strongly recommend that Your Majesty clarify responsibility for this room.”

Silence.

The scribe stopped writing.

The mage looked as though he were considering whether he could make me disappear on the spot.

The king inhaled slowly.

“Who are you?” he asked at last.

“Max Mustermann,” I said. “Lawyer. Expert witness. And, quite frankly, your most urgent necessity.”

A soft, incredulous laugh rippled through the hall.

The king did not smile.

“You speak boldly.”

“I speak factually.”

He regarded me for a long time. Then he beckoned an adviser closer and whispered something.

Finally, he said, “Very well, Max Mustermann. Then explain one thing to me.”

With a gesture, he indicated the throne room.

“What exactly is wrong here?”

I took a breath.

“How much time do we have?”
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2 - From Structure into Savagery


                The king had given me time. Not out of courtesy, but out of curiosity. That much was clear from the fact that four guards stood behind me, two in front of me, and the mage demonstratively folded his hands into his sleeves.

The scribe sat ready, quill raised, parchment unrolled.

“Begin,” said the king.

I nodded and opened my notebook.

“Point one,” I said. “Escape routes.”

A quiet groan went through the hall.

“The throne room has one regular exit,” I continued, “and a side door whose use appears to be optional. For the number of people present, this is insufficient.”

The king raised a hand. “We have never had a panic.”

“That is reassuring,” I said. “But not a safety concept.”

The scribe began to write.

“Point two: fire load.”

I gestured toward the open fire pits, the wall hangings, the banners.

“Open flames, textile decorations, no fire suppression equipment within reach. The probability of a fire is not hypothetical.”

The mage cleared his throat. “I could banish fire.“

I looked at him. “Are you present at all times?”

“Well…”

“Then that is not a solution. It is luck.”

The king pressed his lips together.

“Point three: the raised dais.”

I pointed at the steps leading to the throne.

”No railings. Sharp-edged steps. Increased risk of falling. Minimum 30% luminance contrast required between nosing and tread. Particularly problematic for elderly or injured persons.”

The king glanced briefly at his feet, then back at me.

“I have never fallen.”

“I sincerely hope that continues,” I said. “But hope does not replace safeguards.”

The scribe’s scratching grew faster.

“Point four: doors.”

I turned halfway around and pointed at the heavy double doors.

“They open inward. No holding mechanism. They would block under crowd pressure. In an emergency situation, they would be deadly.”

Silence.

Then someone laughed.

A young nobleman, finely dressed, visibly amused.

“You wish to tell us,” he said mockingly, “that our king’s throne room is dangerous?”

I looked at him.

“I am telling you,” I said calmly, “that it is.”

The laughter stopped.

The king slowly raised his hand.

“Enough.”

I closed my notebook.

“In summary,” I said, “I recommend the following measures: additional exits, fire safety adaptations, securing the raised dais, adjustment of the door mechanisms, and a general review of all public buildings.”

“Recommend,” the king repeated slowly.

“Yes,” I said. “At present.”

A murmur passed through the hall.

The king leaned back. “And what happens if we… ignore these recommendations?”

I considered briefly how best to phrase it.

“Then,” I said at last, “everything remains as it is. Until something happens.”

The king looked me in the eyes.

“Are you threatening me?”

“No,” I said. “I am informing you.”

I was not dismissed. Instead, I was led into a side room, where I was offered water and a stool, whose stability I checked before sitting down.

The guard from earlier stood by the door.

“You are brave,” he said quietly.

“I am factual.”

He twisted his mouth. “You are making enemies.”

“That,” I said, “is also not an argument.”

A servant entered.

“The king wishes to inform you,” he said stiffly, “that he will have your… objections reviewed.”

“Very good,” I said. “Then I expect feedback.”

The servant hesitated. “He also said… that you should behave quietly until then.”

I looked at him. “That depends on the surroundings.”

After some time I was sent to my new room, accompanied by a new guard. Reasonable. The throne room had made me uneasy anyway.

One room. One bed. One table. One window.

I checked the window first. Opened it. No safety bars. Considerable drop.

Then the bed. Stable, but too low.

The table wobbled.

I sat down anyway.

“Progress,” I muttered.

Outside, I heard voices whispering.

“He wants to change everything.”

“He insults the king.”

“He doesn’t understand this world.”

I took out my notebook and wrote:

 

First reaction: rejection.

Second reaction: curiosity.

Third reaction: resistance.

 

I ran my finger along the page.

That was acceptable.

Conflicts were nothing more than unresolved responsibilities, and responsibilities could be clarified.

 

The next morning, I was woken by the sound of hammers. Not many. Not purposeful. More like a desperate attempt to simulate activity.

I opened my eyes, lay still for a moment, and listened. Footsteps in the corridor. Voices. A short, sharp command. Then silence again.

I sat up.

The bed had not become more stable overnight.

When I opened the door, the guard stood outside. The same one as before. He looked exhausted, as though he had been pulled from sleep far too early—and from sleep that had been far too short.

“You are expected,” he said.

“Where?” I asked.

He hesitated. “Not in the throne room.”

I nodded. “Understandable.”

We set off.

The palace had changed. Not structurally—that would have been too much to expect—but organizationally. Ropes blocked off corridors. Two guards stood before the throne room, holding signs with clumsily written words that appeared to say No Entry.

I stopped.

“That is new.”

The guard sighed. “On your recommendation.”

“Recommendation,” I corrected. “Temporary measure.”

One of the guards looked at me. “The king is not pleased.”

“Safety is rarely pleasing. At first,” I said.

We continued.

Nobles stood in small groups, whispered, pointed, pretended to be discussing something else. Servants hurried about, visibly eager to appear busy.

The mage approached us.

“You have gone far,” he said coolly. “The throne room is closed.”

“Partially,” I said. “I have not issued clearance.”

He glared at me. “You have no authority—”

“Yes,” I said calmly. “At the moment, I do. Factually.”

He fell silent.

They led me outside.

The palace courtyard was large, paved, open. Daylight. Fresh air. Multiple access points. No ceiling that could collapse.

I relaxed, minimally.

The king was already waiting. No throne. No dais. Just a simple chair placed in the middle of the courtyard. Beside him advisers, guards, and the scribe from the previous day.

“You have shut down my palace,” the king said without preamble.

“Temporarily,” I said. “And not completely.”

“I had to cancel my audiences.”

“That was to be expected.”

His jaw tightened.

“And yet,” he continued, “I am prepared to continue this matter.”

He spread his arms. “Here. Outside. As you apparently prefer.”

I looked around, assessed, counted.

“The location is suitable,” I said, “with limitations.”

The king stared at me.

“You are joking.”

“No.”

The scribe cautiously raised his quill.

The king sat down. “Then let us do what must be done. Yesterday I wished to speak of the threat in the north. The dragon.”

I nodded. “A matter with significant hazard potential.”

“He devastates villages,” said the king. “Kills livestock. People.”

“Then this constitutes an acute danger,” I stated. “Why has nothing been done so far?”

“Because he is powerful.”

“That is not an obstacle,” I said. “It is a description.”

A murmur went through those present.

The king leaned forward. “You were summoned because you are different. Because you see things we do not.”

“That is correct,” I said. “For example, that your response so far has been purely reactive.”

“What do you propose?” he asked sharply.

I considered briefly.

“First,” I said, “a risk assessment.”

The mage covered his face with his hands.

“Then,” I continued, “clear responsibilities. Who is responsible? Who decides? Who is liable?”

“Liable?” the king repeated.

“If villages are destroyed,” I explained, “the question of compensation arises.”

Silence.

The king leaned back.

“You are unbearable,” he said calmly.

“That is possible,” I conceded. “But efficient.”

He studied me for a long moment.

“Very well,” he said at last. “Then conduct your assessment. But I warn you—if you continue to embarrass me—”

“Then you will still have to act,” I said.

The king laughed briefly, harshly.

“You are not afraid.”

I shook my head. “I have a standard.”

When I was dismissed later, I remained in the courtyard for a moment.

The palace behind me was silent. Closed. Unusable.

Ahead of me lay a world full of problems.

I opened my notebook.

 

First consequence achieved.

Authority reacts.

Resistance increases.

 

I underlined the last point.

That was good.

Change rarely began with agreement.

More often, it began when someone said:

This cannot continue.
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3 - Conditions of Harm


                The mage came to see me. Not officially. Not announced.

He simply entered the room while I was sitting at the table, sorting my notes. That alone spoke in his favor. Most people here announced themselves loudly, as if they needed to justify their own existence.

“What is it that you can actually do?” he asked at last.

I looked up.

“Professionally, or at present?”

He grimaced. “You are neither a warrior nor a mage. And yet the king moves according to your words. Why?”

I thought for a moment.

“Because I recognize problems before they escalate,” I said. “And because I can name who is responsible for them.”

He said nothing.

“I was a lawyer,” I added. “Specialized in construction and administrative law. Also a certified DIN expert.”

“That means nothing to me.”

“That is to be expected.”

The mage sighed, then reached into his robe and produced a sphere, glass-like, milky in sheen, faintly pulsing from within.

“Place your hand on it,” he said.

I examined the sphere. No visible cracks. Even surface. Stable temperature.

“What is it?” I asked.

“A focus,” he said. “It shows which forces act within you.”

I nodded and placed my hand on it.

At first, nothing happened.

Then the sphere began to glow faintly.

The mage frowned, muttered something, then placed his own hand on the sphere opposite mine.

The glow intensified briefly, then flickered.

“Interesting,” he murmured. “Very interesting.”

“I hear that often,” I said.

He concentrated.

“You can be harmed,” he said slowly at last, “but only under certain conditions.”

I withdrew my hand.

“What conditions?” I asked.

He seemed to leaf through something that apparently only he could see.

“It appears… you can only be injured if the harm is perceived as justified.”

I looked at him.

“That is not magic,” I said.

“It is,” he contradicted. “Quite clearly.”

“No,” I said calmly. “That is logic.”

He stared at me.

“What do you mean by that?”

I considered briefly how to explain it.

“In my world,” I began, “one is generally not allowed to cause harm to another person.”

“That is… remarkably idealistic,” the mage said.

“There are exceptions,” I continued. “Self-defense. Necessity. Proportionality.”

He frowned. “So you are saying—”

“One may only harm me,” I said, “if it is necessary. Without alternative. And suitable to prevent a greater harm.”

The mage was silent for a long time.

“That makes no sense,” he said finally.

“I hear that often as well.”

The sphere went dark.

The mage stepped back.

“You are dangerous,” he said quietly.

“No,” I replied. “I am regulating.”

He put the sphere away, visibly unsettled.

“The king wishes us to address the dragon,” he said at last. “You wanted a… risk assessment.”

I nodded.

“Then come,” he said.

I stood, took my notebook, and followed him.

For the first time, I had the impression that this world was beginning to take me seriously.

The king raised no objections.

That surprised me.

When I explained that a risk assessment did not consist of maps and stories, but of on-site observation, he merely nodded and instructed the mage to accompany me.

“Go and see it,” he had said. “Bring me facts.”

I planned to do that anyway.

We set out the same day. Not with a large escort. Not with any announcement.

The mage rode. I walked, because the horse provided showed no visible saddle restraints, and I was not prepared to take that risk without necessity.

“You are difficult,” the mage said after a while.

“I am consistent,” I replied.

The road led north, to where the dragon had last been sighted, to where smoke still hung on the horizon even days later.

“What exactly do you expect to find there?” the mage asked.

“Processes,” I said. “Or their absence.”

He fell silent.

When we saw the first charred beams, I knew the journey had been necessary. Paper could explain much. But order always began where damage became visible.

The village was damaged, but not dead. Charred beams jutted from the remains of houses. Roofs had collapsed. The ground was blackened and baked hard. But among all this, people moved. Slowly. Carefully. But they moved.

The village elder did not await us in a house. He stood in the square, hands folded before his body, cloak pulled too tight, as if holding something together that threatened to fall apart. When he saw us, he nodded once. Firmly.

“You are here because of the dragon,” he said.

“Among other things,” I said.

His mouth tightened. “Then you are too late.”

I shook my head. “No. Too late would have been if no one were left.”

He looked at me sharply.

“I sent them away,” he said quickly. “When the sky turned red. I shouted. Pushed. Some wanted to stay. Their homes. Their livestock.”

He swallowed.

“I forced them.”

The mage lifted his head, as if about to speak.

I raised my hand.

“That was correct,” I said.

The village elder blinked.

“What?”

“Evacuation in the event of acute danger,” I explained calmly. “Early decision. Clear command. No discussion. Exactly right.”

His shoulders sagged slightly.

“Some lost everything,” he murmured.

“They are alive,” I said. “That is not a small difference.”

He looked at me for a long moment, then nodded slowly.

“Then… then I suppose I did not do everything wrong.”

“No,” I said. “You acted correctly by instinct.”

I made a note.

We continued through the village. Not quickly. Not in silence.

I had them show me where the fire had struck first, where people had fled, where they had gathered, where chaos had broken out.

“Here,” I said at last, stopping. “Here is where they should have been assembled.”

“Why?” asked the mage.

“Because it is open,” I said. “Because you can see in all directions from here. And because panic diminishes when people are not isolated.”

The village elder nodded slowly. “That is true.”

Then I smelled it. Fresh. Warm. Heavy.

Bread.

In one of the few half-standing houses, a woman sat at a table. Before her lay several loaves. Not beautiful. Not decorated. But orderly. Even. Cleanly cut.

She passed them on, one by one, to those without a house, to those without a hearth.

I stopped.

“May I?” I asked.

She looked up, nodded, and pushed a loaf closer.

I examined it. Not too small. Not excessively large. Even crumb. Clean cut.

I nodded in approval.

“This is good,” I said.

She looked at me, confused. “It is just bread.”

“Bread is never just bread,” I said. “It is supply.”

The mage stepped beside me. “What are you evaluating?”

“In my world,” I explained, “there are standards for basic foodstuffs. Minimum sizes. Equal distribution.”

He frowned. “You standardize bread?”

“Of course,” I said. “So no one receives less simply because they speak more quietly.”

The woman heard this. She paused briefly, then cut the next loaf exactly in half.

“I’m counting,” she said.

I smiled.

“Very sensible.”

I stepped back into the square.

“Supply is functioning,” I said. “Short-term.”

The village elder stepped beside me. “And long-term?”

I looked around.

“Long-term, you need procedures,” I said. “An assembly point. A signal. Responsibilities.”

“And the dragon?” he asked.

I looked to the sky.

“He is a danger,” I said. “But not chaos.”

The mage looked at me questioningly.

“Chaos,” I added, “arises where no one is prepared.”

I opened my notebook.

 

Evacuation: functional

Population response: sufficient

Supply: improvised, but fair

Potential for improvement: high

 

I looked at the village elder.

“You did something right here,” I said. “Now we make sure that next time, it is not merely enough.”

He nodded.

“Then tell me what to do.”

I closed the notebook.

“First,” I said, “we build order. Then we deal with the dragon.”
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4 - Ordered to Cruelty


                The return to court was faster than expected. Not because anyone hurried us, but because there was nothing left to inspect. The village had done what it could. The rest was no longer within its control.

When we reached the palace, the atmosphere had noticeably changed.

People spoke more quietly.

They looked more closely.

And they fell silent when I entered a room.

The king did not receive me in the throne room.

He received me in the council chamber.

A lower room. Fewer banners. Fewer fire pits. More faces. The mage took a seat beside me. Advisors, nobles, and guards were spread throughout the room, as if they had already marked their positions.

“Report,” said the king.

I stepped forward.

“The village was prepared,” I began. “Not through planning, but through instinct. The village elder evacuated early. As a result, there were no fatalities.”

A murmur passed through the room.

“The village is still damaged,” said a man to the king’s right. Finely dressed. Too confident.

I looked at him. Fixed his face in my memory.

“Damaged buildings can be replaced,” I said. “Lost people cannot.”

The man snorted. “You are relativizing.”

“No,” I said. “I am distinguishing.”

The king raised a hand.

“And the dragon?” he asked.

“The dragon is a real threat,” I said. “But not an unpredictable one.”

Unease spread.

“There is a lack of defined responsibility,” I continued. “At present, it is not established who decides in such a situation, who informs, who evacuates, and who is accountable.”

“We have heroes,” someone interjected.

“Heroes are not a structure,” I said. “They are a reaction.”

The man to the king’s right stood up.

“You come here,” he said sharply, “make demands, shut down the palace, block measures against the dragon, and now you want to explain to us how to govern our realm?”

I looked at him.

“I am explaining,” I said calmly, “how to limit damage.”

“You are a foreigner!” he shouted. “A nobody!”

Silence.

The king rose slowly.

“If the gods had not summoned you,” he said evenly, “you would no longer be alive.”

The sentence hung in the room.

I took a slow breath.

“That is possible,” I said. “But at present, I am here.”

Several people flinched.

I opened my notebook.

“Until responsibilities are clarified,” I said calmly, “I will not address the dragon.”

Silence.

“You refuse?” asked the king.

“I set priorities,” I said.

The man to the right stepped forward.

“You are playing a dangerous game.”

I looked at him.

“No,” I said. “I am preventing one.”

The king raised his hand.

“Enough.”

He studied me for a long moment.

“You will remain,” he said at last. “For now. But every further step you take will be observed.”

I nodded. “That is acceptable.”

The man to the king’s right looked at me as though he had just lost something.

I left the room.

Behind me, the voices immediately resumed their whispering.

I opened my notebook and wrote:

 

Responsibilities unclear.

Resistance open.

Time window limited.

 

I underlined the last point.

Order had never possessed infinite patience.

The decision was not made immediately. It never was.

After the audience, days passed in which nothing happened—at least nothing visible. Measures were announced, but not implemented. Discussions were held, but not concluded. Responsibilities were named, but not accepted.

It was the most dangerous state.

Not stagnation.

But suspension.

And in this suspended state, people began to draw their own conclusions.

The intrigue did not begin openly.

It began properly.

First, I heard that my presence “raised questions.”

Then that my recommendations were “insufficiently reviewed.”

Finally, that I was “acting outside my jurisdiction.”

The word appeared more and more frequently.

Jurisdiction.

Ironically.

No one spoke to me about it.

They spoke about me.

Servants grew terse when I entered a room. Guards looked away. The council scribe wrote more slowly whenever I stood behind him, as though every word required careful consideration.

The mage was the first to address it openly.

“They are gathering voices against you,” he said when we met in the arcade. “Not officially. Not yet.”

“Who?” I asked.

He hesitated. “Several. Mostly those who would lose influence if your proposals were implemented.”

“Then that is to be expected,” I said.

He looked at me as though I had just said something naïve.

“They are questioning your legitimacy,” he continued. “They say you have no formal authority. That you are blocking decisions that harm the realm.”

I stopped.

“Have you seen the village?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Then that is not an argument,” I said.

The mage rubbed his temples. “Politics does not work that way.”

“Damage doesn’t either,” I replied.

That same evening, I was not summoned to the council.

Instead, I received a message. Written. Sealed. Properly worded.

The High Council requests a statement regarding your role, your mandate, and the extent to which your actions align with the will of the Crown.

I read the text twice.

“This is a vote of no confidence,” I concluded.

The knight who delivered the message nodded.

“Unofficially.”

“Of course.”

I sat down, took out my notebook, and began to write.

Not emotionally.

Not defensively.

Factually.

The following morning, I appeared before the council again.

The man to the king’s right was present once more. This time, he did not even attempt to smile.

“You are blocking measures against the dragon,” he began without preamble. “You are undermining authority. You are destabilizing the realm.”

“I am structuring,” I said.

“You are delaying!” he shouted.

“Deliberately,” I replied.

A murmur swept the room.

“You are endangering lives!”

“No,” I said calmly. “I am reducing risk.”

The king raised a hand.

“It is alleged,” he said slowly, “that you are placing yourself above the will of the Crown.”

I nodded. “I am.”

Silence.

“I am not placing myself above the Crown,” I continued. “I am working ahead of it. Preventively.”

The man laughed harshly. “Do you hear yourself?”

“Yes,” I said. “Very clearly.”

I opened my notebook.

“Since my arrival,” I said, “there have been no deaths caused by the dragon. Evacuations are effective. Supply is functioning. Panic has decreased.”

“Coincidence,” someone growled.

“Coincidence is statistically unlikely,” I said.

The king looked at me for a long time.

“You are forcing me into a position,” he said at last, “in which I must decide.”

I nodded. “That is the purpose of responsibility.”

The man to the right stepped forward.

“Your Majesty,” he said with feigned concern, “this man destabilizes your rule.”

The king remained silent.

I looked at him.

“If you remove me now,” I said calmly, “the measures will collapse. Not out of malice – out of uncertainty.”

“And if I keep you?” the king asked.

“Then you will face resistance,” I said. “But fewer deaths.”

Silence.

The king closed his eyes briefly.

When he opened them again, he said:

“You will remain. For now.”

The man to his right went rigid.

“But,” the king added, “every further step you take will be observed. One mistake—and you are gone.”

I inclined my head slightly. “That is acceptable.”

As I left the room, the mage stepped beside me.

“You have made enemies,” he said quietly.

I nodded. “That is unavoidable.”

“Why do you seem so calm?”

I looked at him.

“Because intrigues are predictable,” I said.

“Disordered conditions are not.”
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5 -  Post-Incident Review


                The alarm came too late. Not because no one had triggered it, but because it had not yet been defined.

I was standing in the village, bent over a plan on which lines marked intended assembly points, when the sky darkened—at first gradually, then unmistakably. A shadow passed over the damaged houses.

“That’s him,” someone said.

There was no scream, no immediate panic. Just that one word.

The dragon came from the north, lower than before, slower. Not attacking—assessing.

I looked around. The assembly points were marked. The paths to them partially cleared. The messengers improvised. Responsibilities assigned—but not rehearsed.

“Give the signal!” someone shouted.

“Which one?” someone shouted back.

I closed my eyes briefly. Then I opened them again.

“Everyone west!” I called out loudly. “To the open field! Don’t stop! Don’t gather! Keep moving!”

Some obeyed immediately. Others hesitated.

The dragon roared. The air vibrated; heat rolled across the ground like a pressure wave.

“Now!” I shouted. “No discussion!”

The village elder ran forward, calling names, orders, curses. He knew whom he had to drive.

Good.

The first fire was not precise. A sweep. A test. One roof caught fire, then another.

“Water!” someone shouted.

I saw the barrels. Too few. Too far apart.

Partial implementation.

The mage stood beside me, his hands already raised. “I can distract him,” he said.

“Not without cover,” I replied.

“There’s no time!”

I looked at him. Saw the fear. The resolve.

“Then keep your distance,” I said. “And retreat as soon as he reacts.”

He hesitated.

“That is not a recommendation,” I said sharply. “That is an order.”

He nodded—and acted.

The dragon lowered its head.

Fire.

The mage pulled back. Too late. A shockwave hurled him to the ground.

I ran. Not heroically or fast.

Purposefully.

The ground was hot, the smoke burned my eyes. I dragged the mage behind a low stone wall. Insufficient—but better than nothing.

The dragon circled.

“He’s coming back,” the mage gasped.

I looked up at the sky. “Yes,” I said. “But now we know how.”

The next attack came at an angle, lower. Most of the people were out of range.

Mostly.

A scream.

I turned. A man had fallen, his leg twisted, smoke around him. I ran, grabbed him under the arms. The ground trembled.

The dragon dove.

I pulled the man behind the wall—just in time. Fire swept overhead. Heat. Pressure. Pain.

I felt it.

But it was… muted. As though something were assessing.

The mage stared at me. “You… you’re alive.”

I nodded. “State of emergency,” I said briefly. “Proportional.”

The dragon withdrew. Not defeated. Confused.

There was only silence, smoke, and me coughing.

I stood up slowly. The man beside me was alive. Injured—but alive.

I looked around.

No mass panic.

No blind flight.

No total chaos.

Incomplete.

But effective.

The village elder approached, his face blackened with soot. “It… worked,” he said incredulously.

I nodded. “Partially. But partial is sometimes enough.”

In the distance, a horn sounded, clearer than before. Late—but clear.

I took out my notebook.

 

Test run under real conditions.

System incomplete, but resilient.

Improvements mandatory.

 

I crossed nothing out.

Then I looked up at the sky.

“Now,” I said quietly, “we can talk about the dragon.”

 

The smoke had not yet cleared when the narrative began. Not loudly. Not openly. But purposefully.

When we returned to court, the atmosphere was not relieved, not grateful, but tense—watchful, as if searching for something tangible.

And I was tangible.

They made me wait. Not officially, but long enough.

When I was finally led into the council chamber, everyone was already there: the king, his advisors, the mage—and the man to his right, who looked at me as though he had been waiting for exactly this moment.

“There were damages,” he began without preamble. “Injuries. Panic.”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“A village burned again.”

“Partially,” I said. “On a smaller scale than before.”

“You are minimizing,” he hissed.

“I am contextualizing.”

The king looked at me. Tired. Alert.

“They say,” he began slowly, “that the dragon never came this close to settlements before.”

I raised an eyebrow slightly. “That is not documented.”

The man smiled thinly. “And yet he attacked precisely when you were there.”

Silence.

“Correlation is not causation,” I said at last.

“Wordplay,” he scoffed.

“Analysis,” I corrected.

The mage cleared his throat. “Your Majesty, the attack was unusual, but not provoked. The pattern—”

“Enough,” the man cut him off. “This man has altered procedures. He has interfered.”

I looked at the king.

“If I had changed nothing,” I said calmly, “people would be dead today.”

No one contradicted me.

The king leaned back. “Perhaps,” he said. “But perhaps not.”

I nodded. “Perhaps.”

He did not like the word.

“You promised me order,” he said. “Instead, my realm is once again under fire.”

“It already was under fire,” I said. “I have merely begun to name it.”

The man stepped forward.

“Your Majesty,” he said with feigned concern, “this outsider destabilizes your rule. He sows doubt. He imposes conditions.”

I remained silent.

The king studied me for a long moment.

“By this evening,” he said at last, “I want everything you know about the dragon.”

The man smiled.

“In writing,” the king continued. “Complete. Without omissions. In your quarters. No later than dinner.”

Silence.

“And after that,” he added, “we will decide whether you remain part of the solution—or whether you have become part of the problem.”

I inclined my head slightly.

“That is sufficient,” I said.

 

In my room, I closed the door, sat down, and exhaled.

I opened my notebook.

 

Allegation: provocation.

Objective: discrediting.

Time window: a few hours.

 

I placed a blank sheet beside it. Clean. Unmarked.

“Good,” I murmured.

Then I began to write. Not defensively. Not justificatory.

 

Factually.

Chronologically.

Unassailable.

 

If they intended to remove me, it would not be on the basis of truth.

 

And that was precisely my advantage.
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6 - Provisional Authority


                The report took twelve pages, thirteen if one counted the appendix.

 

I numbered them, signed them, added the date, and then read everything once more. Not because I doubted what I had written, but because I knew they would. Accuracy was not protection, but it was the closest thing available.

When I arrived at the king’s quarters, the guards stepped aside without comment. That, more than anything else, told me the evening would not be simple.

Inside, a long table had been prepared. The king sat at its head. To his right, the nobleman. Around them councillors, the mage, the scribe. No one spoke when I entered.

I placed the document on the wood.

“It is complete,” I said. “Timeline, decisions taken, effects observed, and measures that were missing.”

The nobleman did not reach for it.

“You are defending yourself,” he said.

“No,” I replied. “I am documenting the situation.”

The king opened the first page. He read slowly, which I appreciated. Speed encouraged interpretation. Slowness favored comprehension.

After some time he looked up.

“How many would have died?” he asked.

“Without intervention?” I clarified.

He nodded.

“Between thirty and fifty,” I said. “Depending on wind direction and reaction time.”

I noticed the mage inhale. The nobleman remained very still.

“And because of you?”

“Seven injured. No fatalities.”

The king closed the pages halfway. “That is not nothing.”

“No,” I agreed. “It is a reduction.”

The nobleman leaned forward. “You altered procedures. You issued commands. You interfered with existing authority.”

“Yes,” I said.

“You had no right.”

“That is correct,” I answered. “But it was necessary.”

He seemed prepared for denial. Necessity irritated him.

The king watched us both.

“You are telling me,” he said slowly, “that my realm currently functions better when you override it.”

“No,” I said. “I am saying the situation requires decisions that someone must take.”

He leaned back in his chair, fatigue briefly visible behind the discipline.

“What do you want?” he asked.

That was the first productive sentence of the evening.

I opened my notebook.

“Defined chains of command,” I said. “Evacuation protocols. Agreed signals. Allocation of resources. Training obligations. And protection for those who must decide under uncertainty.”

The mage studied me. The councillors began to whisper.

The nobleman gave a short laugh. “You are asking for immunity.”

“I am asking for operability,” I corrected.

The king tapped his fingers against the table.

“If I grant this,” he said, “people in this room will lose influence.”

“Yes,” I said.

“And if I refuse?”

“Then you will lose settlements.”

Silence followed. Longer than before. He looked again at the numbers in front of him, at the clean absence where a list of the dead might have been.

“You offer me no comfortable choice,” he said.

“Reality rarely does,” I replied.

He stood.

“Wait outside, we have to discuss this matter.”

The reaction passed through the room before anyone tried to hide it. The nobleman’s expression hardened into something far less controlled.

 

They did not decide immediately.

Of course they did not.

Kings rarely ruled by impulse when witnesses were present, and tonight there were many. So I was asked—politely, formally, unmistakably—to wait outside while the council deliberated.

The door closed behind me with ceremonial softness.

In the corridor, a bench had been placed against the wall, either out of courtesy or calculation. I checked it for stability, then sat down and opened my notebook.

 

Raised probability of mandate.

Simultaneous increase in political hostility.

 

I added a line beneath it.

 

Delay indicates resistance alignment.

 

Voices murmured beyond the heavy wood. Not loud enough to understand, but intense enough to measure. Someone argued at length. Someone else interrupted. At one point I heard the king.

Then silence.

I continued writing.

 

If authority is granted → implementation possible.

If refused → responsibility reverts to the throne.

 

It was, from a structural perspective, an efficient situation.

The door opened.

A guard gestured. “You are called.”

I closed the notebook, stood, and returned to the table.

No one had changed position, but everything had shifted. Faces tighter. Calculations finished.

The king regarded me for a long moment.

“Very well,” he said. “You will receive provisional authority. In matters concerning civilian safety and defensive organization, you may issue binding instructions in my name.”

The words moved through the room like a draft of cold air.

The nobleman to his right did not hide his reaction this time.

 

I nodded and wrote it down.

 

Mandate granted.

Duration undefined.

 

The king watched that as well.

“Do not misunderstand,” he added. “This is not trust. It is necessity.”

“That is sufficient,” I said.

He inhaled slowly, then leaned forward.

“If I am to place faith in your judgment,” he continued, and now he briefly glanced toward the others, “then prevention alone will not be enough. You must also provide a solution.”

Several councillors straightened.

“Yes,” the king said. “Tell me, Max Mustermann. How do you intend to deal with the dragon?”

There it was.

Expectation of heroism.

I folded my hands behind my back.

“Ähem,” I said carefully, “if you had wanted a knight, you would have summoned one. If you had wanted a weapon, you already possess many.”

The nobleman smiled thinly, sensing vindication.

“But you summoned me,” I continued, “which suggests the problem is not the dragon.”

Silence settled again, heavier now.

“The problem,” I said, “is exposure. Unprotected settlements. Slow communication. Undefined retreat paths. Predictable targets. The dragon succeeds because the environment is favorable.”

The mage lowered his hands from his sleeves.

“You want to fight the surroundings,” he said.

“I want to remove the advantages,” I corrected.

The king watched me closely. “And the dragon himself?”

I allowed myself a brief pause, mostly for accuracy.

“He becomes significantly less impressive,” I said, “once he is denied victims.”

Murmurs spread. Some angry. Some thoughtful.

The nobleman leaned forward. “That is not victory.”

“No,” I agreed. “It is control. Victory is unreliable.”

The king rubbed his temple.

“You are telling me,” he said slowly, “that we may never slay him.”

“I am telling you,” I replied, “that dead heroes are expensive and rarely repeatable.”

The mage made a sound that might have been a laugh before he suppressed it.

The king leaned back.

“And if,” he asked, “I demand both? Safety and removal?”

I met his gaze.

“Then we proceed in the correct order,” I said. “First stability. Then options. Preferably ones that survive contact with reality.”

No one liked that.

Which usually meant it was usable.

The king exhaled through his nose.

“You are profoundly irritating,” he said.

“That has been observed,” I answered.

A pause followed, long enough to become decision.

“Very well,” he said at last. “You have your mandate. Build me the structure you claim we lack.”

I inclined my head.

“Gladly,” I said.

Behind him, several men realized they had just lost ground they would not easily regain.

I wrote another line into my notebook.

Authority formalized.

Conflict escalates.

For the first time since my arrival, both statements were compatible.

The guard accompanied me as I left the chamber.

Not ceremonially this time. Not as an escort between powers, but as someone assigned to make sure a newly authorized problem did not wander off and reorganize the kingdom before breakfast.

We walked in silence for a while. Boots on stone. Torches. Draft from the high windows.

He kept glancing at me.

Finally he cleared his throat.

“You meant what you said in there?” he asked. “About using the surroundings.”

“Yes,” I replied.

He hesitated, searching for the correct way to doubt a man who now technically spoke with the king’s voice.

“Do you believe you are a god?” he asked at last. “Even the greatest battle mages can barely shape a field for a short time. And you talk about changing an entire realm.”

I stepped around a bucket someone had left in the middle of the corridor. The handle was bent upward at ankle height.

“No,” I said. “I do not need to be a god.”

He frowned.

“Then what do you need?”

“Time,” I answered. “Standards. Repetition.”

He looked unconvinced.

So I continued.

“If villages are harder to reach, the dragon must travel further. If alarms are faster, people move earlier. If storage is decentralized, fewer burn at once. If shelters exist, attacks lose efficiency.”

I gestured vaguely ahead of us.

“If prey becomes inconvenient, predators reconsider their investment.”

The guard blinked. “That is your grand strategy?”

“That,” I said, “and removing stupidity where possible.”

He almost smiled despite himself.

“You make it sound simple.”

“It is simple,” I replied. “It is merely unpopular.”

We turned a corner.

A servant rushed past us, carrying a crate stacked too high. He nearly collided with me, stumbled, recovered, and vanished with a whispered apology.

I watched him go.

“Load securing,” I muttered. “One day gravity will unionize.”

The guard stared at me.

“You notice everything, don’t you?”

“Only what will eventually become paperwork,” I said.

We descended a staircase. I kept my hand along the wall, not the railing; it ended too early to be reliable.

The guard tried again.

“You really think inconvenience can defeat a dragon?”

“No,” I said. “But it can defeat panic. And panic kills more reliably than claws.”

That kept him quiet for several steps.

Then my stomach made a decision on its own behalf.

I paused.

“There is another matter,” I said.

He looked alarmed. “What now?”

“I cannot work on an empty stomach.”

He stared at me.

Of all the declarations he might have expected from the man who had just restructured authority in the kingdom, hunger had not ranked highly.

“…Right,” he said after a moment. “Then we go to the staff canteen.”

“Excellent,” I replied. “Function requires energy.”

We changed direction.

The parts of the palace reserved for servants were narrower, louder, alive with movement. People carried linens, tools, messages. Several slowed when they recognized me.

I stepped over a coil of rope that occupied precisely the space most compatible with falling.

Unmarked hazard, I noted internally.

The guard watched the maneuver.

“You always walk like that?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said. “I prefer arriving.”

The doors to the canteen stood open. Warm air drifted out, along with the smell of soup, bread, and exhaustion.

I stopped at the threshold, studying the arrangement of benches, the flow of people, the distance to the kitchen.

“What is it now?” the guard asked carefully.

“Nothing dramatic,” I said. “I am merely verifying that feeding a workforce has not been designed as an endurance trial.”

He exhaled in relief.

“You are very strange.”

“That has also been documented,” I replied.

Then I stepped inside.
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7 - Improvised Compliance


                I stopped in the doorway.

Warm air met me, thick with soup, old grease, and the kind of exhaustion that suggested people had learned to eat quickly and preferably without expectations. Voices overlapped. Dishes clattered. Someone demanded bread. Someone else water.

It was supply.

But it was not order.

The benches stood too close together. Movement crossed movement without guidance. Those already served pressed against those still waiting. A kettle simmered beside what clearly functioned as a main route. The floor had entered a cooperative agreement with gravity and was preparing future incidents.

I remained where I was.

The guard noticed.

“What is it?” he asked. “You look as if you have identified another threat.”

“I may have,” I said.

Two kitchen boys forced their way through the crowd with a tray. No protection against impact. No defined corridor. Hope as a structural element.

“Too little space per person,” I murmured. “No queue management. Opposing traffic. No separation between supply and distribution.”

The guard blinked.

“It’s food,” he said.

“It’s logistics,” I corrected.

I continued to observe. A shelf bending under load. Knives positioned at ideal child height. A door that opened partially and blocked completely.

My stomach intervened.

Audibly.

The guard looked at me. “You wanted to eat.”

“Yes,” I said.

I reviewed the situation once more, mostly to confirm that entering it constituted informed consent.

“Well?” he asked.

I took a breath.

“In my world,” I said, “there is a saying: without food, no fight.”

At that moment two men collided because neither concept nor authority regarding right of way had been implemented.

“Here,” I added, “it seems closer to: without a fight, no food.”

The guard watched the same scene, then gave a slow nod.

“…Fair,” he admitted.

I closed my eyes briefly, mentally drafting a structure that would shortly make me unpopular with an entirely new department.

“Good,” I said. “Then operations begin earlier than expected.”

By the time we reached the serving area, progress had slowed to something between negotiation and impact.

People pushed from behind, advanced from the sides, reconsidered direction without notice. Bowls moved upward like diplomatic offerings. Elbows functioned as arguments.

I attempted to establish distance.

Half a meter, ideally. A minimal buffer. Enough to react, enough to breathe, enough to remain a person instead of becoming inventory.

This proved unpopular.

So I compensated with small lateral adjustments—left, right, half a step back, forward again—maintaining what in Germany would have been considered basic decency and here registered as suspicious choreography.

The guard watched me.

“You are becoming stranger by the minute,” he said.

“Risk mitigation,” I replied, while preventing a man with remarkable commitment from occupying my spine.

Eventually we reached a point where food became theoretically obtainable.

From a structural perspective, the situation deteriorated further.

I could see into the kitchen.

Weight-bearing tables not designed for the load they carried. A cutting area intersecting with distribution. A liquid on the floor whose biography would end in injury. Storage stacked by optimism.

And then I noticed the hands.

Bare.

Direct contact between personnel, product, and destiny.

I turned to the guard.

“How,” I asked calmly, “do you intend to defeat a dragon in the future if you cannot even secure your continued existence here?”

He stared at me.

I gestured toward the serving line.

“Where is the health authority? Who supervises sanitation? Who ensures that the people you intend to save tomorrow are not eliminated today by lunch?”

The guard opened his mouth.

Closed it.

“Well,” he tried, “we don’t exactly have… that. Not like you mean.”

I waited.

“But we have something similar,” he added, with the confidence of a man inventing infrastructure mid-sentence.

“Good,” I said. “What is it?”

He hesitated.

“We… tell people to wash?”

I absorbed that.

“I see,” I said.

He looked at me defensively. “What do you want from me? You’re the one with the weird standards.”

“That is correct,” I agreed. “Though to be precise, hygiene enforcement belongs to another department.”

He blinked.

“Another what?”

“I understand the principles of how one must behave in a kitchen,” I continued patiently. “However, my specialization concerns construction, layout, operational safety, material suitability, process stability.”

I indicated the room.

“This environment,” I said, “would lose an argument with a staircase.”

He stared at me.

I adjusted my coat slightly.

“After all,” I added, “I am a certified DIN expert.”

The guard looked toward the people serving food with their entirely unregulated hands, then back to me, as if comparing two different interpretations of reality.

“…Right,” he said at last.

Ahead of us, someone shouted that the soup was running out.

I inhaled.

By the time I stood directly in front of the serving counter, the system had degraded into urgency.

A ladle hovered above a bowl. Steam rose. Someone behind me complained about delays with the moral authority of imminent starvation.

The man behind the counter extended the food toward me.

I did not take it.

Instead, I looked at him.

“Are you aware,” I asked, “that something is currently going wrong here?”

He froze, bowl suspended between us.

“…What?” he said.

“Do you understand what the problem is?” I continued. “Right now. In this moment.”

He stared at me as if I had asked him to define existence.

“What did you say?”

Before I could attempt a refinement, movement erupted from the kitchen.

A woman pushed forward, fast, efficient, carrying authority like an additional tool. Her hair was tied back, though not sufficiently for the velocity she employed. She stopped beside the server and looked directly at me.

“Do you have a problem with my food,” she demanded, “or why are you blocking my line?”

For a brief second I had to reorganize internally. Volume had increased, expectations had accelerated, and several dozen people had decided that I was now the primary obstacle between them and survival.

I cleared my throat.

“There are,” I began carefully, “a number of structural irregularities visible from here alone.”

I gestured toward the interior.

“Work surfaces underdimensioned. Movement paths overlapping. Heat sources unprotected. No hygienic barriers between preparation and distribution—”

Her expression darkened.

“Do you have a problem with this kitchen?” she asked. “If you continue standing there,” she went on, “no one will get their food. It will get cold. That’s waste. Do you want waste? Is that it?”

The queue shifted restlessly behind me.

For a moment, I genuinely lost the correct entry point into the conversation.

“Yes,” I said, and immediately realized that this was not the right beginning. “No. I mean—”

I tried again.

“It is remarkable,” I said, “that this functions at all.”

She blinked.

I nodded toward the chaos.

“From a probability standpoint.”

There was a pause in which my survival remained negotiable.

So I stepped aside.

The next person moved forward instantly, accepted a bowl, and gave me a look that contained deep historical disappointment.

“Finally,” he muttered.

I watched him go, then returned my attention to the woman.

“Are you responsible here?” I asked.

“Who else would be?” she snapped. “We need to keep people standing. Fed. Working.”

“We need to talk,” I said.

“I don’t have time to talk!” she fired back. “Do you want them fainting? Do you want unrest? What is all this even about? You come in here, make trouble, and you don’t even belong to my staff.”

Her voice dropped, dangerous.

“If you keep this up, you won’t need to show your face in this canteen again.”

Beside me, the guard moved.

Not forward.

But into decision.

He looked at her, then at me, and then back at her with the expression of a man who had recently learned that gravity had been reassigned.

“Since a few minutes ago,” he said, visibly uncomfortable, “his voice carries the king’s authority in matters of procedures… and structures.”

He pointed at me, uncertain whether this was genius or suicide.

“Binding authority.”

Silence spread outward from us.

The kitchen did not stop working.

But it began listening.

For several seconds after the guard spoke, the kitchen continued moving while pretending not to listen.

The woman held my gaze. Calculating. Re-evaluating risk.

Then she turned abruptly and disappeared.

I assumed dismissal.

Instead, a narrow side door opened almost immediately and her head reappeared.

“Inside,” she said, lower now. “Not everyone needs to hear this.”

There was hesitation in it.

I followed.

The guard came with me, looking like a man who suspected he might soon be reassigned to history.

The door closed behind us. Noise from the hall dulled, reduced to a distant, manageable desperation.

Up close, the woman studied me again, slower this time.

“If you carry the king’s authority,” she said, “you should dress like it. How am I supposed to recognize that?”

I looked down at myself.

“My clothing is practical,” I explained. “I possess sufficient pockets to transport documentation, measuring devices, and emergency thoughts. Anything decorative would reduce mobility.”

She stared at me.

“That’s not the point,” she said.

“It usually is,” I replied.

I gestured around us.

“This environment transfers,” I continued. “Hands to tools. Tools to food. Food to people. People to more people. In the worst case, you create a bacteria that ends in disease.”

She frowned. “A what?”

“Very small adversaries,” I said. “Invisible. Enthusiastic. They travel with great commitment.”

Her expression did not improve, so I simplified.

“Whatever dirt you carry,” I said, “you distribute. And because it is food, it enters through the mouth. From there, the body negotiates. Sometimes unsuccessfully.”

Now she stiffened.

“You are telling me my kitchen is dangerous?”

I considered the available diplomatic routes and selected honesty.

“I am telling you,” I said carefully, “that survival here relies heavily on luck and dedication.”

Her jaw tightened.

Before she could respond, something else caught my eye.

Five cooking stations stood along the wall.

No wood.

No coal.

No smoke.

Instead, contained fields of stable magical heat shimmered beneath iron surfaces, clean, consistent, controllable.

I stopped mid-conflict.

“Oh,” I said.

The woman blinked visibly annoyed. “What?”

I stepped closer, studying the construction, the absence of residue, the predictability of output.

“Who,” I asked with genuine interest, “had this idea?”

She hesitated, thrown off balance by the change in direction.

“We’ve done it like that for years,” she said. “Shortly after I started. Magical flame doesn’t smoke. Keeps the walls clean.”

For a moment, I experienced something dangerously close to homesickness.

“That,” I said, pointing, “is excellent.”

She straightened slightly.

“It is efficient, reduces contamination, improves air quality, and lowers secondary risk,” I continued. “If this kingdom survives, it will be because of decisions like that.”

She looked at me differently now. Less defensive, more territorial. “I try,” she said.

“Yes,” I replied. “I can see that.” Then I inhaled.

“However.”

Her shoulders tightened immediately.

“For the moment,” I said, “operations may continue.”

Relief flickered across her face.

“But I will need to discuss structural adjustments with the king,” I finished. “Because this setup works thanks to you, not because the system supports you. That is unstable.”

The relief vanished.

“If you try to shut this kitchen down,” she said quietly, “the people outside will not be pleased when they meet you in a corridor.”

It was not a threat.

It was logistics.

I nodded.

“Understood,” I said.

We regarded each other for a moment, two professionals acknowledging that the world functioned only because individuals compensated for it.

“I am not your enemy,” I added.

She crossed her arms.

“No,” she said. “You’re worse. You’re change.”

I accepted that.

“Correct,” I replied.

Then I turned toward the door.

Behind me, I could feel her measuring whether cooperation with me would be survivable.

In fairness, I was doing the same.

Noise returned immediately. Metal on wood, voices, ladles, the dense gravity of hunger. Conversations stumbled for half a second when we stepped back into the serving area, then resumed with exaggerated normality.

Information would travel faster than I could.

Good.

The guard exhaled beside me, very quietly, as if he had been holding his breath out of professional caution.

“Well?” he asked.

“She is competent,” I said.

He blinked. That had not been the direction he expected.

“And?” he asked.

“And therefore the structure around her is inadequate,” I continued.

He made a face that suggested he was beginning to understand why people found me exhausting.

We moved toward the exit. A few servants watched us openly now. Not hostile. Not friendly either.

Evaluating.

I took one apple. Naturally, I wiped it against my shirt with deliberate care.

Local water standards remained unverified. Risk mitigation requires minimal effort.

I reached into my coat while walking and pulled out the notebook.

“You are writing again?” the guard asked.

“Yes,” I said.

“About what just happened?”

“Of course.”

I flipped it open and began.

 

Kitchen leadership: capable.

Hygiene awareness: intuitive, not standardized.

Technical solution observed: magical heat sources – exemplary.

Systemic dependency on individuals → critical vulnerability.

 

I added another line.

 

Closure politically explosive.

 

I underlined it once.

The guard read sideways while pretending not to.

“That means trouble,” he said.

“Yes,” I replied. “But predictable trouble.”

We passed the rope on the floor again. Someone had moved it half a step. It remained optimally positioned for catastrophe.

No learning effect, I noted internally.

At the doorway I paused, listening once more to the machinery of feeding a palace continue under improvised heroism.

“They keep this place alive,” I said.

The guard nodded.

“Yes.”

“That should worry everyone,” I added.

He looked at me.

“I don’t understand,” he admitted.

“It means,” I explained, opening the notebook again, “if even one of them fails, the system collapses.”

He was quiet after that.

 

Assessment complete.

Allies possible.

Resistance inevitable.

 

I slid the notebook back into my pocket.

For a moment, I almost felt optimistic.

Then someone dropped a tray behind us, and three people stepped backward without looking.

I adjusted my estimate.

Optimism premature.

“Where to now?” the guard asked.

I considered.

“Now,” I said, “we begin replacing luck.”

And I walked out into the corridor.
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                I had intended to speak to the king about the kitchen.

Instead, I wrote a report.

Fourteen pages, including schematics, traffic flow concerns, contamination risks, and a brief appendix regarding the suicidal optimism of open food handling in confined, overheated environments. I submitted it through official channels, which meant it would either reach him within the week or be buried with honors.

The latter was statistically more likely.

By the time the ink dried, departure preparations for the northern settlements were already underway. The dragon did not suspend operations while administrations processed discomfort.

So we rode. This time, at least, the saddle met the minimum requirements for a person intending to remain alive.

The guard insisted on speed. I insisted on arriving alive. We compromised by being equally dissatisfied.

When the village came into view, the first thing I noticed was not the damage.

It was the movement.

People carried timber in lines instead of clusters. Tools were stacked at the edges of pathways rather than abandoned in them. Someone had marked temporary routes with chalk and bits of colored cloth. Two men argued, loudly but productively, about measurements.

No one screamed.

No one ran.

I felt something unfamiliar and checked internally whether it might be optimism. The symptoms were inconclusive.

“Different,” the mage said beside me.

“Yes,” I agreed. “Functional.”

We passed the outer well. Last time it had been surrounded by confusion. Now barrels stood in ordered rows. Filled. Covered. Assigned, if the small symbols I saw were interpreted correctly.

Someone had begun categorizing.

Very dangerous behavior.

Highly contagious.

Good.

A group of children carried smaller boards toward the square, supervised by a woman who did not shout but pointed. They adjusted direction without discussion.

Adaptation speed acceptable.

Near the center, new foundations were being widened. Not rebuilt as before, but altered. Space for movement. Clear sightlines toward the open fields.

I slowed.

They had understood.

Not perfectly. Not completely. But enough to become expensive targets.

The village elder saw me before I reached him. He left the men he was coordinating and walked over with the careful posture of someone who had recently learned that decisions had weight.

“We tried to carry out the measures you sent,” the elder said without a greeting. “Your messenger brought the instructions.”

“Yes,” I replied, looking past him at the organized noise of reconstruction. “You did.”

He followed my gaze, uncertain whether this was praise.

“It helps,” he added after a moment. “People ask less what to do.”

“Because they can see it,” I said.

He nodded slowly, as if that thought had been waiting for permission.

Behind us, a beam slid into place. Someone called numbers. Others repeated them.

Repeatability.

I took out my notebook.

 

Progress visible.

Compliance voluntary.

Confidence rising.

 

I underlined the last point.

Confidence was useful.

Confidence also produced expectations.

And expectations, if disappointed, tended to migrate.

Usually upward.

 

The elder did not leave immediately. Responsibility, once acquired, tended to remain nearby.

He walked with me through the settlement, explaining what had been changed, what had proven difficult, and what had simply collapsed the moment real people had interacted with it. I listened, nodded occasionally, and adjusted expectations downward to match reality.

A storage area had been moved closer to the square. Good.

The path toward the western field was wider. Better.

Someone had attempted signage. The symbols were inconsistent, misspelled and once upside down.

Acceptable.

I saw a ladder lying in a place where gravity could develop ambitions. I memorized it, then chose not to mention it. Reform was a process, not a miracle, and miracles encouraged complacency.

“People argue more now,” the elder said while we passed a group debating how far a wall should be set back.

“Yes,” I replied. “That means they believe the decision matters.”

He seemed relieved by that.

At the new well platform, a young man saluted me with a hammer as if it were a ceremonial object. I acknowledged him gravely. Tools appreciated recognition.

Near the rebuilt bakery, someone had established a queue. It bent, dissolved, re-formed, but it existed. A conceptual victory.

I noticed three additional hazards, two inefficiencies, and one architectural misunderstanding that would almost certainly develop personality later. I wrote none of them down.

For today, survival outranked elegance.

Eventually the elder slowed.

“I must return to the others,” he said. “If I stand with you, they watch you. If I leave, they work.”

“Correct,” I said.

He hesitated, then inclined his head and went back toward the noise of construction, where authority had weight but no time.

I found a small table near the outer wall. Two chairs. Uneven, but loyal to the ground in principle. I sat. The guard remained standing for a moment, uncertain whether proximity to administration was contagious, then joined me.

For a while we observed the village in silence.

It rebuilt itself like a thought that had decided to continue.

“Well?” he asked at last.

“They are faster,” I said.

He waited.

“And?” he prompted.

“And that is already expensive for the dragon.”

He leaned back, watching a cart being redirected before it blocked the main path.

“They still make mistakes.”

“Yes,” I said. “But now they make new ones.”

He frowned, unsure whether that was good.

“It means learning,” I clarified.

We sat a little longer. Someone called for measurements again. Someone corrected them. No one panicked.

The guard folded his arms.

“So what happens next?”

I looked at the horizon, then at the village, then at the notebook resting closed on the table.

“Next,” I said, “we make this repeatable.”

He sighed softly, the way men did when they suspected repetition involved them.

“And after that?”

“After that,” I said, “we begin making it inconvenient to be a dragon.”

He considered this.

“You always talk like the world is an equation.”

“It is,” I replied. “People merely keep adding variables.”

He accepted that, or at least surrendered to it.

In the distance, a hammer struck wood in steady intervals.

Not chaos.

Work.

For a while, nothing demanded correction.

Workers moved. Wood found places where it intended to remain. Instructions circulated without screaming. I allowed myself the dangerous luxury of observing without intervening.

The guard leaned back in his chair.

“You did this,” he said.

“No,” I replied. “They did.”

He seemed ready to argue further.

Something hit my temple.

Not hard.

Not soft either.

I raised my hand out of reflex and felt warmth. When I looked at my fingers, they came away red.

Blood.

The guard was on his feet instantly. “That’s not possible,” he said. “The mage told us—”

“Yes,” I interrupted, already turning.

“That simply means the boy believes it was justified.”

The child stood several paces away, thin, furious, breathing like someone who had run a long time toward a bad idea and arrived.

“It’s your fault!” he shouted.

Statements of causality were rarely simple, but they were often sincere.

I stood.

“What specifically,” I asked, “is my fault?”

The boy clenched his fists. “Because of you they hit her!”

I paused.

“They?” I repeated carefully. “Who is they?”

“My mother!” he yelled, which did not clarify anything. Then he corrected himself, angrier at language than at me. “At the bakery! They hit her because the bread wasn’t right!”

Around us, movement slowed. People were listening without appearing to.

I attempted procedure.

“Who hit her?” I asked. “Why? Under whose instruction? With what objective?”

The boy stared at me as if I had replaced oxygen with paperwork.

“She cut it wrong!” he screamed. “They said it has to be exact now! They said you said so!”

Ah.

I felt the familiar sensation of a system achieving clarity in the worst possible direction.

“I did not instruct anyone to hit your mother,” I said.

“But they said!” he insisted, voice breaking under the weight of borrowed authority. “They said it has to be correct or people get punished!”

Punishment.

An old instrument. Very popular. Frequently misapplied.

I opened my mouth to explain proportionality, escalation thresholds, corrective hierarchies, and the general inadvisability of assault as a quality-assurance method.

Nothing that emerged would have reached him.

The guard’s hand settled on my shoulder.

“Go on ahead,” he said quietly. “Let me.”

I hesitated.

This was outside my competence. Which, unfortunately, did not prevent responsibility.

He squeezed once.

“Please.”

I nodded and stepped back. The boy did not look at me again. He was crying now, loudly, with the absolute conviction of someone who had found the face his anger required.

I returned to the chair and sat.

Blood continued to exist.

Interesting.

After some time, the guard came back. He did not sit immediately.

“Well?” I asked.

He exhaled.

“Your bakery speech,” he said. “Equal portions. Standards. No one should get less because they are quiet.”

“Yes.”

“They took it as law,” he continued. “Supervisors are checking sizes now. His mother argued. Someone wanted an example.”

I closed my eyes briefly.

Of course.

When guidance met fear, fear simplified.

“And hitting her improves bread?” I asked.

“No,” he said.

We stood there with that.

Nearby, a hammer resumed work, uncertain whether morality affected construction.

“Is she badly hurt?” I asked.

“No.”

Small mercies tended to arrive unannounced.

I wiped my fingers on a cloth and looked at the red that remained.

The boy had believed it.

Therefore the world had agreed.

I wrote a new line in my head.

Instruction without framework becomes violence.

The guard finally sat down.

“You wanted them to take things seriously,” he said.

“Yes,” I replied.

He watched the villagers.

“Well,” he added, “they are.”
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                Morning arrived with the confidence of a system that believed the night had solved things.

It had not.

I had slept, technically. My body had performed the required procedure, but my thoughts had continued administrative operations without supervision. Somewhere between liability and bread sizes I must have lost consciousness.

When I opened my eyes, the conclusions were still there.

The boy.

The stone.

The blood.

And the sentence that refused to become smaller:

They think this is justice.

I washed, dressed, checked the stability of the chair out of habit, and stepped outside.

The guard was already waiting.

He looked at my bandaged temple, then at my face, as if verifying whether resentment had formed overnight.

It had.

But not in the direction he expected.

“We’re going to the bakery,” I said.

He blinked. “Already?”

“Yes,” I replied. “Before interpretation solidifies.”

He did not understand that, but he followed anyway.

The village was awake in a different way than yesterday. Less chaos. More purpose. Smoke rose in disciplined columns. Someone had begun sweeping paths that would inevitably become dirty again.

Maintenance optimism.

We passed workers carrying flour. They saw me and quickly became very interested in destinations elsewhere.

Correlation confirmed.

The bakery stood where it had always stood, which was unfortunate, because relocation would have simplified several conversations.

Noise came from inside. Metal. Wood. Short commands. No laughter.

I stepped toward the door.

The guard inhaled, perhaps preparing diplomacy.

I opened it.

Heat greeted us. And silence.

Recognition moved through the room faster than fire ever could.

One of the men straightened, flour on his hands, anger already prepared.

“You,” he said.

A very efficient beginning.

“You are not welcome here.”

Clear boundary.

Legally elegant.

I nodded.

Then I stepped back outside.

The door closed.

The guard hurried after me.

“You don’t even want to ask why?” he said.

“Of course I want to know,” I answered. “But the right to deny access to one’s workplace is fundamental. Without it, responsibility becomes decoration.”

He stared at me.

“You are impossible.”

“Predictable,” I corrected.

He rubbed his face.

“Wait,” he said, and went back inside.

I remained where I was, listening to the building breathe.

The door opened again.

The guard stepped out first, carrying the expression of a man who had negotiated with fire and achieved a temporary ceasefire. Behind him came the baker.

Up close, the flour on his clothes looked less like work and more like armor.

“He will speak with you,” the guard said, and moved slightly aside, as if distancing himself from ownership of the outcome.

The baker did not greet me.

“We feed people,” he said immediately. “From morning to night. We make sure they can stand, walk, rebuild. That is our work.”

I nodded. That part, at least, was correct.

“You were brought here to kill the dragon,” he continued, “and instead you make life harder for those of us who are trying to survive it.”

There it was.

Not rage.

Exhaustion with direction.

“In which way?” I asked.

He stared at me as if the question itself were an insult.

“You measure,” he said. “You compare. You count. Suddenly a loaf is not bread anymore, it is deviation.”

The guard shifted beside us. He had expected shouting. This was worse.

“Baking is craft,” the man went on. “It is judgment. Feeling. Some days the dough rises more. Some days less. Now people look at each other as if difference were guilt.”

I took that in.

Not defensively.

Carefully.

“I did not demand punishment,” I said.

“You didn’t have to,” he replied. “You brought the idea.”

That was new.

Ideas moving without supervision.

Highly problematic.

He crossed his arms.

“My people hesitate now. They look at the scales more than the oven. They fear being wrong instead of trying to be good.”

I exhaled slowly.

In my world, fear of being wrong often was how one tried to be good.

Export compatibility uncertain.

“I am attempting to prevent unfairness,” I said.

“And I am attempting to feed a village before noon,” he answered.

Efficient counterargument.

For a moment we simply looked at each other.

Two men.

Both correct.

Both inconvenient.

The guard glanced between us like someone observing a duel fought entirely with vocabulary.

“So tell me,” I said at last, “where exactly does my presence obstruct your work?”

The baker gave a short, humorless laugh.

“You make everything heavier,” he said. “Every decision becomes a potential mistake that someone might later write down.”

I considered that.

Accurate.

“I do write things down,” I admitted.

“I know,” he said.

Silence stretched.

From inside, someone called that bread was getting cold.

Time pressure entered the negotiation.

“I cannot remove standards,” I said. “Without them, the quiet lose.”

“And with them,” he replied, “the tired lose.”

Unacceptable trade configuration.

I rubbed my forehead, careful around the bandage.

“Improvement,” I said slowly, “usually arrives disguised as inconvenience.”

He looked unimpressed.

“That is easy to say when you are not the one kneading.”

Fair.

Very fair.

I nodded once.

“I will review how the instruction is interpreted,” I said. “But distribution must remain visible.”

He studied me, searching for mockery.

There was none.

Finally he said, “You are very strange.”

“That has been confirmed repeatedly,” I answered.

For the first time, something in his face shifted. Not agreement. Not forgiveness.

Recognition.

“Fine,” he said. “Now we have spoken.”

He turned to go, then paused.

“But if people go hungry because they are afraid of doing it wrong,” he added, “I will come find you.”

I met his eyes.

“That would be correct procedure,” I said.

He shook his head and went back inside.

The door closed.

The guard released a breath he had been storing for emergency use.

“Well,” he said, “you are still alive.”

“Yes,” I replied. “But I am becoming unpopular in new sectors.”

He stared at the door.

“Did you win?”

I thought about it.

“No,” I said. “We achieved clarity.”

“That is usually worse,” he said.

“Yes,” I replied. “He could have been right louder.”

He blinked at me, uncertain whether that had been humor. I was not entirely certain myself.

I reached into my coat and took out the notebook.

The gesture had begun to attract attention. People nearby pretended not to watch, which meant they were documenting me documenting them.

Fair exchange.

I wrote.

 

Implementation produces pressure.

Perceived surveillance alters craftsmanship.

Risk: paralysis through fear of deviation.

 

I paused.

Then I added another line.

 

Correction required: protect function, not intimidate actors.

 

The guard tried to read upside down and failed.

“Is that bad?” he asked.

“It is information,” I said.

“That sounds worse.”

I closed the notebook.

The bakery continued working. Bread would leave the building. People would eat. No system had collapsed.

Yet.

Progress, I had learned, rarely announced where it intended to break.

“Come,” I said.

“Where now?” the guard asked.

I put the notebook away.

“Upward,” I replied.

He sighed.

Of course.

We reached the square just as the light began to withdraw from the day.

Someone had placed a small table near the well, perhaps for coordination, perhaps for exhaustion. Two chairs stood beside it. One intact. One repaired with an enthusiasm that exceeded my trust.

The guard sat.

I remained standing.

He looked at the empty chair, then at me, then back at the chair.

“It holds,” he said.

“I am sure it believes that,” I replied.

He exhaled slowly, the way people do when they realize persuasion will not be a productive tool tonight.

Around us the village continued its reconstruction. Measured. Audible. Not chaotic. The sound of effort had changed. Less desperation, more rhythm.

A dangerous improvement. Expectations would follow.

The guard leaned forward.

“What do we do about the bakery?” he asked.

I considered the question with appropriate seriousness.

Then I took out my notebook.

“Let me think,” I said.

He watched me write.

At first patiently.

Then with curiosity.

Eventually with the creeping realization that thinking, in my case, produced paperwork.

Dusk turned into evening. Torches were lit. Someone replaced the water buckets near the well without being asked.

Good.

When I finally stopped, my hand hurt and the situation had shape.

I tore the written pages free.

The sound was louder than expected.

The guard looked at the stack.

“How many is that?”

“Twenty-three,” I said.

He waited.

I did not give them to him.

“We need the village elder,” I continued.

 

He received us immediately.

Exhaustion had settled into his posture, but relief moved beneath it when he saw we had not arrived to announce a new catastrophe.

“Is something wrong?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said.

Then I paused.

“Correction. I did not explain something precisely enough.”

That seemed to worry him more.

I handed him the pages.

“In there,” I said, “you will find tolerances.”

He blinked.

“Permitted deviations,” I clarified. “Where variation is acceptable. Where it is not. Where intent matters. Where outcome matters more.”

I could see him trying to follow.

“In the bakery,” I continued, “my emphasis on equal distribution has evolved into fear of difference. That is inefficient. Also unsustainable.”

The guard stood behind me, radiating the deep discomfort of a man present during administrative honesty.

“This is not a final regulation,” I added. “It is a provisional operating framework.”

The elder turned a few pages, as if expecting them to simplify themselves.

“So tomorrow,” he said slowly, “I go to the bakery… and to others who work in measures… and I explain this idea of tolerance.”

“Yes.”

He nodded.

Relief loosened something in his shoulders.

“Good,” he said. “People did not want to oppose you. You speak with the king’s voice now.”

I waited.

“But,” he added carefully, “they might breathe again.”

“That,” I said, “is the intention.”

 

When we stepped back onto the street, night had settled completely.

Order in darkness behaved differently. Less visible. More fragile.

I took out my notebook.

The guard made a quiet sound of despair.

I wrote.

 

Correction initiated.

Fear acknowledged.

Authority redistributed.

 

I tore out another twenty-three pages and handed them to him.

He stared at the stack as if it might reproduce.

“What is this?”

“A duplicate,” I said. “Please ensure it is on the king’s table by morning.”

He looked at the sky, as though hoping another dragon might intervene.

“That is impossible.”

I listened to him with professional respect.

Then I said, “I will also require a new notebook.”

He closed his eyes.

Of course I would.
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HeHeHe: Fallen One





Mac—just Mac—has successfully navigated the dangers of working as a mook since high school. He’s traveled the armpits of the world, fallen in love with a femme fatale, and obstructed countless new and interesting people. The problem is that some of those new and interesting people took an interest in him.

All Mac wants is to live a quiet life with his young family, but the aggressive recruiting tactics of an old rival, Hench Helpful Help, make that impossible before the ink dries on his resignation.

Waking up in the hospital divorced, the sole provider for his son, and the necromancer of a children’s show knocking on his door, he’ll take any job offer he can get even if it’s from a vampire.

What to expect:

• Zombies. (some in less debt than others)

• Modern world on the edge of tomorrow.

• Slow build relationships with a large cast of misfit characters that grows over time.

• An AI that should never have escaped the lab once, let alone twice.

• There are no shapeshifting dragons, werewolves, or ghosts that inhabit computers. They’re not real.

• No AI was used in the making of this story. Miss Windsor would not tolerate that kind of thing.
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Status Report

Chapters completed: 10

Audience condition: surviving.

Schedule starting next week: three chapters weekly.

Objective: prevent structural collapse of both story and reader.

Reader presence remains probable.



                

                A knock woke me.

It respected the idea of politeness, but not its execution. Too loud, too urgent, too determined to be innocent.

I sat up, corrected my collar out of habit, and crossed the room. If history had taught me anything, it was that doors rarely improved situations, but ignoring them tended to escalate them.

When I opened it, the guard stood there.

Beside him waited a man I had not seen before, dressed in the restrained precision of someone who carried authority for a living and preferred not to be blamed for it.

“Am I addressing the man known as Max Mustermann?” He asked.

“That is the prevailing theory,” I replied.

He nodded once. Efficient. Already tired.

“I carry a message from His Majesty the King.”

“Of course you do,” I said. “It is early.”

“His Majesty has reviewed the documents you submitted.”

I glanced toward the window. “Now?”

“He did so during the night.”

I considered this.

“That suggests either dedication,” I said, “or panic. Possibly both.”

The envoy chose not to comment on that.

“The pressure from the nobles and the great landholders is growing,” he said. “They have accepted the introduction of these tolerance margins. Yet they will not accept further delay in the matter of the dragon.”

Understandable.

“They fear loss of authority,” I said.

“Their concern lies chiefly with their lands and holdings,” he corrected.

Fair.

“His Majesty intends to support the structural measures you proposed,” the envoy continued, “and he will see that they are carried out. Yet in return, he expects visible progress regarding the creature that breathes fire.”

There it was. Exchange rate established.

“The safety of the people remains important to His Majesty,” the envoy said carefully, “yet if the matter of the dragon remains unresolved, the king’s own standing may soon be placed in jeopardy.”

I nodded.

“Yes,” I said. “Predators prefer symbols.”

The envoy studied me for a moment, perhaps checking whether I was mocking him. I was not.

“His Majesty therefore expects immediate action.”

I adjusted the cuffs of my coat.

“He shall receive it,” I replied.

The envoy inclined his head, visibly relieved to have reached the end of the speech he had memorized, and withdrew down the corridor with the speed of a man who wished to survive both sides of history.

The door closed and silence returned.

The guard remained.“Well?” he asked looking at me.

“Well,” I repeated.

He waited.

“You heard him,” he said. “Immediate action.”

“Yes.”

He hesitated.

“How are you going to do that?”

I considered the question with appropriate seriousness.

“Badly,” I said.

He blinked. “No one has ever attempted to confront a dragon with evacuation diagrams and supply logistics.”

“Then we will contribute innovation,” I replied.

“That is not reassuring.”

“It rarely is,” I said.

I picked up my notebook, weighed it in my hand, then placed it back on the table.

For what we were about to do, documentation would occur afterward.

If possible.

The guard watched me carefully. “So,” he asked, “what now?”

I moved toward the door.

“Now,” I said, “we go where the variable originates.”

He stared at me.

I opened the door.

“We are going to the lair.”

We waited at the edge of the village.

Morning had not yet committed to being useful. Mist hung low between the half-rebuilt houses, and somewhere behind us someone was already sawing timber with the enthusiasm of a man who preferred work to fear.

The guard shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

“Well?” he asked at last. “Do you have a plan?”

“Yes,” I said.

He exhaled in relief. “Good,” he muttered. “What is it?”

I watched the road to the north, where the land slowly rose toward smoke that never quite disappeared.

“In my world,” I said, “we are frequently overwhelmed by situations we claim to understand.”

He waited.

“The recommended first step,” I continued, “is conversation.”

Silence.

The guard turned his head toward me very slowly.

“Conversation,” he repeated.

“Yes.”

“With the dragon.”

“Yes.”

He blinked twice, perhaps hoping I would transform into someone else.

“That is a damn dragon,” he said carefully. “How exactly do you intend to talk to it?”

“I will use language,” I replied.

His mouth opened.

Closed.

Opened again.

“Are you stupid?” he asked.

“Occasionally,” I said. “But rarely without documentation.”

He stared at me for several long seconds, then rubbed his face with both hands.

“This is hopeless,” he muttered.

“On the contrary,” I said. “It is the only scalable approach.”

Before he could decide whether to argue or pray, movement appeared on the road.

A man approached.

No—equipment approached, with a person somewhere inside it.

The armor was extensive, ambitious, and only loosely coordinated with anatomy. Plates overlapped in ways that suggested optimism rather than engineering. A helmet sat on his head that would have fit a more impressive skull. From his belt hung a sword of heroic proportions and deeply questionable balance.

Across his back was a travel pack large enough to contain regret, supplies for several weeks, and possibly a second, smaller hero.

I watched him come closer.

The guard straightened a little.

“That must be him,” he said.

“Yes,” I replied. “Probability of subtlety has decreased to zero.”

The man stopped in front of us, metal settling around him with the noise of a collapsing kitchen.

He looked at me.

Looked at the guard.

Looked at me again.

“You’re the one,” he said.

“That depends,” I answered. “What is the job description?”

“I was told to guide you to the lair.”

I examined the sword again. The edge had seen enthusiasm. Maintenance less so.

“Are you,” I asked, “the individual assigned to bring us there alive?”

He frowned, unsure whether that had been criticism.

“I know the path,” he said.

Good enough.

I nodded.

“Excellent,” I replied. “Then you are exactly who we need.”

The guard leaned toward me.

“You trust him?” he whispered.

“No,” I said quietly. “But he is geographically useful.”

I looked back at the walking armory and then opened my emergency notebook. I do not rely on singular documentation systems.

 

Primary notebook status: deliberately left behind.

Guide assigned.

Armor excessive.

Weapon maintenance doubtful.

Logistical awareness: to be determined.

 

I paused, then added one more line.

 

Survival probability transferred to optimism.

 

I closed the notebook.

“Lead the way,” I said.

 

We left the village shortly after.

The heavily armored man walked in front of us with the determination of someone who had prepared heroically for a problem but not logistically for a journey. Metal clinked with every step. Something in his backpack squeaked in protest. His sword bumped against his leg at irregular intervals, as if it, too, doubted the mission.

The guard walked beside me.

I watched the environment.

It watched back.

We passed the first animal enclosure not far from the outer fields. Wooden stakes, rope, uneven height, optimistic geometry. A goat leaned against the structure with the casual confidence of someone aware that physics was optional here.

I slowed. “That will fail,” I said.

The guard followed my gaze. “It’s been standing for years.”

“Yes,” I replied. “So have many problems. Duration is not a certificate.”

Ahead of us, one of the horizontal beams had already begun to split. The rope had been retied three times in three different philosophies.

Preventive collapse pending.

The guide looked over his shoulder. “Is something wrong?”

“Only the future,” I said.

We continued.

Further along, the road narrowed where carts had cut deep tracks into the soil. Recent rain had dried into hardened waves. Efficient for breaking ankles, inefficient for transport.

I adjusted my steps.

“No maintenance concept,” I murmured.

The guard gave me a sideways look. “It’s a road.”

“It is a suggestion of a road,” I corrected.

A farmer tried to pull a wagon free while two others shouted advice with the passion of men who would soon be elsewhere. One wheel spun uselessly.

Predictable.

“If that dragon ever develops patience,” I said, “he could conquer the kingdom simply by waiting near infrastructure.”

The guard huffed a reluctant laugh.

“You really see battlefields everywhere.”

“I see consequences,” I said.

We passed fields next.

Grain, recently replanted. Good density. Acceptable spacing. But the irrigation ditch ended abruptly halfway down the line, as though water had lost interest in agriculture.

I stopped again.

“Why does it end there?”

The guard shaded his eyes. “Because that’s where the ground dips.”

“Yes,” I said. “And gravity traditionally continues after that.”

He looked at me.

I pointed at the dry half of the field.

“Either they ran out of tools, or optimism.”

The guide called back, slightly defensive, “They’ll extend it later.”

“Later,” I repeated. “Agriculture’s most expensive season.”

The guard muttered, “You are exhausting.”

“That is a common transitional phase before improvement,” I said.

A little further, we encountered a storage shed.

Door open.

Ladder unsecured.

Oil lamp hanging from a nail with ambitions.

I did not even slow down this time.

“Fire load,” I said.

The guard rubbed his face. “Please don’t.”

“I’m not doing anything,” I replied. “Reality is.”

The guide had stopped now, openly staring at me.

“Do you always… evaluate things like this?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Why?”

“Because eventually they will require explanation, and I prefer to be early.”

He considered that with visible discomfort.

We walked on.

I tried, briefly, to do what other people did when traveling: admire the landscape. Forest line in the distance. Wind across the grain. Birds.

It lasted approximately six seconds before I noticed that several trees near the road leaned at angles that strongly suggested future participation in gravity.

I made a note.

The guard saw it.

“You’re writing again?”

“Yes.”

“What now?”

“Potential spontaneous road closure,” I said.

He looked at the trees, then at me.

“They’ve been like that forever.”

I nodded.

“That is exactly how ‘spontaneous’ works.”

By the time the village had disappeared behind us, both the guard and the guide were quieter.

Not because there was less to say.

But because they were beginning to suspect there might be no end to it.

They were correct.

Ahead, the land rose toward darker stone, toward heat distortions in the distance, toward the place where legend preferred drama over preparation.

I closed my notebook.

“For the record,” I said, mostly to myself, “none of this will improve the dragon’s mood.”

The guard sighed.

“And yours?”

I considered.

“Unclear,” I said.

“Proceed,” called the armored man from ahead.

So we did.

After some time the fields gave way to rock.

The road thinned until it was no longer a road but a memory of one. Grass forced itself through old wagon scars, and the wind carried less of village life and more of something metallic, warm, expectant.

Even I stopped writing.

Not because there was nothing wrong.

But because everything was.

The armored guide slowed his pace. The rhythm of clanking iron faded into hesitant steps, until he finally raised a hand and halted.

“This is as far as I go,” he said.

I blinked at him.

“I’m sorry,” I replied, assuming a misunderstanding, “as far as you go where?”

He pointed ahead.

The land rose into a dark ridge. At its highest point, I could see the broken mouth of a cave. Black stone, scorched edges, heat shimmer around the entrance.

“Dragon territory,” he said. “Up there. That hill. The cave.”

I looked at it.

Then at him.

Then back at the hill.

I waited for the rest of the explanation.

None came.

“I don’t understand,” I said at last. “If this is a known lethal zone, why is it not secured?”

He stared at me.

“Secured?”

“Yes,” I said, gesturing around us. “Barrier. Markings. Warnings. Controlled access. Something that communicates ‘probable death’ to uninformed pedestrians.”

The guard beside me made a small sound that might have been surrender.

The guide looked at the landscape as if expecting it to justify itself.

“It’s the dragon,” he said finally. “People know.”

“How?” I asked.

“They just… know.”

I nodded slowly.

“Ah,” I said. “Oral tradition as infrastructure.”

He shifted his weight.

“If a wanderer comes this far,” he said, “he is already lost.”

I considered that.

“That is a remarkably inefficient definition of responsibility,” I replied.

The wind moved through the grass. Somewhere higher on the slope, stones cracked softly as they cooled from old fire.

No sign.

No perimeter.

No attempt at discouragement.

I made a note.

 

Unmarked existential hazard.

 

The guide watched me write it down as if the act itself might summon something worse than the dragon.

He cleared his throat.

“We should make camp,” he said. “It will be dark soon. We go up in the morning, when strength is with us. No one enters his ground tired.”

I followed the sun with my eyes. He was correct. Light retreated. Shadows lengthened. Even the cave seemed closer in the evening.

 

Risk assessment approved.

 

“That is reasonable,” I said.

Both men looked mildly relieved that I had not attempted to reorganize the mountain.

The guide began unloading his equipment with the speed of someone eager to still be alive in an hour. Bedroll, stakes, waterskin. His movements were efficient now, automatic, practiced.

He would not climb further.

Not today.

When the small camp began to take shape, he tightened the straps on his armor again, though he was no longer going anywhere.

“I wait here,” he said. “If you return, I guide you back.”

If.

Interesting word.

I nodded.

“Acceptable,” I said.

He seemed unsure whether that was gratitude.

After a moment, he gave a stiff bow toward the hill, toward fate, toward poor planning, then stepped away from us to do a last prayer.

The guard exhaled.

“Well,” he muttered, “that’s it then.”

I looked toward the cave and wrote

 

Distance measurable.

Threat theoretical.

Consequences historic.

 

“Yes,” I said. “That is it.”
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                They worked efficiently.

Which, in this context, meant the tent stood upright and had not yet collapsed out of principle.

I observed.

 

Fabric tension: optimistic.

Anchoring: interpretative.

Wind exposure: enthusiastic.

 

The guide avoided my eyes.

The guard pretended not to have any.

“Is something wrong?” the guide finally asked.

I considered the structure once more.

“Yes,” I said.

He inhaled sharply.

“It is a tent,” he defended.

“I am aware,” I replied. “The classification is correct. The performance, however, is theoretical.”

The guard closed his eyes.

“What does that mean?” the guide asked.

“It means,” I said, “that survival currently depends on weather cooperation.”

The guide stared at the ropes, then at the sky, perhaps hoping to renegotiate with both.

He sighed.

“That,” he muttered, “was to be expected.”

Later, when darkness settled and the hill radiated old heat, they entered the tent.

I did not.

The guard looked back out.

“Aren’t you coming?”

I shook my head.

“This construction,” I explained, “has not yet convinced me it wishes to remain a tent.”

He watched me for a moment.

“You are unbelievable.”

“Frequently,” I said.

I chose a flat piece of ground, verified stone stability, and lay down.

Above me, the stars maintained acceptable distance.

For now.

 

Morning arrived without consultation. The guide was already awake, packed, focused, determined to remain exactly where survival was statistically most probable.

“I stay here,” he repeated while eating an apple. “If you return, I take you back.”

If.

I nodded. “Your continued presence in this location is strategically appreciated.”

He hesitated, then accepted that as gratitude.

Beside me the guard avoided looking at the mountain. “Right,” he muttered. “So this is where we become memorable.”

“Temporary condition,” I replied, and we started walking.

The slope rose slowly at first, as if the mountain wished to present itself as negotiable. Grass thinned, stone replaced soil, and heat moved through the wind in irregular pulses. The guard kept glancing upward.

“Do you ever get the feeling,” he asked, “that we should have brought more people?”

“Yes.”

He waited.

“But they would only stand behind us and die later.”

He swallowed. “That isn‘t comforting.”

“It is efficient.”

Remains appeared along the path: walls, foundations, blackened silhouettes where structures had once argued with fire and lost. I slowed.

“This used to be a settlement,” the guard said quietly.

“Yes.”

“You think they fought?”

“I think they expected something else.”

Further up the ground changed again. Lines cut through the rock, repetition shaped by wear. A staircase climbed toward the ridge with stubborn determination, carved by people who had once believed elevation improved negotiation outcomes.

The guard exhaled in relief. “Good. At least we don’t have to climb the rocks.”

He set his foot on the first step. I moved to the side and tested the slope with my boot.

He turned. “What are you doing?”

“Alternative ascent.”

“It’s just a staircase.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “Which means humans built it.”

“That’s normal.”

I studied the steps more closely: inconsistent height, interpretive depth, edges rich in ambition.

“Nature,” I said, beginning to climb beside the construction, “is reliable in its hostility.” I pointed at the staircase. “Humans are inventive.”

He stared at me. “You‘re afraid of stairs.”

“I am cautious of accumulated enthusiasm.”

He followed me for several meters, then returned to the steps with the look of a man choosing the danger he understood. “This is absurd,” he muttered.

“Yes,” I said from the rocks. “But distributed.”

Halfway up he tried again. “You truly believe this is safer?”

“No,” I replied, pulling myself higher. “I believe both options contain risk. I am diversifying.”

“You are not normal.”

“That has been confirmed repeatedly.”

The wind changed before the view did. It grew warmer. Above us the ridge sharpened, and then the mountain opened into a mouth of black stone, wide enough to accept explanations and return none.

The guard stopped. I stopped. For several seconds neither of us attempted humor. Heat rolled down toward us in slow breaths.

“That,” he said quietly, “is it.”

“Yes.”

Finally, something larger than procedure. I closed my notebook without writing; there would be time for consequences later.

“Ready?” the guard asked.

“No,” I said, and stepped forward anyway.

The air changed before the light did. Warmth pressed outward from the cave like breath through sleeping teeth, and the stone around the entrance had melted once before reconsidering solidity. Nothing grew near it. Even insects respected the arrangement.

The guard slowed. “Just to point out,” he said carefully, “we could still decide not to do this.”

“Yes,” I replied. He waited. “We will ignore that option.”

He nodded miserably. Fair enough.

We stepped inside. Sound behaved differently here; it did not echo, it withdrew. Every movement arrived smaller than intended, as if the cave preferred not to commit to witnesses. I paused until my eyes negotiated with the dark. Behind me, the guard drew a breath that tried very hard to become courage and did not entirely succeed.

“How do we know where he is?” he whispered.

“We don’t,” I said, and he briefly considered leaving.

Further in, the tunnel widened. Scorch marks crossed the walls in overlapping histories, old heat layered with new. Somewhere deeper, something shifted its weight, and stone answered.

The guard froze. “Was that—”

“Yes.”

My mouth had gone dry, which was inconvenient. I had prepared statements, clear ones, structured ones, built to survive misunderstanding. They now seemed very small. I opened my notebook anyway. Hands steady. Acceptable. Voice less so.

“We are entering occupied territory,” I said quietly, mostly to arrange my own thoughts. “First contact must define intention, not victory.”

The guard stared at me. “You are briefing yourself.”

“Yes.”

Another sound came, closer this time. Not loud. Large. Air moved in slow circulation, pulled toward lungs that had won arguments with armies. The guard’s fingers tightened around his weapon. I raised a hand.

“Wait.”

“For what?” he hissed.

“For the possibility that we survive the first sentence.”

We advanced until the tunnel opened into something vast. Heat lived here. Gold did not glitter; it existed. Bones had stopped being individuals, and weapons had retired. At the center of it all something moved, scaled, measured, enormous. The dragon did not rise. It adjusted, which was worse.

My heart had developed opinions. I ignored them. “Good,” I murmured. “We have visual confirmation.”

The guard made a noise very close to prayer.

The head turned slowly. Eyes opened, not curious but evaluating. I understood suddenly that everything we had built, every system, every evacuation path, every tolerance margin meant nothing here. We were not infrastructure. We were proximity.

Time to begin. I took one step forward. My voice attempted neutrality and achieved something slightly above survival. “Good day,” I said.

The guard produced a strangled sound.

The dragon inhaled. The air left the cave. My coat pressed against my back as if considering departure. I continued. “We are here to discuss adjustments.”

There was a pause. No fire. Encouraging.

The eye narrowed and sound arrived, not a roar but language in the early stages of becoming one. “Spe-k,” the dragon said. The word carried weight rather than volume.

Success. Temporary. I exhaled through procedures. “My name is Max. I represent a settlement that would prefer to continue existing.”

Behind me, the guard whispered, “This is insane.”

“Yes,” I agreed.

The dragon watched, waiting. Predators respected efficiency; I could work with that. “We believe,” I continued, my voice now carrying a measurable tremor, “that the current interaction model between you and the surrounding population produces unnecessary instability.”

The guard closed his eyes. I pressed on. “Repeated destruction leads to flight. Flight reduces availability. Reduced availability lowers the long-term sustainability of your food supply.”

I stopped, not because I was finished but because breathing had become theoretical.

The dragon tilted its head. Interested. Not hostile. Processing. “Yo- sugg-st,” it said slowly, “that I am in-ffic-ent.”

“No,” I replied at once, swallowing. “I am suggesting optimization potential.”

Silence followed, long enough to kill negotiators. Sweat moved down my spine with administrative clarity. If it attacked now, documentation would be difficult.

The dragon’s tail shifted across gold and metal screamed. “Yo- com- into my home to impr-ve me?”

Dangerous phrasing. Very dangerous. I adjusted. “No. I am here to reduce loss.” It watched. “On all sides,” I added more quietly.

Another pause, and then the dragon leaned closer. Heat intensified until its eye filled my world. “Yo- are afra-d,” it observed.

Incorrect. Catastrophically afraid. “Yes,” I said, because honesty scaled well.

It studied me while behind me the guard had entered the advanced stage of terror where movement required permission from the afterlife.

“And still yo- speak,” the dragon said.

“Yes,” I answered. My voice shook, but it continued. “Because if I don’t, we both lose options.”

There it was. Offer placed. Survival pending.

The dragon withdrew a fraction, not much but enough. “Then speak, li—le org-nizer. Yo- have my att-ntion.”

Temporary mandate granted. I nodded once, opened the notebook, and hoped history appreciated effort.

The dragon waited. Expectation in a creature of that size was not patience; it was permission. I turned a page. “Before we attempt solutions,” I said, forcing air into sentences, “we must first define the problem.”

The guard behind me made a small, hopeless sound. The dragon’s pupil narrowed. “Yo- beli-ve,” it asked slowly, “that I am the problem.” There it was. Structural failure, immediate.

“No,” I said, too late to prevent interpretation. “I am saying that conflict exists, and conflict requires analysis.”

The dragon’s claws shifted in the gold and metal bent in protest. “An-lysis,” it repeated, and the word did not improve its mood.

“For years,” the dragon said, the cave vibrating with history, “I avo-ded yo-. I crossed mo-ntains. I left hunting gro-nds. I slept in storms to rema-n unseen.” Images formed without permission—distance, flight, exhaustion. “I fo-nd this place where rock and sky were eno-gh,” it continued, the eye fixing on me. “And then your kind fo-nd me.”

The guard swallowed. I did not write. Not now.

“They came in armor,” the dragon said. “They called themselv-s heroes.” The word burned worse than fire. “They carried blessings and contr-cts and hunger.” A talon pressed into the stone and cracks ran like memory. “They wanted my heart—for co-rage. My blood—for power. My scales—for protection.” Each item, inventory of a body. “They did not ask,” the dragon said. “They declar-d.”

Silence folded around us and my opening statement died professionally.

“I killed them,” the dragon continued, “because they wo-ld not leave. And then more came.”

Of course they did. Success was an advertisement.

“For decades,” the dragon said, voice lower now, tighter, “I flew. I left fire behind me bec-use fire is faster than expl-nation.”

I understood. Not agreement. Understanding. Different.

“And now,” it finished, “yo- stand here and ask what the problem is.”

Correct. I had begun incorrectly. I closed the notebook very slowly.

“You are right,” I said. The guard twitched; this was new. “I started from impact, not origin. That was inaccurate.”

Heat shifted. Not gone. Listening.

“In my defense,” I added carefully, “I arrived after the consequences had already begun.” Weak. But true.

The dragon’s breath moved across the treasure and coins whispered. “And what will yo- do with this knowl-dge, organizer?” Not friendly. Not hostile. A test. Evaluating.

“I will correct my model,” I said. “I assumed predation.” I swallowed. “I now observe retaliation.”

The guard opened his eyes. He had not expected vocabulary to survive this cave.

The dragon did not blink. “Does that change anything?” it asked. Important question. Very important.

“Yes,” I said, and now my voice steadied, because this part I understood. “It changes responsibility.”

Silence again, but different.

“If my people hunt you,” I continued, “then my people create the threat they fear. No system stabilizes by attacking what can burn it.”

The eye remained on me, evaluating rather than consuming. Progress.

“They came for parts,” the dragon said quietly.

“Yes,” I replied. “That is barbaric.” The word felt insufficient.

“And yo-?” it asked. “What do yo- want from me?”

Excellent. We had reached negotiation.

“I want predictability,” I said. “For both of us. I want my settlements not to produce hunters, and I want you not to produce funerals.”

There it was, a balance sheet, brutal and honest.

The dragon leaned back slightly and mountains adjusted. “Yo- think yo- can control them?” it asked.

“No,” I said. Honesty again. “But I can make it expensive.”

The eye flickered. Interest.

“Explain,” the dragon said.

I inhaled. This was the work. Fear remained, but now it had structure.

And I began.
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CHESS AND CROWN: THE APOSTLE OF SOLMARCH

A Chess Grandmaster preparing for the biggest match of his life never imagined that his world would end before the first move was played.

Serin woke up as an illegitimate prince in a foreign world where gods are real, empires, kingdoms, and religions, and mages are vying for power and influence in the continent.

With no magic talent or powerful backing, Serin has only one thing he can truly trust: the mind he honed through years of high-level chess.

The Chess Grandmaster must use his knowledge, advantages, and specific skills to navigate such a world while adapting to the new reality.



— What To Expect —

• MC - Cautious, rational, pragmatic. Willing to adapt, discover and learn. A Chess Grandmaster from earth with the mentality of a champion and a winner.

• A weak to Strong Progression Fantasy - The MC grows as a person, in influence and in raw strength. With him, other characters grow as well. There will be Character development.

• No harem - There is a romantic subplot in the midst of the story, no harem. But the MC may have multiple lovers, relationships, just not at the same time.

• Kingdom Building politics - The Kingdom Building in this story is less focused on management and more focused on conquest, political intrigue and expansion.

• A Grounded Fantasy - This is a high Fantasy, but a grounded one. There is magic, monsters and Gods but in a way that is restrained to rules. This world has a hybrid power system.

• Story - It is very much character based in the beginning with action coming in as it progresses.

• GameLit/System - There are minor GameLit and system elements also present in the story, however they are not the core of it, very minimal.
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                I inhaled. Normally this would be the point where someone dimmed the lights, opened a presentation, and pretended facts were neutral. Here, the light was lava, and neutrality had teeth.

“Very well,” I said, surprised that my voice functioned. “I will outline a possible structural correction.” The dragon did not move, which counted as encouragement.

“The attacks against our settlements,” I continued, lifting a hand slowly so the gesture could not be misunderstood, “are reactions, not strategy.” The eye remained fixed on me, and I proceeded anyway. “In my experience, reactions can be redirected if the incentives change.” Good. Familiar territory. Words like handrails.

“If approaching you becomes illegal, if it becomes costly socially and materially, then fewer will try. And if fewer try, you burn fewer villages.” Simple, elegant, possibly fatal.

The dragon’s nostrils flared and smoke rolled across the treasure. “Yo- propose that yo- contr-l desperation.” Important correction.

“No,” I said quickly. “I propose we control opportunity.” Better. More accurate. Still ambitious.

My legs had begun negotiating independence, so I adjusted my stance. “Right now any ambitious fool can present himself as a hero by walking toward you. If the path disappears, so does the glory.” The guard made a small movement behind me, perhaps reconsidering career choices.

Silence followed while the dragon processed. I discovered I would normally prefer chairs, water, and marked exits. “This is not a conventional negotiation environment,” I said, hearing myself arrive extremely late to the insight, and forced myself onward. “If I can create structures in which harming you produces punishment instead of reward, the flow of attackers will decline. And if that happens, you will have less reason to respond with fire.”

The gaze did not soften, but it did not advance either. That counted.

“Yo- speak of laws,” it said.

“Yes.”

“And yo- believe laws protect the we-k?”

I opened my mouth, closed it, revised. “They can, if enforced.”

A rumble passed through the cave. Laughter would have been kinder.

“And who enforc-s them,” the dragon asked, “when those who desire my h-art are powerful?”

Correct question. I felt sweat move down my back. “Infrastructure,” I began, heard the weakness, and corrected. “Visibility. Documentation. Consequences that outlive enthusiasm.” The dragon waited for something heavier than theory, which was reasonable. “In practical terms, I make it harder for rulers to tolerate hunters, because every attempt will now threaten stability.” There. The real currency.

The dragon tilted its head. “Yo-r king agrees to this?”

“He agrees that dead peasants are bad for his reign,” I said. Honest, perhaps excessively so, but accurate.

Heat washed across us. “And if he chang-s his mind?”

I hesitated, and I hated that it was visible. “Then we will have failed.” No decorative version available.

The cave remained quiet while the dragon studied me the way disasters study bridges. “Yo- ask me to trust a future built by cre-tures who hunted me yesterday.”

“Yes,” I said, because there was no alternative sentence.

Gold shifted beneath the movement of its tail. “And what do yo- risk if I accept?”

Balance, finally.

“My position,” I said. “Possibly my life.”

It searched my face for exaggeration and found none. “Yo- are afraid.”

“Yes.” Performance offered no advantage.

The great head lowered, not friendly but closer. “But yo- came anyw-y.”

“Yes,” I replied. “My people are already dying, and so are yours.”

Silence settled, deep and ancient and thinking.

When the dragon finally spoke again, the anger had not vanished, but it had acquired shape. “I hear yo-r proposal,” it said. The words were enormous. “And I do not rej-ct it.” Relief attempted mutiny; I suppressed it.

“But I do not believe yo-,” the dragon finished.

The dragon inhaled, deep enough that the cave expanded around the sound and stone remembered older catastrophes. When it spoke, the air did not carry words; it carried verdict.

“WHY SH-ULD I TRUST YO-?”

The impact was physical. The ground vanished and I found myself on my knees before I understood that standing had ended. The guard struck the stone somewhere to my left, gold shifting, dust descending from the ceiling in patient curtains. My ears rang, and breathing became an administrative challenge.

“YO-R KIND HAS HUNTED MINE FOR THO-SANDS OF YEARS.” Heat rolled across us, not flame but promise. “MY H-ART FOR POTIONS. MY SCALES FOR ARMOR. MY BONES FOR W-APONS.” Each word transported inventory, graves I had never seen. “YO- CALL IT HEROISM. I CALL IT BUTCHERY.”

My hands shook, unhelpful but honest. I attempted to stand, failed, and negotiated a kneeling compromise. “I—” I began, an excellent start without continuation. The eye narrowed, waiting, judging whether my presence had been an avoidable error.

“I cannot undo history,” I forced out, my voice resigning from authority entirely. Accurate. Useless. I swallowed against a mouth that had converted to desert. “In my world we did the same. We hunted what was rare, powerful, different. We called it necessity, progress, security.” The dragon did not interrupt, which made the confession heavier. “And we were wrong. We learned too late, many times, for forests, for oceans, for people.” I could hear how small I sounded.

“But we did learn,” I insisted, not loud but real. “We built laws that arrived late, protections that followed damage. A bad system.” Understatement achieved professional excellence.

I met the eye. “I am what comes after regret.”

Silence expanded, enormous. The dragon regarded me, unconvinced but listening. “Yo- spe-k as if understanding repairs death.”

“No,” I said at once. Finally a sentence without hesitation. “It doesn’t.”

Stone cracked somewhere behind me. “So why should I gamble my survival on yo-r promise?”

Nothing elegant remained. No structure, no terminology, only exposure. “Because if you don’t, they will keep coming,” I whispered. “And if you burn everything, they will call it proof that they were right.”

The calculation that followed was long and hot and private. When the dragon spoke again, the decision had teeth.

“SEVEN NIGHTS.” The words descended like geography. “In seven nights I will come to yo-r castle. I will demand the agreement from yo-r king. And from yo-.” Flame gathered between its teeth, contained for now. “If yo- lied, your kingdom will burn, even if it costs my life.”

The promise settled into the stone with architectural ambition.

I nodded, because collapse was not negotiation. “That is fair,” I managed.

The dragon studied me one final time, as if memorizing the administrator attached to the future, then said, “Go.”

Standing required procedure. My legs filed objections, then approved limited operation. Behind me, the guard rediscovered oxygen, and I joined him in the exercise.

Seven nights. I had requested time and received a deadline.

Acceptable.

 

We exited the cave without dignity. There are withdrawals that resemble strategy; this was not one of them. The moment the air outside reached my lungs, my body cancelled authority, hierarchy, and posture simultaneously, and I collapsed onto the gravel. Beside me, the guard conducted a similar negotiation with gravity and achieved comparable results.

For a while we did nothing except remain alive. It required concentration. Breathing moved in and out with the enthusiasm of overworked personnel, my hands shook, my knees shook, and somewhere inside my chest an organ filed formal complaints.

“Still alive,” the guard croaked eventually.

“Yes,” I replied. After a pause I added, “Unconfirmed how.”

We remained where we were, two survivors of diplomacy. Gradually the world returned in fragments: wind, sky, pain, moisture in places where confidence had previously operated.

I turned my head toward him. From an observational standpoint, his armor had developed internal weather—remarkable humidity, localized, catastrophic for morale. He noticed me noticing and closed his eyes. “Don’t,” he whispered.

“I am not judging,” I said. “I am categorizing.”

He produced a sound somewhere between despair and resignation. “This really isn’t the time for jokes.”

“I am serious,” I replied, and I was.

I watched him until measured breathing replaced survival breathing. Acceptable. “What is your name?” I asked.

He opened one eye, suspicious. “Why?”

“Because I require it,” I said.

He looked toward the cave, then at the sky, then back at me, as if a more reasonable edition of events might still be negotiable. “There are more urgent things right now,” he attempted.

“Yes,” I agreed. “Many.” I waited.

He surrendered. “…Nicholas. Nicholas Feranor,” he said, almost apologetically.

I nodded, rolled onto my side, took out the notebook, located a blank section, and wrote:

 

Nicholas.

 

I underlined it once, then twice, then a third time for structural integrity.

He pushed himself up on an elbow. “What are you doing?”

“Documentation,” I said.

“I told you my name, not my crimes.”

“Until approximately thirty minutes ago,” I replied while closing the notebook, “you were part of the environment—terrain, equipment, audible anxiety.” I gestured toward the mountain. “Now you are someone who stood in front of a dragon with me and did not run. That changes classification.”

He blinked several times. “That’s it?”

“That is not a small promotion,” I said.

He held the information the way one holds something fragile and poorly labeled. We sat quietly while trembling downgraded from crisis to aftershock. Finally he looked at me again. “You’re insane,” he said.

“Possibly,” I answered. “But now I know your name.”

He exhaled, long and complicated. “…Nicholas,” he repeated, testing ownership.

I nodded. Confirmed. Filed. Behind us the cave remained; ahead of us, seven nights waited. I pushed myself upright with the grace of a falling cabinet. “Come,” I said. “We have a kingdom to alarm.”

Nicholas stayed seated for a few seconds longer, then he stood, because there was nothing else left to do.
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                The guide was gone. When we returned to the clearing where we had left him, only disturbed soil remained, the impression of boots, and a fire circle that had existed with professional hesitation. The horses were gone. The armor was gone. Optimism had been removed completely. Nicholas scanned the tree line. “He said he’d wait.”

“He revised the plan,” I replied.

“You think he ran off?”

“Yes.”

Nicholas watched the empty space a moment longer, as if loyalty might reappear out of embarrassment. “He seemed brave enough yesterday.”

“Courage often has a radius,” I said. “We exceeded it.”

We stood there briefly, then turned toward the road. Alone.

The journey back was quieter, not because there was less to observe, but because observation had lost hierarchy. I noticed a collapsed fence, smoke moving in the wrong direction, a cart wheel repaired incorrectly. I shook my head once. Nicholas caught it immediately. “What?” he asked. “You usually say something about things like that.”

“I am currently unable to prioritize,” I replied. “There are too many problems. They have begun overlapping. I cannot see individual failures anymore. Only structure.”

That unsettled him more than commentary would have. For a while we walked without speaking.

We reached the castle near evening. The sky had turned the color of cooled iron. Torches burned along the outer walls with renewed enthusiasm. Guards stood straighter than before—not proud, but prepared. At the main entrance the sentry looked at us, at the dirt, the dried blood, the absence of celebration. “Where is the third man?” he asked.

“Reassigned,” I replied.

“We need to report immediately,” Nicholas added.

The guard opened the doors without argument.

We were brought directly to the hall, and it had changed. The throne was no longer elevated; the floor had been leveled entirely, stone cut cleanly, efficiently, expensively. I stopped walking and Nicholas nearly collided with me. “What now?” he muttered.

“The incline is gone,” I said quietly.

“Yes.”

“That reduces symbolic dominance.”

He stared at me. “That’s what you see?”

“It reduces tripping hazard,” I added, and that helped.

Then I noticed the wall. Where stone had stood, there was now space—a vast opening reinforced by carved arches and glass panels, allowing light and air to circulate. Too well. “They actually built the emergency exit,” Nicholas murmured.

“Yes.”

“They removed the entire wall.”

“Yes.”

“That’s not what you meant.”

“No,” I agreed. “It was not.”

The king sat at the center of it all, no steps, no elevation, only stone beneath him and exhaustion behind his eyes. He had aged structurally. He watched us approach without ceremony. “Report,” he said, and though his voice carried, it was thinner now.

“We established contact,” I said. The hall did not breathe. The king’s fingers tightened slightly against the armrest. “And?”

“The dragon is not operating under territorial aggression,” I continued. “He is operating under accumulated retaliation. He has been hunted repeatedly for organs, scales, and material extraction. So-called heroes have approached him for decades.” The word heroes lingered. The king’s jaw tightened. “And now?”

“Now he interprets every approach as continuation.”

Silence thickened. Nicholas shifted beside me. “He gave us an ultimatum,” I added.

“How long?”

“Seven nights.”

The air changed. “After that he will come here, to this castle, personally, to verify your consent to a different arrangement.”

“And if I refuse?”

“He will burn the kingdom,” I replied. “Even if it costs him his life.”

No one spoke. Wind moved through the new opening in the wall, sounding unfinished. The king leaned back slowly. “You spoke with him.”

“Yes.”

“And you believe him?”

“Yes.”

He studied me for a long time. “Are we negotiating,” he asked quietly, “or surrendering?”

“No,” I said. “We are clarifying.”

It was not comforting. Good.

“What does he want?”

“Recognition,” I said. “And a guarantee that this kingdom will cease treating his species as resource inventory.”

That landed heavily. At the edges of the hall nobles began whispering—property, hunting rights, legacy, prestige. The king raised one hand and silence returned. “And you?” he asked me. “What do you propose?”

There it was—the transfer of weight. I inhaled once. “We must decide whether we want a dragon as enemy… or neighbor.”

Nicholas looked at me. The hall remained still. The king did not answer immediately. He looked at the leveled floor, the missing wall, the hall that had already changed too much. “Seven nights,” he repeated.

“Yes.”

He nodded once. “Then we will not waste them. Tomorrow we convene everyone who profits from the current arrangement.” The word profits carried more heat than fire. “And you will explain to them why the alternative involves ash.”

I inclined my head. “That is accurate.”

“Dismissed.”

We did not move immediately, because something else had changed. The hall was safer, more open, less hierarchical—and infinitely more fragile.

 

The summons came early again. I had begun to suspect the throne room operated on the assumption that sleep was incompatible with structural reform. Nicholas walked beside me in silence; he did not ask questions this time, which indicated the seriousness of the morning.

When the doors opened, the hall was no longer sparse. It was occupied—not by soldiers, but by influence. Nobles in layered fabrics and inherited confidence stood beside clerics in white and gold carrying divine certainty. Alchemists with stained sleeves and immaculate rings whispered to smiths whose belts carried more metal than most treasuries. None of them looked poor. Several looked irritated.

The king sat level with the floor as before. He did not look rested.

“You know why you are here,” he said.

“Yes,” I replied.

“Then explain.”

There was no preamble and no protection, so I structured.

“The dragon is not engaging in arbitrary destruction,” I began. “He is responding to sustained predation.” A murmur rolled through the room. “For decades, individuals identified as heroes have attempted to harvest his heart, scales, and other biological components for profit and prestige. He has interpreted this as species-wide hostility.”

“Profit?” a noble snapped. “You call national defense profit?”

“I call the sale of scales to foreign buyers profit,” I replied evenly.

Another stepped forward. “You suggest that this creature—this trophy denied to us for generations—should now be treated as a neighbor?”

“Yes.”

Laughter followed, sharp and disbelieving.

“A dragon is not a neighbor,” someone barked. “It is a threat.”

“It is currently both,” I answered.

Voices overlapped—he burns villages, it is his nature, this is weakness. I waited for a gap.

“There is no recorded incident of him initiating attack without prior provocation in the preceding years,” I said calmly.

“That is speculation!”

“It is pattern analysis.”

The priest spoke next, not shouting but projecting. “This is blasphemy. You stand here and suggest equivalence between mankind and a beast that defies the natural order.”

“With respect,” I said carefully, “scripture does not appear to include annexes regarding retaliatory escalation models.”

Gasps rippled outward.

“I am not challenging faith,” I added. “I am challenging strategy.”

A smith stepped forward, hammer at his belt. “My forge feeds this kingdom. Dragon scale protects our knights. You would deny us that?”

“And how many scales have you secured without provoking retaliation?” I asked.

An alchemist joined him. “Do you understand what a dragon’s heart can produce?”

“And how many hearts have you successfully acquired?” I replied.

He stopped. The room did not.

“I propose we evaluate cost,” I continued. “In villages, in resources, in repeated mobilizations, in rebuilding after retaliatory strikes.”

The murmuring shifted.

“The dragon has issued a conditional pause. Six nights. After that he will come here to verify our intent.”

That did it. Threat. Extortion. Surrender. The priest spoke of damnation. The alchemist of weakness. The smith of lost opportunity. Nobles argued among themselves—rights, claims, inheritance.

It was no longer about the dragon. It was about loss.

I raised my voice for the first time. “The dragon does not need to defeat this kingdom. He only needs to remain alive.”

Silence thinned but held.

“He has survived decades of attempts on his life. He requires nothing from us to continue. We, however, must rebuild after every exchange.”

“You speak like a merchant,” someone sneered.

“I speak like someone who calculates sustainability.”

The priest advanced again. “And what of divine order?”

“I am not qualified to audit divine order,” I said calmly. “But I can evaluate combustion.”

The hall erupted once more.

Then the king spoke.

“Quiet.”

It was not loud. It did not need to be.

“You will not shout in my hall,” he said quietly. “You will not call this blasphemy until you have buried the next village yourself. And you will not speak of profit while my people rebuild ash.”

He turned to me. “You said we have six nights left.”

“Yes.”

“Then we have six nights to decide whether pride is worth extinction.”

No one answered.

“This council is not concluded,” he said. “It is postponed. You will return tomorrow—with numbers.”

Not scripture. Not pride. Numbers.

The priest looked displeased. The alchemist calculating. The smith angry. The nobles uncertain.

I remained standing. Not victorious. Merely present.

And for the first time since entering the hall, I was not the only one carrying weight.

 

I began thinking before dawn.

Not because inspiration had arrived. Because sleep had resigned. The council chamber replayed itself in segments—voices without structure, anger without metrics, the priest’s certainty, the nobles’ fear disguised as tradition, the craftsmen’s fear disguised as necessity. And the king. Seven nights. I sat at the table with the notebook open but unwritten.

This was not infrastructure. This was narrative. A different department. In my world, communication strategy, crisis framing, rumor containment and stakeholder management belonged to specialists. Entire teams existed for the careful alignment of perception with intention.

I built systems. I did not stabilize pride.

I turned a page. Blank. For the first time since arriving in this kingdom, I encountered a problem that did not respond to geometry. I considered escalation paths, counterarguments, data projections.

None addressed the essential issue: people preferred a familiar enemy to an unfamiliar adjustment.

By midmorning, no one had interrupted me. That was unusual. By midday, still no summons. By evening, silence had acquired weight. I ate nothing. This, too, was inefficient.

Night came. I remained.

 

Morning followed without resolution. I had begun drafting a framework titled Reputation as Structural Element. It contained three bullet points and no solutions.

A knock interrupted it. More cautious than before. I did not immediately answer.

“Max?” Nicholas’ voice.

“Enter.”

He stepped inside carrying a tray—bread, meat, water—the offering of someone who had decided starvation was counterproductive to governance. He placed it on the table and did not leave. “You should eat something,” he said.

“I am considering it.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

I looked at him properly for the first time in hours. He looked tired. Not physically. Socially. “What is happening?” I asked.

He hesitated. “Outside,” he said carefully, “it is… unstable.”

“Define.”

He exhaled slowly. “Rumors are spreading everywhere.”

“Source?”

“The noble houses. Quietly. Through merchants. Through servants.”

Efficient. “What rumors?”

He met my eyes. “That you’re planning to let the dragon burn the kingdom.”

Predictable. “And?”

“That you‘ve already made an alliance with it.” Less predictable. “To overthrow the king.”

Ah. Now we were creative. I leaned back slightly. “Ambitious,” I said.

Nicholas did not smile. “It gets worse,” he continued. “Some are saying you are not what you claim. That you are not from another world but a planted agent. That the dragon spared you because you serve it.”

“That would imply significant long-term planning,” I said. “Impressive.”

“Max.”

“Yes.”

“This isn‘t funny.”

He was correct. “Impact?” I asked. “The lower city is divided about you. Some believe you saved the villages. Others think you endangered them. The nobles are calling emergency meetings.”

“Objective?”

“To force the king to revoke your authority.”

Anticipated. “Economic actors?” I asked. Nicholas’ jaw tightened. “The smiths have reduced output.” Strategic. “The alchemists?”

“They‘ve stopped deliveries to the royal guard.”

I nodded slowly. Supply pressure. “And the church?”

“They’ve preaching caution about unnatural counsel.”

Unnatural counsel. I appreciated the phrasing. I stood and walked to the window. The courtyard below was not chaotic, but it was not calm. Clusters. Discussion. Too much stillness. “They are manufacturing urgency,” I said quietly.

Nicholas watched me. “You don’t seem surprised.”

“I am not.”

“You look…” He searched for the word. “Smaller.”

That was new. “I may have exceeded jurisdiction,” I said.

He blinked. “What?”

“In my world,” I explained, “infrastructure reform and narrative stabilization are separate departments. I have attempted both.”

“And?”

“I am not certified for the second.”

He stared at me. “You stood in front of half the kingdom yesterday and told them they were economically irrational.”

“Correct.”

“And now you’re surprised they’re angry?”

“I am not surprised,” I said calmly. “I am assessing.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “They‘re talking about mobilizing citizens.”

“For what purpose?”

“To demand action against the dragon. Or against you.”

Efficient redirection of fear. “Has violence occurred?”

“Not yet.”

Important distinction. Nicholas looked at the untouched food. “You could tell the king you were wrong,” he said quietly.

I turned. “I was not.”

“That is not what I meant.”

I knew. “Yes,” I said. “I could reframe. Emphasize strength. Call it strategic patience rather than coexistence.”

“Would that help?”

“Temporarily.”

He waited.

“But it would reintroduce the original error.”

Silence filled the room. He looked tired of logic. “Max,” he said finally, “if the nobles convince the people you are weakening the kingdom, it won’t matter whether you are right.”

“I am aware.”

“You’re doubting,” he said.

I considered denial. It would be inaccurate. “I am recalibrating,” I replied.

“That is not the same.”

“No,” I admitted. It was not. I walked back to the table and looked at the draft page.

 

Reputation as Structural Element.

Reputation functions as load-bearing trust.

Load exceeded → collapse.

 

“Fear,” I said slowly, “is filling the vacuum.”

Nicholas crossed his arms. “Then fill it first.”

“With what?”

“With something they understand.”

That was the problem. They understood dragons. They understood trophies. They understood heroes. They did not understand negotiated deterrence.

I looked at him. “What are they demanding specifically?”

“Action,” he said immediately.

“Visible?”

“Yes.”

“Against the dragon?”

“Yes.”

“Or against me?”

He hesitated. “Both are acceptable to them.”

Efficient flexibility. I nodded once. “Good.”

“That is not good.”

“It is defined,” I corrected.

He exhaled sharply. “You are impossible.”

“Predictable.”

He did not correct me this time. Outside, a distant shout rose, then faded. The kingdom was not burning. Yet.

Nicholas looked toward the window. “What are you going to do?”

I picked up the notebook. For a long moment, I did not write. Then I said quietly, “If they need a reaction…” I turned the page. “…we will give them something. A different kind of consequences than they imagined.”

He frowned. “What kind?”

I began writing. Measured. Deliberate. “If they require a spectacle, I will give them legislation,” I said. And for the first time in two days, the blank page did not intimidate me.
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                A knock at the door. Three times. Measured. A pause long enough to suggest patience, but not long enough to be calm.

Then three knocks again.

Before I could answer, the door opened. Nicholas stepped inside. He did not look rested, as if sleep had been considered, evaluated and ultimately rejected. He closed the door behind him and watched me for a second, as though checking whether I had dissolved overnight.

“Are you almost done with that?” he asked.

No greeting. Efficient.

“I am done,” I replied, looking up. “I am currently re-evaluating whether being done was sufficient.”

He crossed the room in three efficient steps.

“Tomorrow’s the hearing,” he said.

“I am aware,” I answered. “Time continues to function.”

He ran a hand through his hair. It did not improve the situation. “Max,” he said, lower now, “how far along are you?”

I turned a page. “I have structured the argument,” I said. “Reordered likely objections. Assigned priority to predictable emotional escalation. Included contingencies for theological interruption.”

He blinked. “You expect that?”

“Yes.”

He stared at me. “You seem way too calm about this.”

“No,” I said. “I am compartmentalized.”

That did not reassure him. I closed the notebook halfway and looked at him properly. “How is it outside?” I asked. Nicholas hesitated. That was answer enough. After a few seconds he answered: “The nobles started paying people… and threatening the rest. Land, jobs, protection—whatever works.”

Predictable leverage.

“They’re stirring up trouble in the lower districts. It almost turned ugly this morning.”

“And?” I asked.

“The king sent in the army.”

I nodded slowly. “Visible containment,” I said.

“Yes.” He swallowed. “Several nobles were taken into custody. Temporarily. Officially for ‘inciting instability.’ Unofficially so they cannot set anything on fire tonight.”

Acceptable improvisation.

“And the evacuation?” I asked.

“Complete,” he said. “From the capital all the way to the northern village. Outer districts are empty. Roads cleared. Just like you said.”

“Recommended,” I corrected.

He ignored that. “People think something’s about to happen,” he added.

“They are correct,” I said.

Silence settled briefly between us. He looked at the stack of papers on my desk. “That’s it?” he asked. “That’s what you’ll say?”

“That,” I replied, “is what I will attempt to say before being interrupted.”

He exhaled sharply. “You could still leave, you know,” he said.

I looked at him. “Clarify.”

“You could go,” he continued. “Before tomorrow. You’ve done more than enough. Other kingdoms would welcome you. A summoned hero with royal authority? You’d be received with open arms.”

I considered the suggestion with professional seriousness. “And leave this one to burn?” I asked.

“Please. You don’t owe them anything,” he said.

“I was summoned,” I replied. “That is already an administrative relationship.”

He stared at me. “This isn’t a contract.”

“It functionally is.”

He opened his mouth, then closed it again. I picked up a second notebook from the table, thicker, bound, organized. I held it out to him. “Take this to the king,” I said.

Nicholas did not move. “What‘s it?”

“A copy,” I replied. “Condensed projections. Expected reactions. Structural consequences under three possible outcomes.”

His eyes flicked to the pages. “You’re giving him this tonight?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“So he understands what agreeing with me will cost him.”

Nicholas stepped closer but did not take it yet. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” he asked. “If he reads that tonight—”

“He will,” I said.

“And if he changes his mind?”

“He should,” I replied. “If the price is unacceptable.”

Nicholas finally took the notebook. He weighed it in his hands as if it were heavier than paper. “You can still run,” he said again, quieter this time. “Half the kingdoms out there would welcome you.”

I adjusted the alignment of the documents on my desk. “Yes,” I said. “They would.”

He waited.

“But I am already here.”

“That’s not really an answer.”

“It is,” I replied. “Geographically and morally.”

He stared at me for several long seconds. “You’re not afraid?” he asked.

I thought about the cave, the roar, the floor disappearing under me. “I am,” I said.

He blinked. “Then why stay?”

I looked at the door. “Because if I leave,” I said, “the next person they summon will not negotiate.”

Nicholas said nothing.

“And because,” I added, “I would prefer to see whether this system collapses by design or by accident.”

He almost smiled. Almost. “You’re impossible,” he muttered.

“Predictable,” I corrected.

He shook his head, clutching the notebook to his chest like contraband. “Alright. I’ll take it to the king.”

“Yes.”

He hesitated at the door. “Max,” he said.

“Yes?”

“If this goes wrong tomorrow…”

I tilted my head slightly. “Yes?”

“…they’re not going to just argue.”

“I am aware.”

He searched my face for something—doubt, hesitation, maybe regret. He found none. Not because it wasn’t there, but because it had already been processed.

He opened the door and stepped out. The door closed. I remained seated. I opened the notebook again.

Tomorrow would not be a negotiation. It would be a stress test. And I intended to observe carefully.

 

We arrived five minutes early. Punctuality is not politeness. It is risk reduction.

Nicholas stood beside me in the courtyard, hands folded behind his back, posture arranged into something that passed for composure. The morning air carried tension with disciplined restraint. No civilians. No servants. No unnecessary witnesses. The evacuation had been executed correctly. Good.

At the far end of the courtyard stood the king, his scribe beside him, parchment ready as though history had already scheduled itself. Around them several dozen soldiers. Not in formation. But ready.

As we approached, raised voices cut through the stillness. The commander stood close to the king, urgency contained but visible. “Your Majesty, at least allow a contingent within immediate range. Ten men. Twenty. If something happens—”

“If something happens,” the king interrupted, exhaustion sharpening his tone, “those twenty men will not change the outcome.” The commander’s jaw tightened. “With respect—”

“With perspective,” the king replied quietly, “if the negotiation fails, we will require distance, not bravery.” Silence followed. Strategic clarity rarely comforts soldiers.

The king turned then. He saw me. The exhaustion in his face had settled into something heavier than fear. Weight.

He stepped forward. “Are you certain this will work?” he asked, almost softly.

“No,” I said. Nicholas inhaled beside me. “But I am confident that the alternative fails faster.” The king studied me for a moment.

“I cannot agree to everything,” he said. “You understand that.”

“Yes,” I replied. “I calculated for resistance.”

His gaze flicked briefly toward the scribe. “And if he demands more than we can give?”

“Then we define what ‘more’ means,” I said. It did not reassure him. He began to respond—

—and the light changed. It did not dim. It vanished.

A shadow passed over the courtyard, vast and deliberate. Wind pressed downward, flattening banners, pulling at cloaks, compressing breath. Soldiers stiffened. Several hands moved toward weapons and stopped midway, suspended between training and survival.

The sound arrived last, a roar. He landed without hesitation. Stone cracked beneath talons. Black scales absorbed the morning light instead of reflecting it. Wings folded with the economy of something that required no permission.

The dragon’s gaze shifted first to me, then to the king. It lingered. Returned. Assessment complete.

His voice descended. “What do yo- propose now… little An-lyzer?”

No one moved. No one breathed. The king did not look at me, which was wise. I stepped forward one measured pace, enough to signal ownership, not enough to signal challenge.

“I propose,” I said evenly, “that we begin with definitions.” The dragon’s pupil narrowed. “Definit-ons,” he repeated.

“Yes. Before territory. Before compensation. Before threats.”

A pulse of heat moved outward. “Yo- speak as tho-gh yo- command the structure,” he observed.

“I attempt to prevent its collapse,” I replied. His gaze did not waver. The courtyard held, bodies rigid with withheld reaction. One miscalculation would convert restraint into failing structure.

“I am here,” I continued, “because you stated you would verify trust personally.” The dragon’s tail shifted once across the stone.

“Then let us establish what trust requires,” I said. Behind me I could feel the king’s stillness, the soldiers’ restraint, Nicholas’ pulse. The dragon leaned forward slightly.

“And if,” he asked, voice lowering further, “I decide that what I require is surrend-r?”

I did not look up.

“Then,” I said, “we will at least know what we are negotiating.” Silence. Heat. Expectation. The dragon’s eyes flicked briefly to the king, then returned to me. A thin curl of smoke escaped his nostrils.

“Yo- remain,” he said slowly, “remarkably consistent.”

“That,” I replied, “is the intention.” The courtyard did not relax. But it did not burn. That alone meant temporary success.

“I will now state our demands,” I said.

The dragon did not move. He simply looked at me with the calm of something that had never needed to hurry anyone.

“And afterward I will outline what we are prepared to offer in return.”

My legs informed me that structural integrity was optional. My pulse objected to the concept of public speaking. The courtyard had become very large. Proceed.

“We want no unnecessary deaths,” I said. The word unnecessary felt inadequate in the presence of something capable of defining necessity unilaterally. “And we require that our settlements are not subjected to destruction before they have had the opportunity to fail on their own.”

That had sounded better in rehearsal.

The dragon’s head tilted slightly. Heat rolled forward. “And what,” he asked, “can yo- offer?”

I inhaled. This had been practiced. Measured. Structured. “You will retain exclusive control of the territory you currently occupy,” I said, forcing each word into alignment. “It will be formally designated as yours. No human will be permitted to enter without explicit authorization.”

The dragon did not blink.

“We will prohibit trade in dragon relics. No scales. No bones. No organs. No extraction, processing, or utilization of any element belonging to your kind.” His eyes narrowed; I adjusted without pausing. “Possession of dragon artifacts will be classified as high treason. Enforcement will be severe.”

Silence extended and measured itself. Cloth shifted behind me. Someone swallowed. The scribe had stopped writing.

“That,” the dragon said at last, voice lower, “so-nds less like an offer and more like baseline dec-ncy.”

Accurate.

He turned his head slowly toward the king. “Is this yo-r position or the invent-on of a misguided summoned an-lyzer?”

The king stepped forward slightly. Exhausted. Upright. “We are here to secure peace and the safety of our citizens,” he said carefully. “Not to surrender our kingdom.”

The dragon’s wings flexed. Stone groaned. Heat intensified. “SO YO- REJECT PEACE? DO YO- WISH FOR TRUCE OR DOMINANCE?”

My entire body recommended retreat. Instead I spoke. “What… What if the territory is privatized?”

Both heads turned toward me.

“Privatized?” the dragon repeated.

“Ähem,” I said. “It remains part of the kingdom in name but is designated autonomous territory. Entry strictly regulated. No settlement. No resource extraction. No hunting. No interference.”

The king looked at me sharply. I did not look back. “Legally integrated but operationally sovereign.”

“That,” the king said quietly after a moment, “could be structured.”

The courtyard shifted. Not relief. Possibility.

“Autonomo-s,” the dragon repeated slowly.

“Recognized borders,” I clarified. “Protected status. Violation prosecuted by your law and ours.”

“Yo-r law?”

“If one of ours enters without permission, we act. If one of yours violates the agreement, you act.”

“And if neither side acts?”

“Then the agreement dissolves.”

Wind moved through the courtyard. No one else did.

“Yo- propose a line,” the dragon said. “And yo- believe yo-r species respects lines?”

No was the right answer. Unhelpful. “I believe clearly defined lines reduce convenient ignorance,” I replied.

Another silence. Longer. Less volatile.

The king inhaled slowly. “That is acceptable as a framework.”

The dragon studied him. Then me. “Yo- risk much,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Because structural collapse is expensive.

Because extinction scales poorly.

Because I am tired of improvisation.

“Because coexistence is more efficient than perpetual escalation,” I said.

Smoke drifted upward. A low rumble moved through his chest. Not quite laughter. Not quite threat. “Yo- spe-k as tho-gh war were a calculation.”

“It is,” I said. “With very poor long-term returns.”

The dragon regarded me for several seconds that felt professionally excessive.

“Continue,” he said at last.

For the first time since he had landed, the courtyard no longer felt seconds away from annihilation.

I continued.

“The only reason,” I said carefully, “that you treat humanity as prey is because we treated dragons as material.” The word hung there—ugly, accurate.

“You respond to hunting with deterrence. We respond to deterrence with escalation. In this configuration, no one wins. Both sides merely optimize loss.”

The dragon did not interrupt. Good.

“If you receive recognized, privatized territory, and if hunting dragons ceases to produce heroes but instead produces traitors, the incentive disappears.” The small puplicum behind me shifted. I ignored them.

“If possession of dragon remains is prosecuted as high treason, if trade in scales, bones, organs becomes reviled instead of rewarded, then there is no rational motive left to attack you.” I swallowed. My mouth had become inefficient.

“No reward. No glory. No political advantage. No alchemical profit. No forged legend.”

I met the dragon’s eyes. “No incentive.”

A long pause stretched between us.

“And without incentive,” I said, “there is no reason for you to preemptively burn.”

Silence expanded. The dragon’s pupils narrowed.

“And what,” he asked sharply, “if it fails?” The temperature shifted. “What if yo-r kind do-s what it has always done? What if pride overrides agreement? What if greed o-tweight fear? What if hero-s come again?”

My throat tightened. Contingency branch. Unpleasant.

“If yo-r people break this accord,” he said, voice low now, “what then?”

I swallowed. Then I said it:

“Then I will personally deliver the king’s head to you.” The words tasted incorrect.

Everything stopped—air, movement, thought. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the king’s hands clench in shock. He did not speak. Good. He understood the geometry. I did not look at him; if I did, I might recalculate.

“If the agreement collapses due to human betrayal,” I continued, my voice steadier than I felt, “then our leadership has failed structurally. Structural failure requires replacement.” There were audible intakes of breath behind me. I did not turn.

The dragon watched me for a long moment, evaluating, searching for performance. Then he shifted his gaze to the king.

“Is this an-lyzer authorized to wager yo-?” the dragon asked.

The king looked smaller than I had ever seen him—exhaustion, fear, calculation written plainly across his face. His jaw tightened.

“Yes,” he said, voice rough but clear. “If my kingdom violates this accord, then I have failed as its sovereign.” A beat passed. “Of course,” he added, almost mechanically.

The dragon’s eyes returned to me.

“You offer acco-ntability,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Enforced by decapitat-on.”

“That is one available enforcement mechanism.”

The dragon studied us both. Wind moved across the courtyard. Somewhere, a soldier’s armor creaked. Slowly, the dragon lowered his head.

“Very well,” he said, the words quiet but reshaping the courtyard nonetheless. “I accept provis-onal autonomy. Recognized borders. Prohibited hunting. Criminalizat-on of relic trade. Enforcement under yo-r law.” His gaze sharpened. “And if yo-r species violates this agreement…”

I nodded once. “I am aware.”

He extended one claw—massive and scarred. The king stepped forward slowly and placed his hand against the stone beneath it, not touching, but close enough to signify acceptance. I stepped forward last and placed my hand on the ground between them. Contact triangle established. Heat radiated through the stone.

“This accord,” the dragon said, “stands until broken.”

The king nodded. “It stands.”

“It is documented,” I added. Of course it was.

The dragon’s eyes flickered toward me. “…Naturally,” he said.

The heat withdrew slightly. The tension did not vanish, but it changed. For the first time since he had landed, the dragon was no longer here as an executioner. He was here as a neighbor—dangerous, but defined. And definition, in my experience, was the first step toward survivability.

The dragon straightened. “Seven seasons,” he said. “I will observe.” Then his gaze locked onto mine one final time. “Do not make me regret this, little an-lyzer.”

“I intend not to,” I replied.

He unfolded his wings. The courtyard darkened. Wind surged outward as he lifted, and the heat vanished upward with him. Silence returned. Behind me, someone exhaled as if they had been underwater for an hour.

I looked at the king. He looked at me.

“You wagered my head,” he said.

“Yes,” I replied.

A long pause stretched between us.

“…Was that necessary?”

“Yes.”

Another pause.

He nodded once. “Very well.”

And for the first time since I had arrived in this world, the most dangerous structure was no longer the dragon. It was expectation.

 

The courtyard emptied slowly—not dramatically, not ceremonially. People did not flee, but recalibrated.

Soldiers lowered spears. The scribe stopped shaking. Guards began whispering in clusters that attempted to look intentional. Servants reappeared with trays, cloths, and the fragile dignity of routine. Crisis concluded. Administration resumed.

I located a bench near the outer wall. It leaned slightly, one leg repaired with visible optimism and insufficient geometry. The wood showed cracks inconsistent with long-term ambition.

I circled it once, pressed down on one end, then the other, applied lateral force. It did not collapse.

 

Probability of failure: moderate

 

I considered the day. If I were to survive a dragon negotiation only to be eliminated by non-compliant furniture, that would qualify as narrative irony. Acceptable.

I sat.

The bench protested, then stabilized. Good enough. Today I had negotiated with a species capable of vaporizing fortifications. If this bench chose violence, I would classify it as fate.

The courtyard continued reorganizing itself. Guards resumed trajectories. Messengers crossed paths without colliding. A pair of workers began repositioning a decorative brazier that had clearly not passed any prior review. Structure returned—slowly, not perfect, but functional.

Heat from the dragon had faded. What remained was momentum. I watched it rebuild itself around absence. Time passed.

Eventually footsteps approached without urgency. Nicholas. He did not speak immediately; he simply stood beside me for a moment, observing the courtyard as if confirming it still existed. In his hands were two bottles. Liquid. Not regulation.

He held one out. I looked at it.

“During working hours?” I asked.

He sat down next to me and exhaled softly. “Looks like we’re off duty for the rest of the day.”

I considered the structural implications. The kingdom had nearly entered combustion diplomacy. We had reclassified a dragon as adjacent property. The army had mobilized. The nobility had attempted destabilization. Yes, operational fatigue justified deviation.

I accepted the bottle.

We sat in silence for a moment. The courtyard no longer looked like a battlefield; it looked like a place where paperwork would soon accumulate. Nicholas took a sip, then glanced sideways at me.

“So… what now?”

A reasonable question. I thought about it. The dragon had territory. The king had survived. The nobles had recalculated. The alchemists would be furious. The church would require reinterpretation. The black market would attempt creativity.

I took a slow breath. “Vacation,” I said.

Nicholas turned his head fully toward me. “You?”

“Yes.”

“You negotiated with a dragon and wagered the king’s head.”

“Yes.”

“And now you want… a vacation.”

“Yes.”

He stared at me as if I had begun speaking in an extinct dialect. “Why?”

I considered the bottle in my hand, then the courtyard, then the horizon. “Because,” I said calmly, “now that the immediate fire hazard has been addressed, I may resume focusing on long-term survivability.”

I reached into my coat and took out the notebook. It felt heavier than usual. I held it up slightly. “I still have pages left to fill.”

Nicholas stared at it. “Of course you do,” he muttered.

I opened it. Blank paper. Opportunity.

“Structural reform. Taxation consistency. Agricultural redundancy. Educational standardization. Architecture . Trade regulation.” I paused. “And perhaps one afternoon without crisis.”

Nicholas took a long sip. “That’s your idea of a vacation?”

I considered carefully. “Yes.”

He shook his head slowly. “You‘re not normal.”

“That has been established.”

The courtyard continued moving. No flames. No shadows overhead. No ultimatums. For the first time since arriving in this world, there was nothing actively attempting to kill us.

 

I underlined the date.

Temporary stability.

 

Then, after a moment, I added:

 

Monitor closely.

 

I closed the notebook. The bench remained surprisingly intact.

Vacation. Finally.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Steckdose
                        

                    

                    Status Update:

 

Dragon: Seven-season neighbor.

Kingdom: Intact. Temporarily.

Leadership: Head attached. For now.

 

First intervention phase complete.

Previously submitted structural proposals will now be observed under calmer combustion conditions.

Further documentation will follow.
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                Nicholas accompanied me to the throne room. When one negotiates with dragons on Tuesday, it is advisable not to approach kings alone on Wednesday.

The doors were open. Inside, the king was already in discussion with a man whose clothing suggested prosperity achieved without manual labor. Silk. Rings. Calculated humility. A merchant. No. Worse. A representative.

“Are you telling me,” the king was saying, voice controlled but visibly strained, “that you intend to suspend trade with us entirely?”

The man bowed slightly. Not deeply enough to imply weakness. Just enough to imply structural regret. “Your Majesty,” he said, tone saturated with apology, “this is not a personal decision. We hold your realm in the highest regard. Truly.” He smiled. Professionally. “It is a collective determination by the Trade Consortium. A unified resolution.”

The king’s jaw tightened. “On what grounds?”

The merchant folded his hands. “Logistics, Your Majesty. Purely logistics.” Always dangerous words.

“The distances between your settlements,” he continued gently, “are significant. Road conditions—variable. Transport costs have increased by nearly twenty percent over the last two seasons. Horses fatigue faster on the northern routes. Iron shipments require additional guard allocation.” He tilted his head slightly. “We regret to say that continued operation under current conditions is… no longer profitable.”

There it was. Not anger. Not threat. Withdrawal.

Nicholas shifted beside me.

The king inhaled slowly. “So this is about coin.”

“With the deepest respect, Your Majesty,” the merchant said, bowing again, “all trade ultimately is.” He spread his hands. “Your kingdom is beautiful. Rich in potential. But potential does not reduce carriage strain.”

The king saw us then. He closed his eyes briefly. “One problem after another,” he murmured. Then, louder: “You.” He looked at me. “What is it now? Have you returned to inform me that this castle lacks adequate evacuation routes in case of panic?”

I stepped forward. “That observation remains valid,” I said. Nicholas exhaled quietly. “But that is not my purpose today.”

The king stared at me. “Well?”

“I am here,” I said evenly, “to formally request vacation.”

Silence. The merchant blinked. Nicholas did not.

The king leaned back slightly. “Vacation.”

“Yes.”

“You negotiated an autonomous dragon territory yesterday.”

“I did.”

“And today you request… vacation.”

“I have exceeded forty hours of weekly operational engagement,” I said. “Compensation in the form of temporal redistribution is therefore appropriate.”

The merchant looked deeply uncomfortable.

The king stared at me as if recalculating whether summoning rituals had return policies. “And you choose this moment?”

“That is correct.”

“Why?”

“Because crises should not monopolize labor rights.”

Nicholas made a small sound that might have been suppressed laughter or despair.

The king rubbed his temple. “…Fine,” he said at last. “Take your vacation.” He paused. “Though I fail to understand why you request permission.”

“Formalization prevents ambiguity,” I replied.

He waved a hand dismissively. “Very well. You are on leave.” A beat. “However.”

Of course.

“When you return,” he continued, gesturing toward the merchant, “you will address this. As you have no doubt gathered, our trade routes are inefficient. Our distances excessive. Our infrastructure insufficient.” He looked at me sharply. “Should this kingdom fall not to dragonfire but to logistical incompetence, that would be… embarrassing.”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“So while you are enjoying your… leave,” he said dryly, “perhaps consider how one prevents economic collapse.”

Nicholas glanced sideways at me.

I considered the merchant. The roads. The distances. The iron shipments. The horses.

“Understood,” I said.

The merchant cleared his throat softly. “If I may,” he said in his careful tone, “we would be delighted to reconsider our position should structural improvements render cooperation… viable.”

Of course you would.

“Noted,” I said.

He bowed again.

The king leaned back in his throne. “Go,” he said to me. “Before something else catches fire.”

I inclined my head. “As you wish.”

As Nicholas and I turned to leave, I added, almost as an afterthought: “For the record, trade inefficiency is a more predictable adversary than dragons.”

The king closed his eyes. “That does not comfort me.”

“It should,” I replied.

Outside the hall, Nicholas looked at me. “You realize,” he said, “that you are now on vacation during an economic crisis.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re planning to solve it during your vacation.”

“Correct.”

He stared at me. “That is not vacation.”

“It is,” I said calmly, “a change of primary threat vector.”

He sighed. Of course he did.

And somewhere in the capital, horses continued exhausting themselves on suboptimal roads. I took my notebook out.

 

Structural instability, phase two.

 

We walked. Not rode. Walked.

The road leading toward the northern village had not improved since our last encounter. It had merely dried differently.

Nicholas kept pace beside me for approximately eight minutes before his restraint failed. “Is this really necessary?”

“Yes.”

“There’s a custom saddle now. Made exactly the way you asked for.”

“With the minimal requirements,” I corrected. “Not exactly the way I asked for.”

He exhaled. “You are aware that walking is slower.”

“Yes.”

“You are aware that we could reach the village faster on horseback.”

“Yes.”

“And yet we are walking.”

“Yes.”

He looked down at the road beneath us. The ruts had deepened. Wagon grooves had hardened into sharp ridges. Fine dust lay atop compacted soil like a false promise.

“The horses have been refusing the kingdoms routes,” Nicholas said carefully.

“I know.”

“They balk. They hesitate. One even tried to turn around without instruction.”

“I am aware.”

He frowned. “Some of the men are saying the road is cursed.”

I stopped walking. Nicholas took one step too many before realizing and turning back.

“The road is not cursed,” I said calmly.

He waited.

“It is abraded.”

“With what?”

“Compression. Repetition. Load without maintenance. Insufficient soil structure to meet required specifications.”

He stared at me. “That sounds significantly less dramatic than cursed.”

“It is also accurate.”

We resumed walking. A cart passed us slowly, one wheel complaining in rhythmic despair. The driver did not greet us; he was too focused on keeping the axle intact.

“You see? Even the merchants are complaining.”

“Yes.”

“And the horses.”

“Yes.”

“And the guards.”

“Yes.”

He slowed slightly. “So… shouldn’t we go back to the king and tell him you figured out the problem?”

I continued walking. “Official assignments are addressed during working hours.”

Nicholas blinked. “And what are these?”

I did not look at him. “This,” I said, stepping over a particularly ambitious rut, “is vacation.”

He stared at me for several seconds. “You‘re auditing the road.”

“I am observing.”

“You’re calculating how much weight it can carry.”

“I am relaxing.”

“You just analyzed the soil.”

“I find it calming.”

Nicholas shook his head slowly. “You are impossible.”

“Predictable,” I corrected.

A section ahead dipped where drainage had failed entirely. The soil there had collapsed inward, forming a shallow basin that had collected and then abandoned water repeatedly. Nicholas stopped again.

“You are going to fix this during your leave, aren’t you?”

I examined the basin, measured its width, estimated labor requirements, calculated stone volume.

“No.”

He looked relieved.

“I am merely confirming that the kingdom is not in danger of collapsing due to equine exhaustion.”

“That is not comforting.”

“It is preventative.”

We continued walking. The village in the distance shimmered faintly in the heat. Nicholas sighed.

“You negotiated with a dragon. You wagered the king’s head. And now your primary concern is… soil density.”

“Incorrect.”

He waited.

“My primary concern is that the kingdom does not fall to infrastructure fatigue.”

He stared ahead. “You realize that if the nobles hear you speak like this, they will think you are mocking them.”

“I am not mocking them.”

“You sound like you are.”

“That is unfortunate.”

The cart ahead lost a crate. It tumbled sideways, spilling iron fittings into the dust. Nicholas watched the driver curse, then looked back at me.

“…Abraded,” he muttered.

We walked on.

And for the first time in several days, the most dangerous thing in front of us was not fire. It was inefficiency, which, in my experience, spreads faster.

 

The village appeared before us without spectacle. No smoke. No panic. No visible reconstruction frenzy. Merely absence.

The streets were quieter than before. Doors closed. Windows unoccupied. The evacuation had not yet fully reversed itself. People were still on the road back, recalculating their return to permanence. Which was sensible.

At the entrance stood the village elder, waiting. Not with ceremony. With confirmation.

He inclined his head as we approached. “The news traveled faster than traders. From now on, people here can sleep without watching the sky every night.” He paused. “At least for the next seven seasons.”

“Conditional stability,” I said.

He gave a short nod. “That is more than we had.”

Nicholas stopped beside me.

The elder studied me carefully. “You did it.” Not praise. Observation.

“It was a cooperative structural adjustment. The dragon agreed.”

“And the king?”

“The king did not combust. Which I consider success.”

The elder allowed himself a brief smile, then his expression settled again. “Government moves slowly. This did not.”

“No. It did not.”

He looked toward the center of the village, where the rebuilt foundations were still visible.

“That does not happen without a competent elder,” I added.

He blinked. “That was not my doing.”

“You executed recommendations efficiently.”

He straightened slightly. “It helped that people understood the risk. Fear motivates compliance.”

“Yes. Though it is inefficient long-term.”

He nodded, then his tone shifted. “Not everyone is pleased.”

Predictable.

“Clarify.”

“Some of the wealthier landholders resent the ban on dragon relics. They had investments. Long-term arrangements. Quiet trade.”

“Of course they did.”

“They gained influence through that trade. And now that influence has been… reclassified.”

As treason.

“Yes.”

“Some are speaking of relocation. Foreign alliances. Moving capital out of the kingdom.”

Nicholas shifted beside me.

“And?”

“And that weakens the crown.”

“It weakens those dependent on illicit margins.”

He studied me. “You do not seem concerned.”

“I am. Just not surprised.”

We began walking slowly through the outer street. The road here had improved slightly since my last visit. The chalk markings were still visible. Drainage trenches had been extended. Someone had reinforced a corner beam that had previously expressed suicidal tendencies. Acceptable progress.

“Here,” the elder said, gesturing around us, “few speak against you.”

“Because the dragon burned here.”

“Yes. We understand why you did what you did.”

I nodded once.

“But in the capital, you should be more cautious.”

Nicholas glanced at him. “Cautious how?”

The elder looked at me. “You changed the balance of power.”

“Yes.”

“Those who benefited from the old balance will not thank you.”

“I do not require gratitude.”

He exhaled. “You should require survival.”

Reasonable suggestion.

I paused beside a half-rebuilt storage shed. Its support beams were misaligned by approximately two degrees. “That will fail in winter.”

The elder blinked. “Yes. Probably.”

“That is more immediate than noble resentment.”

Nicholas stared at me. “That is not the point.”

“It is adjacent.”

The elder shook his head faintly. “You negotiated with fire. But fire is honest. It burns or it does not.” He looked toward the horizon, in the direction of the capital. “Men smile while sharpening.”

“Accurate.”

He studied me one last time. “Here, you are understood.” He gestured vaguely southward. “There, you are dangerous.”

I considered that. “Good.”

Nicholas stopped walking. The elder frowned. “Good?”

“Yes. If they perceive me as harmless, they will ignore structural corrections.”

“That is not comforting,” Nicholas muttered.

“It is functional.”

The wind moved lightly through the empty street. No smoke. No wings overhead. Seven seasons. Temporary stability.

I looked at the elder. “Continue reinforcing drainage. And adjust that shed before snowfall.”

He blinked. “You came all this way to say that?”

“No. I am on vacation.”

Nicholas closed his eyes briefly. Of course I was.

The elder eventually excused himself. Reconstruction did not supervise itself. Nicholas and I remained in the half-quiet street. A door opened somewhere. A child ran across the path, then stopped, looking up at the sky out of habit. Old reflex. It would take time.

Nicholas glanced at me. “You know.”

“Yes?”

“When you tell someone their drainage will fail in winter… that is not just criticism.”

“It is an observation.”

He looked at me flatly. “It is also your way of saying they did something right.”

That required processing. “Clarify.”

“You don’t waste corrections. If you point out a flaw, it means you expect the structure to survive long enough to matter.”

I looked at the shed again. The angle was indeed survivable with adjustment. “That is logical.”

Nicholas folded his arms. “And when you told the elder he executed recommendations efficiently—”

“He did.”

“Yes. But in your language that means more.”

I said nothing.

“In your format, if you bother refining something, it means you believe it is worth refining.”

The wind shifted slightly. Somewhere a hammer resumed work. Nicholas stepped closer, lowering his voice just enough to separate the sentence from the village.

“So when you say things like that, it doesn’t mean ‘this will fail.’” He paused. “It means ‘you didn’t fail.’”

I looked at him. That was not how I had categorized it.

“Imprecision is not failure. It is iteration.”

He nodded slowly. “Exactly.”

We stood in silence for a moment.

“I did not do everything correctly.”

“No.” I turned my head. He held my gaze. “But you didn’t do anything wrong.”

That was a different classification. The words did not immediately integrate. Behind us, the shed beam creaked softly in the wind. I examined it. Then the street. Then the sky.

“Acceptable.”

Nicholas almost smiled. “For you, that’s high praise.”

We resumed walking.

And for once, I did not correct him.
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A Fish Called Murder





Kill the girl. Save the dragon. Cure dyslexia. Well… two out of three ain’t bad.

Something terrible is brewing underneath the sleepy town of Kackston Valley. A mysterious supernatural entity called Murder thought he was spawning as some kind of hell beast in a pool of ritual human sacrifice, only to find out that he is a one inch nibble fish in a failing day spa. Murder must overcome his many disadvantages and discover what he is before he can grow powerful enough to defeat his enemies and take on the world.

This is an absurdist comedy sci-fi with some light progression elements. Expect dark comedy, talking animals, complex hive-mind structures and more blood than you can poke a fish at.

Schedule: Book 1 is complete and will be released from 23rd Feb - 12th June. Five days a week for the first two weeks, then thrice weekly thereafter. 















                

                I woke at 5:47. Not because I had to. Routine simply does not respect vacation.

At 5:58 I stood in front of Nicholas’ door in the inn. I knocked. Three times. Measured. Waited. Three times again. Pause. Three times.

From inside came a muffled sound resembling a human being reconsidering existence.

“What?” Nicholas’ voice sounded thick with sleep and irritation.

I did not answer.

The door flew open. Nicholas stood there in what could generously be described as structural compromise—bare feet, hair in multiple ideological directions, shirt absent, expression oscillating between panic and violence.

For a brief moment I assessed him clinically.

 

Posture: Defensive

Eyes: Unfocused

Response time: Delayed

Clothing compliance: Minimal

 

He blinked at me. “Is something wrong? Did something happen? Is it the dragon? The king? The nobles—”

“No.”

He froze. “…No?”

“Nothing catastrophic. However, something important.”

His eyes widened again. “What happened?”

I checked the hallway window. Light just beginning to enter.

“Six o’clock.”

He stared at me. “Yes?”

“Our vacation has begun.”

Silence. Complete.

He blinked twice. “…You woke me at dawn just to tell me we’re on leave.”

“Yes.”

Nicholas’ face went through several emotional phases in rapid succession—confusion, disbelief, recognition. “You’re serious.

“Yes.”

He leaned one hand against the doorframe. “You could have told me at breakfast.”

“That would have introduced delay.”

“In what?”

“In vacation.”

He closed his eyes. For several seconds he did not speak. Then:

“You negotiated with a dragon. You stabilized the kingdom. You prevented economic collapse—”

“Pending.”

“—and now you’re optimizing leisure?”

“Yes.”

He looked at me. “Why?”

“Because inefficient rest leads to diminished long-term output.”

He stared. “That’s the least relaxing sentence I’ve ever heard.”

“It is accurate.”

Nicholas rubbed his face. “You knocked three times. Three separate sets.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Consistency.”

He inhaled slowly. “…What exactly does vacation mean to you?”

“Structured recovery.”

“And that requires waking me before sunrise?”

“Yes.”

He looked down at himself, then back at me. “You analyzed my sleep posture, didn’t you?”

“Correct.”

He groaned softly. “This is not normal.”

“Predictable.”

He leaned his head briefly against the door. “I thought vacation meant sleeping.”

“It does. Until six.”

Nicholas stared at me as if attempting to determine whether summoning rituals had error margins. “You are impossible.”

“Operationally consistent.”

He squinted at me. “What happens at seven?”

“Breakfast.”

“And at eight?”

“A walk.”

He blinked. “To audit the roads?”

“To observe them.”

Nicholas slowly dragged a hand down his face. “I’m going back to bed for ten minutes.”

“That would fragment recovery cycles.”

“I do not care.”

“That is statistically unwise.”

He pointed at me. “If you knock again before sunrise tomorrow, I will join the nobles.”

I considered the threat. “Noted.”

He paused. “…Is this really nothing serious?”

“No. Today is intentionally uneventful.”

He studied me carefully. “You look disappointed.”

“I am not.” A beat. “Yet.”

Nicholas shut the door. From inside I heard him mutter something about cursed roads and cursed summoning ritual.

I stood in the hallway.

Vacation had begun. Efficiently.

 

The breakfast room of the inn was moderately populated. Two merchants arguing in low tones. One woman reading a ledger. A baker who smelled like structural honesty.

Nicholas sat across from me. Bread. Cheese. Eggs. Tea. Vacation.

“Before you begin,” Nicholas said, pointing his fork at me, “I want to suggest something.”

I looked up. “Clarify.”

“Try to behave like a normal person.”

“Define.”

“Do not analyze the table. Do not evaluate the structural integrity of the chairs. Do not calculate the traffic flow between kitchen and door.”

I looked at the table. The left leg was shorter. I looked back at him. “Understood.”

“This is your vacation. People actually become more efficient if they disengage for a few days.” He leaned slightly forward. “Humans recover.”

He watched me. Hopeful.

I considered this. “Efficiency increases after rest.”

“Yes.”

“Provided the rest is structured.”

“No. Provided it is not structured.”

That required recalibration.

“I will attempt it.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Attempt?”

“Yes.”

We began eating. I chewed deliberately, without commentary. The tea was slightly over-steeped. I did not say this. The chair beneath Nicholas creaked at regular intervals corresponding to micro-adjustments in posture. I did not say this. The baker at the counter was counting coins incorrectly. I did not say this. The merchant near the window was speaking too loudly, which suggested insecurity. I did not say this.

Nicholas observed me closely. “You’re thinking.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“I am… experiencing.”

He blinked. “That sounds worse.”

I took another bite of bread. Do not evaluate crumb density. Do not calculate moisture content. Do not assess oven distribution. I swallowed.

Nicholas leaned back. “See? Nothing is burning. No dragon. No nobles. No collapse.”

I nodded. “Yet.”

“Just breakfast.”

“Yes.”

“Peaceful.”

I looked around. A serving girl nearly collided with the baker but corrected in time. No injuries. Acceptable.

Nicholas sighed. “You’re counting steps, aren’t you?”

“No.” Pause. “…Not precisely.”

He stared at me. “You can relax.”

“I am relaxed.”

“You look like you’re calculating whether the jam distribution is equitable.”

I looked down at my plate. It was. “I am not.”

He gave me a long look. “You know, when people step away from their work, they return sharper.”

“Define sharper.”

“More capable. More focused.”

I considered that. “If I return more focused, the nobles may regret the interval.”

Nicholas groaned softly. “That was not meant as a threat.”

“It was not received as one.”

He put his fork down. “Just try. For one meal. Do not optimize anything.”

I nodded. “Very well.”

Silence settled. I counted six distinct background conversations. No. Not counted. Observed. The sunlight entered at an angle that indicated approximately—

Stop. Vacation.

I placed my hands flat on the table. Breathing. Nicholas watched. Five minutes passed. Seven. The tea cooled. The baker corrected his arithmetic. The merchant left. No crisis emerged.

Nicholas smiled faintly. “See? You survived.”

I considered the absence of disaster. “Surprisingly.”

He stood. “Good. Because you will not manage an entire day like this.”

“That is unverified.”

He laughed. “It’s nearly eight.”

I blinked. Eight?

Nicholas stood fully now. “Forget it. You can’t do it. You’ll implode by midday.”

I checked the light again. He was correct. “Oh.”

He frowned. “What?”

“Thank you for the reminder.”

“Reminder of what?”

I stood. “We must depart.”

“For what?”

“The walk.”

Nicholas stared at me. “Of course.”

“The walk begins at eight.”

“You scheduled it.” He closed his eyes briefly. “This is not vacation.”

“It is structured recovery.”

He shook his head and followed me toward the door.

And as we stepped outside, I allowed myself exactly three seconds of not analyzing the street. It was moderately successful.

We began walking at exactly eight. Not approximately. Exactly.

Nicholas walked beside me with the cautious expression of someone who had witnessed prior escalation events.

“This is leisure,” he reminded me.

“Yes.”

“No objectives.”

“Correct.”

“No audits.”

“Understood.”

We walked. The air was clear. The village quiet. A dog crossed the path, paused, reconsidered existence, and continued. I did not analyze it. Progress.

We reached the small wooden bridge over the drainage ditch. I slowed.

Nicholas noticed immediately. “Don’t.”

“I am not.”

“You are.”

“I am observing.”

The left support beam had been replaced—with enthusiasm, without alignment. The plank curvature indicated uneven load distribution. The nail pattern was decorative rather than structural. The guard rope sagged at a mathematically offensive angle.

Nicholas stepped onto the bridge deliberately. “It holds.”

“For now.”

He sighed. “It’s a village bridge.”

“It is a liability.”

We crossed. The bridge creaked—not catastrophically, but conversationally. Vacation.

We continued toward the small communal green near the well. A bench stood there. Unsupervised.

I narrowed my eyes.

Nicholas groaned. “No.”

“The right leg is shorter.”

“It’s fine.”

“It is not.”

Two elderly men were sitting on it. It tilted visibly toward the left. They compensated. Incorrectly.

Nicholas grabbed my sleeve. “Sit. Just sit. Do nothing.”

I sat. The bench tilted further. One of the elderly men glanced at me. “Morning.”

“Good morning.”

The tilt increased by two degrees. Unacceptable.

Nicholas leaned in. “Don’t.”

I stood up. “Gentlemen, may I briefly adjust this?”

They blinked at me. “It’s fine.”

“It is not.”

Vacation.

Nicholas pinched the bridge of his nose. “Max…”

“I will require a stone.”

“Max.”

“A flat one.”

“Max!”

Five minutes later I was kneeling in the grass with a rock, adjusting the bench leg to achieve acceptable horizontal alignment. The elderly men watched in silence. Nicholas stood behind me like a chaperone at a civic malfunction.

“There.”

The bench no longer tilted. The two men shifted experimentally. It remained stable. One of them nodded slowly. “…Huh.”

I brushed dirt from my hands. Vacation.

Nicholas looked at me. “You fixed a bench.”

“Yes.”

“During vacation.”

“Yes.”

“You said no audits.”

“This was not an audit.”

“What was it?”

“Cultural integration.”

He stared at me.

We resumed walking. A woman hung laundry slightly too close to the well. Splash risk. I said nothing. A cart wheel leaned against a wall without wedge stabilization. I said nothing. A child dragged a stick along the side of a wooden fence, gradually weakening the surface integrity. I inhaled sharply.

Nicholas turned immediately. “No. Let the child enjoy the moment.”

“I will say nothing.”

“You are vibrating.”

“I am stable.”

We reached the edge of the village, where a small sign marked the boundary. It leaned—not dramatically, but morally. I stopped. Nicholas stopped with structured hesitation.

“It’s a sign.”

“It is leaning.”

“It has leaned for years.”

“Yes.”

“And?”

I looked at it. If a sign marking the village boundary cannot remain vertical, what does that communicate? Instability. Neglect. Resignation.

Nicholas saw it happen. The moment. The shift. His shoulders dropped. “…No.”

I walked toward the sign. “It will take thirty seconds.”

“This is escalation.”

“It is alignment.”

I adjusted the base, pushed the post deeper into the soil, reinforced the side with a compacted stone. The sign now stood upright—vertical, uncompromised.

A small child walking past stopped and stared. “Why did you do that?”

“Because it should be straight.”

He looked at it. Then at me. “…Uhm. Okay.”

Nicholas stood several steps away. “You cannot relax.”

“I am relaxed.”

“You are correcting the village.”

“It improves my mood.”

He stared at me. “You are not on vacation.”

“I am. This is recreational stabilization.”

He closed his eyes. “You negotiated with a dragon. And this is what breaks you.”

“The dragon was rational.”

He looked at me. “And the bench wasn’t?”

“The bench was negligent.”

“You don’t have to treat every bench like it’s a death sentence.” Nicholas frowned. “Optimism isn’t a crime.”

“It is,” I said, “in certain industries.”

He studied me for a moment. “You don’t have to be this strict about everything.”

“I have attended enough funerals to distrust optimism.”

Silence settled between us.

Nicholas’ voice was quieter when he spoke again. “Was that… before? Or after you chose that profession?”

I considered the question. “Both.”

He did not ask again.

 

We walked back toward the inn. The bridge creaked again as we crossed. I glanced at it. Nicholas saw.

“No.”

“I said nothing.”

“You looked.”

“I observed.”

He exhaled deeply. “You know what? Fine. This is your vacation.”

“Yes.”

“But tomorrow we do something truly pointless.”

“Define pointless.”

“Something that achieves nothing.”

I considered that carefully. “That… is inefficient.”

He groaned.

We reached the inn. The village behind us stood marginally straighter than it had an hour ago. No dragon. No riot. No noble conspiracy. Just corrected geometry.

Vacation had been productive. And, by all measurable standards, deeply relaxing.

Nicholas turned to me with the expression of a man who had accepted defeat but wanted documentation.

“You know,” he said slowly, “for you, relaxing mostly means improving things for everyone else.”

“That is inaccurate.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“It improves my environment.”

He sighed. “Which improves everyone else’s environment.”

“Yes.”

He folded his arms. “I miss my vacation.”

“You are currently in it.”

“That is not the same thing.” He looked at me carefully. “Do you have any other plans? Something people normally do? What do you do in your world when you’re on vacation?”

I considered this seriously. “In my world, people often travel.”

“We are already traveling.”

“Intentionally.”

He stared at me. “Right.”

I adjusted my cuffs. “I require new pens.”

He blinked. “Pens.”

“Yes. For the notebook.”

“Of course.”

“The current ink distribution is inconsistent. Also the nib pressure varies under lateral stress.”

Nicholas closed his eyes briefly. “And for that we must…?”

“Visit the general store.”

There it was—the look. The one he had developed since meeting me. The preemptive exhaustion.

“If a leaning sign nearly triggered an infrastructure reform,” he said carefully, “what will a general store do?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“Inventory management.”

He inhaled slowly. “Max.”

“Yes.”

“This is supposed to be simple.”

“It is.”

“We walk in. You buy pens. We leave.”

“Yes.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You will not reorganize shelves.”

“I have no mandate.”

“That is not what I asked.”

I did not respond.

We began walking toward the small general goods store near the square. The wooden sign above the door read:

General of a store

The lettering was slightly uneven.

Nicholas saw my eyes move. “No.”

“I said nothing.”

“You are thinking.”

“I am literate.”

We entered.
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I Brought the Internet to the Cultivation World [Cultivation + Magical Technology]





Chen Yu got up after receiving his daily cultivation from his clone. His secretary came in and said, “Master, the new courier system is taking off…”

“What the hell is this talisman-like thing…” the old master of the Demonic Sect muttered, staring at the smartphone in his hand.

“It’s the newest product from the Heavenly Mechanisms Pavilion! Come, come, come! Master, look at this young cultivator- he gained 100k followers in one day for his cold demeanor and sword strike!” an excited young lady exclaimed.

“Why the hell is my body-refining pill taking so long to get delivered!” grumbled a small qi cultivator. Just then, a young man in a Flowing Leaf Express uniform appeared.

“Sorry, sorry, this is your pill. Please pay through the SpiritPay app…” He hopped onto his Leaf-Mobile and zipped away into the sky.
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                A bell rang as the door opened.

Nicholas stepped inside first this time, as if trying to establish moral dominance over the situation.

The interior smelled faintly of oil, flour, and wood polish. Sunlight filtered through the front window, illuminating dust particles that drifted with admirable independence.

Nicholas looked around. Then he frowned. “Who—?”

Before the question could fully form, I placed a hand firmly on his shoulder and redirected him three steps to the left. He stumbled slightly.

“What are you—”

“Stand here.”

“Why?”

Behind him, slightly to the right of the entrance, stood a tall cabinet. Its surface bore shallow scratches and the patient resignation of furniture that had been repurposed beyond its original intent. On top of it, a woman balanced on her toes, using two loosely placed planks as makeshift extensions to reach a higher shelf. The planks rested on stacked crates.

The crates were not aligned. The cabinet was not level. The planks were not secured.

Nicholas blinked. “I don’t see—”

“The cabinet is carrying asymmetric load. If she shifts her weight forward, the rear left foot will slide. The crates will compensate too late.”

He stared at me. “That doesn’t—”

The woman reached further upward. One plank bent slightly.

Nicholas’ eyes widened. “…Oh.”

The cabinet emitted a soft but unmistakable complaint.

I stepped forward just as the rear foot began its slow migration across the wooden floor. “Excuse me.”

The woman glanced down at me, confused. “Yes?”

“May I suggest descending voluntarily?”

She frowned. “Why?”

The cabinet tilted—not dramatically, but decisively. Her expression shifted from confusion to awareness in under half a second.

I placed one hand firmly against the cabinet’s side, applying counter-pressure at the angle of failure. With the other, I stabilized myself at the nearest crate with my foot. “Please step down.”

She did. Not gracefully, but safely.

Nicholas stood frozen behind me, processing events at a speed insufficient for the moment. The planks slid free and fell to the floor with an unimpressive clatter. The cabinet resettled itself into reluctant equilibrium.

Silence filled the store.

The woman stared at me. “I’ve done that for years.”

“Yes. Which means statistical mercy has been generous.”

Nicholas finally found his voice. “You knew that was going to happen?”

“I suspected it.”

“You pushed me.”

“You were in the projected fall zone.”

He looked down at the floor behind him, as if calculating where his skull might have met wood.

The woman was back on the floor, brushing dust from her skirt, visibly unsettled but unharmed. “I just needed the spice jars.”

I looked at the shelving system. The higher inventory was arranged without access strategy. No ladder. No fixed platform. No weight distribution consideration. The planks lay on the ground, innocent but complicit.

Nicholas ran a hand through his hair. “We came for pens.”

“Yes.”

He looked at the cabinet, then at the planks, then at me. “You didn’t reorganize anything.”

“Not yet.”

He exhaled.

The woman stared at me as if I had interrupted a sacred ritual. “You’re very strange.”

“That has been established.”

She looked at the cabinet again. Then at the crates. “…Was it really about to fall?”

“Yes.”

She hesitated. Then, grudgingly: “…Thank you.”

I inclined my head.

Nicholas looked between us, then toward the shelves. He inhaled. “Max, we are still only buying pens.”

“Yes.”

And for the moment, that remained technically true.

I released the cabinet slowly and straightened. Then I looked around. Properly.

The room was not a store. It was a logistical amusement park.

“May I ask to whom this establishment belongs?”

The woman blinked. “…It’s my husband’s. And mine.”

“And who is responsible for inventory placement?”

She stared at me. “I— we— I mean—” Her eyes darted briefly toward the fallen planks.

I nodded slowly. “I see.”

Nicholas made a small warning sound. I ignored it.

“The current arrangement places low-demand, high-weight items at shoulder height, while frequently accessed goods require vertical improvisation.”

She opened her mouth. Closed it again.

“The flour is adjacent to lamp oil. The nails are stored above open parchment. The ink bottles are placed horizontally, encouraging leakage through cork fatigue. The access strategy to upper shelves is based on optimism rather than physics.”

Nicholas muttered, “Vacation.”

I raised one finger slightly. “Additionally, this crate is positioned directly within the primary movement corridor. In the event of fire, panic, or sudden need for evacuation, this becomes an obstacle.”

The woman’s face shifted from confusion to mild alarm. “No one has ever—”

“If a flame were to reach the oil shelf and smoke reduced visibility, that crate would transform from furniture into hazard.”

Nicholas stepped back slightly. He had learned.

“And the hanging lantern is positioned below exposed beam edges. Heat accumulation over time increases ignition probability.”

The woman raised both hands suddenly. “Wait. Wait. Wait.” She squinted at me. “…Are you the strange one?”

Nicholas grinned with the stability of an unsecured plank. “That’s him.”

“Define strange.”

“The one who made the bakery measure bread like it was gold? The one who made everyone miserable with scales and fairness?”

I hesitated. Only slightly.

Nicholas did not. “Yes. That is him.”

I looked at him.

He saw me, hesitated and continued professionally calm. “He introduced the distribution rules. Then the tolerance framework afterwards.”

I adjusted my posture. “Correction requires iteration.”

The woman exhaled slowly. “I heard about you. Didn’t expect you to walk into my shop during breakfast.”

“Technically, this is mid-morning.”

She stared at me. “…Of course it is.”

She rubbed her temples. “So are you here to measure my spices?”

“I am here for pens.”

Silence.

Nicholas nodded gravely. “Despite appearances.”

She looked between us, then back at the shelves, then at the fallen planks. “…I suppose this was coming eventually.”

“Structural gravity is patient.”

She sighed. “I’ve been running this place for years.”

“Yes. And it has survived.”

“That’s not a compliment, is it?”

“It is an observation.”

Nicholas stepped forward slightly, tone shifting. “He may be profoundly unsettling, but he does speak with the king’s authority in matters of logistics, structural organization, safety measures, and public distribution systems.”

I turned my head toward him slowly.

He added, quieter: “Even if I’m still not convinced giving him that authority was a wise decision.”

I inclined my head. “Your doubt is noted.”

The woman looked at me again. “You’re serious.”

“Yes.”

She glanced at the cabinet, then at the crate, then at the lantern. Her shoulders lowered slightly. “…If I move the oil, where would it go?”

Nicholas closed his eyes.

I did not smile.

“Allow me to suggest a configuration.”

Vacation, I reminded myself. This was recreational.

“The oil barrel should be relocated to the rear wall, ideally below waist height. It requires lateral stabilization, preferably with a fixed bracket or at minimum a wedge preventing rotational movement. Additionally, distance from open flame should exceed—”

Nicholas grabbed my shoulder. Firmly.

“We’re on vacation,” he said through clenched teeth. “Leave the poor woman alone. You can come back during your so-called working hours.”

I stopped speaking.

The woman stood frozen between alarm and resignation. Nicholas held my shoulder as if preventing a siege.

I considered his statement. Vacation. Separation of professional and private domains.

The woman cleared her throat. “If he is supposed to be on leave, perhaps he should separate private time from… whatever this is.”

Nicholas nodded vigorously. “Yes. Exactly.”

I organized my thoughts. Reprioritized. Reframed. “…You are correct.”

Nicholas blinked. “I am?”

“We are on vacation.”

The woman exhaled slightly.

“I concede. No formal listing. No structured audit.”

Nicholas’ grip on my shoulder loosened. “Good.”

“We will reorganize together.”

Silence. Complete and immediate.

Nicholas’ hand slipped from my shoulder. All color left his face. “…We will what?”

“We will reorganize together. Weight-bearing items lower shelves. Frequently accessed goods at ergonomic height. Hazardous materials separated from ignition sources. Rarely needed stock placed above eye level.”

Nicholas stared at me as if I had just declared war on gravity. “That’s not conceding.”

“It is collaborative.”

He looked around the store in growing horror. “You can stop talking. I didn’t mean— I wasn’t criticizing—”

“I am not offended.”

“You aren’t?”

“No.”

“You seem angry.”

“I am not.”

“Then why are we reorganizing the entire establishment?”

“Because we are here to relax.”

He made a small, broken sound.

The woman looked between us. “…Is this what relaxation looks like for you?”

“Yes.”

Nicholas turned to her. “I apologize in advance.”

I stepped toward the first shelf. “The most relaxing state is a stable environment.”

Nicholas covered his face briefly.

“You see, a dangerous world generates cognitive load. A structured world reduces uncertainty.”

The woman watched, uncertain whether to intervene.

“You negotiated with a dragon,” Nicholas said faintly.

“Yes.”

“And this is what calms you.”

“Yes.”

I placed the candles on a lower shelf and began relocating the oil container with measured care. “The most peaceful existence is one in which spontaneous combustion is unlikely.”

The woman leaned slightly against the counter. “…I suppose that makes sense.”

Nicholas stared at her. “Please don’t encourage him.”

I straightened and looked at both of them. “We are not working. We are organizing.”

“That is work.”

“It is preventative leisure.”

He closed his eyes. “This vacation is cursed.”

“The vacation is not cursed. It is calming.”

He looked at me. “Please don’t.”

I adjusted the oil barrel one final centimeter until it rested securely against the rear support beam. “There. Observe the reduction in existential threat.”

The woman actually did observe. She glanced at the space, then at the cleared walkway, then at the lantern. “…It does look better.”

Nicholas stared at the reorganized corner. Then at me. “You’re impossible.”

“Predictable.”

I dusted my hands. “Now let us continue. This will be profoundly relaxing.”

Nicholas slowly turned toward the door as if calculating escape probability.

An involuntary facial expression adjustment occurred.

Vacation had become efficient.

 

After some productive hours the room looked less like an amusement park. It was a proper store now.

Nicholas inhaled slowly.

Then, with the precision of a man executing a tactical retreat, he turned toward the shopkeeper.

“We’re only here for pens. Just pens. For the… vacationer.” He forced a hopeful smile.

“Do you happen to have twenty-four? For him?”

My internal processes paused.

Twenty-four. Specific. Forward-thinking. Redundancy-aware.

For a brief, quiet moment, I felt something unfamiliar. Recognition. Finally. Structural alignment.

I turned toward Nicholas. Inwardly, I categorized the moment: Progress. Outwardly, I inclined my head slightly. “You are adapting.”

He stared at me blankly.

I shifted my attention to the woman. “Yes. Then I will require approximately eight pens. And three notebooks. Medium thickness. Acceptable binding. No decorative edges.”

The woman blinked twice. Then, perhaps calculating survival probability, she moved quickly toward the counter. “Yes. Yes. Of course.”

She gathered items with surprising efficiency, placed them into my hands, then added two additional pens without comment. “For the assistance. And so you do not return immediately.”

I nodded gravely. “Your risk mitigation strategy is appreciated.”

Nicholas paid before I could evaluate price ratios.

I examined the notebooks. Acceptable. Sturdy spine. Minimal aesthetic ambition. Good.

“Thank you.”

Then I looked around the store once more. “I will require a chair.”

Nicholas froze.

The woman stared at me.

“A chair. One that does not oscillate under minimal load. And a table that does not visually imply imminent collapse.”

She exhaled deeply. “We don’t have that kind of furniture in the store.”

Nicholas had already emotionally departed from the situation. He stood quietly, hands folded in surrender.

The woman hesitated. “…We do have a break room. In the back.”

I nodded. “Acceptable.”

We moved behind the store.

The break room was small. Windowless. One oil lamp sat on a central table. Five chairs surrounded it, each expressing a different philosophy of endurance. Two overflowing ashtrays occupied the far corner. Smoke hovered in the air like a persistent regret.

I stopped in the doorway.

Nicholas glanced at me.

I inhaled. Regretted it immediately.

“Negative ventilation.”

The woman shifted awkwardly. “It’s just for breaks.”

“Yes. And potentially permanent ones.”

Nicholas covered his face.

I stepped back. “Nicholas.”

“Yes.”

“Please relocate three chairs and the table to the exterior area.”

He blinked. “…Outside.”

“Obviously.”

“So now I’m carrying furniture. During vacation.”

“Yes.”

He looked at the woman. She looked at him. Then she sighed and stepped aside. “Just… don’t rearrange everything.”

No guarantees.

 

Minutes later, we sat outside the shop. The table stood on relatively even ground. Three chairs. One slightly suspicious but tolerable. The air was breathable.

I opened a notebook.

Nicholas stared at me. “What are you doing?”

“I am writing.”

“What.”

“Guidelines.”

He closed his eyes. “For the store?”

“For stores. General commercial safety and inventory logic.”

He leaned back slowly. “This is your idea of vacation.”

“All the more of a reason.”

“You’re writing regulations.”

“Recommendations.”

“For businesses that did not ask.”

“For businesses that would prefer to remain standing.”

The woman stood in the doorway, watching. Then she shook her head once and went back inside.

I began writing. Systematic. Measured. Item placement hierarchy. Hazard separation. Emergency exit clearance requirements. Structural weight mapping. Ventilation standards. Smoke management.

Nicholas eventually slumped sideways in his chair. At some point he stopped responding. The sun shifted. Shadows lengthened. Villagers passed by, glancing curiously at the growing stack of filled pages. I did not stop. Ink flowed smoothly. The new pens performed adequately.

 

By the time the sun began descending below the rooftops, I closed the third notebook. Nicholas was half asleep.

I tapped the stack lightly. Then, for structural confirmation, I knocked three times across the covers. Firm. Measured.

“Finished.”

Nicholas startled awake. “Is that… another copy of a copy?”

“Of course.”

He blinked slowly. “Why three?”

“One for the store owner.” I tapped the first.

“One for the king, for enforcement potential.” Second.

“And one for the village elders.” Third.

Nicholas stared at the stack. “You wrote three entire manuals.”

“Three with margin,” i corrected.

“Today.”

“Yes.”

“On vacation.” He leaned back again. “I miss the dragon.”

I looked toward the horizon. “The dragon was less flammable than the store when we came.”

Nicholas closed his eyes.

The sun disappeared fully.

And I, finally, felt fully relaxed.
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                Breakfast had already occurred. Alone.

Nicholas remained unconscious when I left the inn. This was intentional. He had, the previous day, threatened to join the nobility should I disturb his sleep again before sunrise. I had no statistical model for how seriously that statement was meant. Therefore: risk avoidance.

At 8:30 I reached the outer path of the village. Morning light moved cleanly across the rooftops. Fewer people were outside than yesterday; evacuation residue still lingered in routines.

As I approached the house of the village elder, I noticed he was not alone. He stood near the front path speaking with a broad-shouldered man holding rolled parchment under one arm. Their posture suggested discussion, not disagreement.

I adjusted my pace and joined them.

The elder saw me first. “Oho. You’re up early.”

“Eight thirty. That qualifies as operational.”

He chuckled uncertainly. “Good timing. This is the man responsible for our roads. We’ve begun implementing some of his spacing recommendations. Wider paths. More clearance near turns. Room for evacuation in case of panic.”

The other man nodded respectfully.

“He insisted on distance from storage structures,” the elder continued. “Said people shouldn’t build too close to the main road.”

I inclined my head. “That is commendable.”

The road-builder straightened slightly. “It was logical. If carts block the path and people try to flee at the same time, it becomes chaos.”

“Yes. And chaos is inefficient.”

The elder looked between us. “I’ll leave you two to speak. He’s the one drawing the new layouts. If anyone understands your… methods… it should be him.” Then, turning to the builder, he added proudly, “This is Mr. Mustermann. The one who dealt with the dragon for the next seven seasons.”

The man’s eyes widened slightly. “I know. I’ve heard.” He shifted the rolled plans under his arm. “I’ve also heard about the structural adjustments you brought. The widened corridors. The evacuation routes. The tolerance margins.” He hesitated briefly. “Some thought it strange at first. But once implemented… it seems like it will work.”

I observed him carefully. Posture stable. Voice controlled. No defensive inflection.

“You approved of the changes?”

“Yes. They looked excessive. Until they weren’t.”

That was an acceptable answer.

“I intended to review the typical construction practices before formal work resumes.”

The elder frowned slightly. “Why would that interest you?”

“On my way to this village, I noted significant deficiencies in road durability, drainage continuation, and load distribution.”

Both men exchanged a look.

“Surface irregularities increase injury probability. Inconsistent width reduces traffic efficiency. Poor drainage accelerates degradation. Additionally, spontaneous bottlenecks function as passive defense mechanisms for enemies.”

The elder blinked. “…Enemies?”

“Yes.”

The road-builder’s expression shifted—not to confusion, but to focus. “You noticed the southern bend?”

“Yes.”

“It sinks after rain.”

“And the irrigation ditch stops prematurely near the grain field.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Yes.”

“Why?”

“Ground dips.”

“And gravity continues.”

He stared at me. Then, slowly: “Yes.”

The elder folded his hands behind his back. “Well, I’ll leave you both to… continue.” He stepped away, glancing back once as if unsure whether this conversation would produce a bridge or legislation.

The road-builder unrolled his plans slightly. “I wanted to ask about slope gradients. The right-angle adjustments near intersections—I tested a small section. It reduced wagon tilt.”

“Yes.”

“But the villagers complained it felt unnatural at first.”

“That is common. Efficiency often feels incorrect to those accustomed to risk.”

He nodded slowly. “I thought so.”

For the first time that morning, I felt something unusual. Not urgency. Not correction. Alignment.

He looked at me again. “Would you be willing to look at the northern stretch? I suspect we’re repeating old mistakes there.”

“Yes.”

He smiled faintly. “Good.” Then he paused. “…Is this official?”

“No. This is recreational.”

He blinked. “Recreational?”

“I am currently on leave.”

He stared at me for several seconds. “…Of course you are.”

 

We walked toward the northern stretch.

The road thinned gradually as we left the central path. What began as organized surface transitioned into what could generously be described as ambition pressed into soil.

Several men were already working. Shovels. Baskets. Wooden tampers.

The road-builder gestured toward the half-finished section. “This is how we usually build. We clear the topsoil, then we bring in stone. Larger pieces at the bottom, then smaller. Then earth on top to smooth it.” He pointed further ahead. “We pile it high enough so it settles. Over time it compresses on its own.”

I watched the layers. Watched how they were placed. Watched how they were not. Large stone. Smaller stone. Then optimism. Instead of sand brushed into the seams of large paving stones, the gaps had been filled with hope and patience.

Neither qualifies as a reliable engineering material. Acceptable for a rural path. Not for sustained traffic.

“And drainage?”

“We cut shallow sides. Water finds its way.”

Water always does this. Well-built roads simply refuse to keep it.

I nodded slowly. “The layering does not function.”

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Layering, not dumping.”

The workers nearby slowed slightly.

The road-builder crossed his arms. “We don’t dump. We place.”

“Placement without compaction is controlled collapse.”

He blinked.

I stepped toward the unfinished section. “The material must be placed in shallow lifts. Not higher than the width of a foot.” I held my palm horizontal to demonstrate. “Each layer is to be compacted until it ceases to yield under repeated load.”

Silence.

One of the workers scratched his beard. “If it still shifts, then you are not finished?”

“Yes.”

He frowned. “And when is it enough?”

I looked at him. “When it stops arguing.” I paused. “Soil is stubborn. It respects consistency more than optimism.”

Several men exchanged uncertain glances.

The road-builder looked down at the earth beneath his feet. “We can try that. But this land… it’s dry. When it dries like this, you can’t promise much.”

I crouched. “Clarify.”

He bent down and picked up a handful of soil. “Too dry. You press it, it breaks.” He demonstrated. The earth fell apart instantly.

I nodded. “Water.”

He looked at me. “We don’t soak roads.”

“You will.”

A bucket was brought. I took a handful of soil and added a small amount of water. Pressed it together. It still crumbled. More water. Pressed again. Still fractured.

The workers watched silently.

I repeated the process incrementally until the mixture compressed and held its form under pressure. I squeezed harder. It resisted. Then I dropped the compacted mass to the ground. It hit, deformed slightly, did not disintegrate into dust.

The road-builder stared. “What did you do?”

“Dog-turding.”

Several workers exchanged looks.

“It is an unofficial name for an unofficial moisture verification procedure used by laborers where I come from,” I explained. “The name originates from visual similarity rather than scientific ambition. Despite this, the method remains statistically reliable.”

I stood. “You created a road that erodes. I try to help create one that negotiates.”

He frowned. “You just added water.”

“Yes.”

He looked at the compacted clump again. “And that’s enough?”

“No.”

I stepped onto the partially laid section and pressed my heel repeatedly into it. “It must be compacted under repeated load.”

He watched the imprint, then tried it himself. The surface held longer than expected. His expression shifted. “…It feels different.”

“Yes.”

He looked up at me. “So we do this every layer?”

“Yes.”

“And if we don’t?”

“You will repair it next year.”

He was silent.

One of the workers nudged the compacted clump with his boot. It did not turn to powder. “…And if it still cracks?” another asked.

“Then you are not finished.”

The road-builder nodded slowly. “We thought weight alone was enough.”

“It is not weight. It is cohesion.”

He looked at the men. “Bring more water.”

They moved quickly now. Not confused. Focused.

He turned back to me. “This will take longer.”

“Yes.”

“But it will last.”

“Yes.”

He studied me carefully. “…You’ve done this before.”

“In a different form.”

He nodded once. “We rebuild the northern stretch today.”

I watched them begin again. Shallower layers. Measured water. Deliberate compaction.

The rhythm changed. Not louder. But more intentional.

 

By the time the sun had reached the precise altitude where shadow and light negotiated without hostility, I sat beside the road-builder on an overturned crate.

The rhythm of tamping had changed—slower, more deliberate, less chaotic.

We watched in silence as men worked the shallow lifts, pressing, compacting, testing with heel and hammer.

“It feels stronger,” the road-builder said quietly.

“It is.”

He nodded once, almost satisfied.

Then rapid footsteps approached from behind. Nicholas appeared at the edge of the stretch, breathing heavily, coat unbuttoned, hair disordered by urgency. He stopped in front of me.

 

Posture: Accusatory.

Respiration: Excessive.

Emotional temperature: Elevated.

 

“Where have you been? Why didn’t you tell me you were leaving? Do you know how long I’ve been looking for you?”

“It was eight.”

“That is not an explanation.”

“You requested uninterrupted sleep.”

“That doesn’t mean you disappear into road construction!” He gestured wildly toward the road. “What happens to me if the king finds out I lost the man who negotiated with a dragon?”

“I was not misplaced. I went for a walk.”

Nicholas stared. “And ended up supervising road construction?”

“Observation escalated.”

He closed his eyes briefly. “What are you doing here?”

Before I could answer, the road-builder spoke with restrained pride. “He’s showing us how to make it last.”

Nicholas looked between us. “…Last?”

“He explained layering. Compaction. Water ratios. It makes sense.”

Nicholas blinked. “Of course it does.”

One of the workers nearby pressed another layer with visible effort. “It’s harder.”

Another nodded. “Takes longer.”

Nicholas folded his arms. “You are reforming roads on vacation.”

“Yes.”

He looked at the workers. They were no longer skeptical. They were tired. The rhythm had slowed further.

Then a shovel struck the ground in front of my boots. Not aimed. Not threatening. But loud. The metal edge bit into the soil with frustration.

I looked down. Then up.

The man who had thrown it wiped sweat from his forehead. “We can’t keep doing it like this. Layer after layer. Stamp and stamp. It takes too long. It drains us.”

Effort was not the issue. Distribution was. Human labor scales poorly when enthusiasm replaces leverage.

More men paused. Several nodded. One leaned on his tool. “It’s better. But we’re not machines.”

The air shifted—not hostile, but strained.

The road-builder considered briefly and glanced at me. “They’re right. It works. But it costs time. And strength.”

The man who had thrown the shovel crossed his arms. “We have fields too. Families. This can’t take all season.”

I stood slowly. The structure was correct. The resistance was predictable. But I had not calculated labor fatigue with sufficient weight.

I examined the unfinished section. Correct method. Incorrect execution scale.

The road-builder looked at me. “Is there another way?”

“Do you possess heavier implements? Something to increase applied pressure without multiplying individual effort?”

He hesitated. “We can get barrels. Load them with stone. Drag them across. But the wood will strain and crack.”

“How long do they last?”

“Not long.”

Insufficient.

Nicholas watched me carefully. “This is where you say something concerning.”

I ignored him.

The worker who had thrown the shovel kicked at the compacted layer. “It’s good. But it takes all of us.”

The problem was not the method. It was force distribution.

I looked at the tampers. Then at the wagon in the distance. Then at the slope of the land. Then back at the men.

“I need to think.”

The road-builder nodded once. “We’ll rest for a bit.”

The tension eased slightly.

I turned to Nicholas. “We are returning to the village.”

“You’re leaving?”

“I am recalculating.”

“That sounds worse.”

“It is more honest.”

He sighed. “You could have just said that.”

We began walking back toward the village. Behind us, the men sat in the dust, tools resting beside them.

The road held—for now.

But effort alone would not scale.

And efficiency, I had learned, was only useful if humans could survive it.

 

We walked back toward the village at a measured pace. Not hurried. Not relaxed.

Nicholas kept glancing sideways at me. “You don’t have a solution yet.”

“I have a partial one.”

“That’s worse.”

He folded his arms as we crossed the outer bend. “They’re exhausted. They’re human. That’s normal. You push harder, they get tired. That’s how people work.”

“Yes.”

“That’s not a flaw. That’s just being human.”

“Yes.”

He frowned. “Then why do you look like something’s wrong?”

I considered the road again in my mind. Correct method. Incorrect force application. Manual compaction is inefficient. It does not scale. It consumes labor capacity already divided across agriculture and maintenance.

“We must go to the king.”

Nicholas stopped walking. “…Why?”

“Because I require siege engineers for recreational purposes.” I continued forward.

He caught up. “…Why?”

“This is developing beyond village capacity.”

“That sounds dramatic.”

“It is logistical.”

He sighed. “We’re on vacation.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re ending it.”

“Correct.”

He closed his eyes briefly. “I knew this would happen.”

“The road problem cannot be solved by instruction alone. It requires mechanical advantage.”

He looked at me. “You want machines.”

“I want leverage.”

We passed the outer well.

“Dragging loaded wagons is insufficient. Axles fracture. Wheels degrade. Animal fatigue increases.”

Nicholas nodded slowly. “So?”

“So this is not a matter of teaching villagers to press harder. It is a matter of changing how pressure is applied.”

He squinted at me. “And you can’t invent that alone.”

“No.”

He stared at me. “That’s new.”

“Yes.”

We reached the edge of the main path. Nicholas exhaled. “So you want to ask the king?”

“Yes.”

“For what? It would be enough to ask the royal engineers.”

“For resources. For craftsmen. For the royal workshops.”

“…Workshops?”

“If the kingdom expects roads that last, it must invest in the tools that make them possible.”

He slowed slightly. “You’re thinking bigger than this village.”

“Yes.”

“If the capital rebuilds corridors and evacuation routes, but the connecting roads collapse every season, structural reform ends at the city gate.”

Nicholas nodded reluctantly. “That would be inefficient.”

“Yes.”

“And the king cares about that.”

“Yes.”

He looked ahead toward the distant outline of the capital. “So instead of trying to solve it alone…”

“I will ask the people who build siege engines.”

He stopped again. “…But why siege engines?”

“They understand distributed force.”

He stared at me. “You want to build a road weapon.”

“I want to build a compaction device.”

“That sounds worse. Significantly worse.”

I resumed walking. “The royal engineers possess knowledge beyond rural improvisation. The solution likely already exists in another context.”

Nicholas frowned. “And you didn’t just think of that immediately?”

“I attempted to solve it locally first.”

“And?”

“Local solutions are insufficient.”

He nodded slowly. “So we go to the king.”

“Yes.”

“During vacation.”

“Yes.”

He looked at the sky. “I miss when the biggest problem was a dragon.”

“The dragon required diplomacy.”

“And this?”

“Requires engineering.”

He sighed. “Most people, when on leave, go fishing.”

“I am fishing.”

“For what?”

“Mechanical advantage.”

He shook his head. “Of course you are.”

After a few steps of silence, he spoke again. “Are you sure the king will allow you to do something like that?”

“He must.”

Nicholas frowned. “Must?”

“Yes.”

“That’s not usually how kings work.”

“If he wishes to solve the trade problem, he has no alternative.”

“Explain.”

“The merchants are correct. Distances are inefficient. Roads degrade. Transport costs rise. Animals exhaust. Time is lost. Profit disappears.”

He nodded reluctantly. “And?”

“And if the kingdom remains difficult to traverse, commerce will continue to withdraw.”

Nicholas inhaled slowly. “So better roads—”

“Reduce transport time. Reduce loss. Reduce maintenance frequency. Increase reliability.”

He stared at me. “You’re turning road building into diplomacy.”

“It already is.”

He hesitated. “And if the king refuses?”

“Then he chooses pride over profit.”

Nicholas gave a short, humorless laugh. “That happens.”

“Yes. But rarely when treasury records are involved.”

He looked at me again, more thoughtfully. “So this isn’t about roads.”

“It is always about roads.”

He sighed. “Of course it is.”

We continued toward the capital.

Vacation had officially concluded—not because of crisis, but because the road had argued, and the workers were only human.
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                Departure had been planned for the previous evening.

Nicholas declared the proposal incompatible with basic human survival requirements.

Adjustment approved.

Morning departure had occurred earlier than comfort recommended. We left the village shortly after sunrise and reached the castle before evening fully committed to darkness.

 

Travel efficiency acceptable.

Fatigue manageable.

 

Nicholas considerably less enthusiastic about both metrics.

By the time we were escorted through the inner corridors toward the throne hall, the castle had resumed something resembling routine. Servants moved with purpose. Messengers crossed paths without collision. Doors remained open just enough to prevent sudden impacts. Progress visible.

Then I noticed the buckets.

Placed along the corridor walls at regular intervals stood wooden containers filled with water. Not decorative. Functional and accesible. Replaced recently, judging by moisture on the stone beneath them. Approximately every ten meters.

I slowed slightly.

Nicholas followed my gaze. “…Did you order that?”

Before I could respond, the guard leading us glanced back with something dangerously close to pride. “The king’s instruction. In case of fires. His Majesty said we should maintain water sources everywhere so flames can be contained even without mages present.”

I considered the arrangement. Distributed response capability. Reduced dependency on specialists. Immediate first reaction possible. Implementation imperfect. Concept correct.

“That is an encouraging misuse of my influence.”

Nicholas snorted softly.

The guard stopped before the large doors of the throne hall. “Wait here.” He stepped forward, pushed one door open just enough to enter, and announced loudly, “The summoned hero and his assigned guard have arrived.”

A short pause followed. Then the king’s voice echoed from inside. “Send them in.”

We entered.

The throne hall looked different again. Adjustments continued. Furniture repositioned. Space clearer. Fewer obstacles pretending to be decoration.

The king sat on his throne, shoulders heavier than the structure beneath him suggested they should be. He looked at me. Long. Suspiciously.

“What do you want now? I thought you applied for your so-called vacation.” His eyes narrowed. “Do not tell me you came back to explain that the curtains represent an evacuation hazard or that my throne violates seating stability regulations.”

Nicholas very quietly stepped half a pace away from me. Reasonable precaution.

I inclined my head slightly.

“I regret to inform Your Majesty that this visit concerns infrastructure.”

The king closed his eyes briefly, like a man preparing for impact.

I stepped forward.

“Before we begin, I should clarify that my vacation has been concluded ahead of schedule.”

The king blinked. “…It has what?”

“My vacation. It has ended.”

Nicholas made a small sound beside me that suggested betrayal.

The king leaned back slowly. “And why did your vacation end?”

“Field observation.”

Silence.

He stared at me. “What field?”

“The roads.”

A longer silence followed.

“You… spent your vacation inspecting roads?”

“Yes.”

The king turned his head slightly toward Nicholas, as if searching for confirmation that reality still obeyed recognizable laws.

Nicholas lifted both hands weakly. “He said he was relaxing.”

The king looked back at me. “You went to the road builders during your vacation.”

“Yes.”

“And what exactly does one do at road construction sites while relaxing?”

I considered the question. “Observation. Process evaluation. Soil behavior analysis.”

Nicholas added quietly, “He called it a walk.”

The king exhaled slowly through his nose. “I see. Your vacation appears to function differently from everyone else’s.”

“That has been noted before.”

He gestured tiredly. “Fine. Explain the problem.”

I nodded once.

“The current road construction method fails under repeated load. Material is deposited rather than structured. Layering is inconsistent, compaction insufficient, and moisture control effectively nonexistent.”

The king’s expression suggested only half those words had survived translation into sanity.

“The result is predictable degradation. Wheels sink. Transport slows. Maintenance frequency increases exponentially.”

I stepped slightly to the side, organizing the explanation.

“This affects more than travel comfort.”

The king watched me carefully now.

“It affects trade. Supply stability. Military movement. Message delivery. Administrative response time.”

I gestured faintly toward the windows of the hall. “A kingdom does not primarily fail because enemies arrive. It fails because information and resources arrive too late.”

That landed.

Merchants delayed. Armies slowed. Warnings arriving after disasters.

“The roads are your circulatory system.”

Nicholas glanced at the king. “That sounded important.”

The king ignored him. “And improving them changes all of this?”

“Yes.” I paused. “Longer-lasting roads reduce repair labor, stabilize trade routes, increase merchant confidence, and shorten communication intervals between settlements.”

The king rubbed his temple. “So you ended your vacation because of dirt.”

I considered correcting the terminology. I decided against it. “Yes.”

He stared at me for several seconds, then sighed deeply, like a man surrendering to inevitability. “I am beginning to suspect that for you, vacation is merely work performed voluntarily.”

“That is inaccurate.”

He looked up.

“During vacation, no one officially assigns the problems.”

Nicholas covered his face.

The king studied me for a moment longer.

“…Very well. Then tell me this.”

He leaned forward slightly. “What exactly must be done to improve our road system?”

I nodded. “The short version?”

He hesitated. “There is a long version?”

“Yes.” A beat. “Use fewer hopes and more structure.”

Nicholas sighed quietly behind me.

I continued before the king could reconsider allowing explanations.

“The foundation must be layered instead of dumped. Each layer compacted properly before the next is added. Moisture control must be introduced during construction, otherwise the material separates under load.”

I gestured lightly with one hand.

“Drainage alongside the road is required so water stops participating in long-term sabotage.”

The king blinked once.

“And traffic weight should assist compaction instead of destroying unfinished sections.”

Quiet.

“In practical terms, the road must be built intentionally.”

Silence settled in the hall.

The king leaned back slowly. “That sounds expensive.”

“Yes.”

“At the moment, our kingdom does not possess unlimited resources. The merchants are withdrawing. Trade caravans avoid longer routes. Income decreases while reconstruction increases.” His fingers tapped once against the armrest.

“With the trade guilds suspending operations, we barely maintain current obligations.”

He looked directly at me. “So tell me, Hero, how exactly are we supposed to afford rebuilding every road in the kingdom?”

Nicholas glanced sideways at me. He already knew what was coming.

I considered the question.

Then I said calmly, “You are not supposed to rebuild them.”

The king frowned. “…Explain.”

“We rebuild one.” And I waited for the idea to arrive.

The king narrowed his eyes. “One road?”

“Yes.”

“That solves trade?”

“No. But it solves hesitation.”

That did not appear to comfort him.

I stepped slightly closer to the large map laid across the table beside the throne.

“Your Majesty, the problem is not that all roads are bad.”

I pointed across several marked routes on the map.

“The problem is that merchants cannot predict which road will destroy their wagons first.”

A few advisors shifted uncomfortably. Predictability tended to expose systems.

“We do not need perfection. We require reliability.”

My finger stopped on the longest marked route leading toward the border markets.

“This one.”

The king followed my gesture. “The northern trade road.”

“Yes.”

Nicholas murmured quietly, “Of course it is.”

I nodded.

“If merchants can move goods safely along one major artery, trade resumes immediately. Caravans do not require every village road to be excellent. They require one path that does not actively oppose movement.”

A short pause.

“Infrastructure functions similarly to blood circulation. One blocked artery causes concern. All blocked arteries cause death.”

The king grimaced slightly. “…You always choose comforting metaphors.”

“I choose accurate ones.”

I continued.

“We reinforce the main trade road first. Proper layering. Drainage. Controlled compaction.” I tapped the map once. “When merchants realize their travel time stabilizes and losses decrease, they return.”

“And the others?” the king asked.

“The other roads wait.” I raised a hand slightly. “Temporarily. Because once trade resumes, capital begins flowing again.”

I allowed myself a small pause.

“Money is remarkably cooperative when given a functioning path.”

Nicholas coughed to hide a laugh.

“The improved trade road finances the next section. Then the next. Expansion through success instead of obligation.”

I looked back at the king. “Efficiency prefers sequence.”

The king stared at the map for several seconds. Slowly, understanding replaced resistance.

“You are suggesting that we rebuild only what merchants actually need first.”

“Yes.”

Another pause.

“And the nobles demanding improvements to their estates?”

I considered that briefly. “They may continue demanding. Demand requires no budget.”

Nicholas turned away immediately.

The king almost smiled. Almost. “So we repair the kingdom starting with the road that pays for the rest.”

“Yes.”

I folded my hands behind my back.

The king exhaled long and slowly. “…Gods help me. This actually makes sense.”

The king studied me for a long moment. Suspicion had become his default administrative posture.

“Very well. I will arrange the necessary financial resources to begin rebuilding the road.”

That part had proceeded faster than expected.

I nodded. “Yes. That will be required.”

Then I paused.

“However, there is a minor incompatibility.”

The king closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them again, resignation had replaced hope.

“…What kind of incompatibility?”

“The required construction method is not compatible with finite human endurance once mechanical assistance is absent.”

Silence settled across the hall. Nicholas visibly prepared for impact.

The king frowned. “What are you proposing?”

I inhaled.

“We require siege machines for road construction.”

The king stared at me. One second. Two seconds.

“I am sorry,” he said slowly. “What did you say we require?”

“Siege machines.”

“No.”

The answer arrived instantly. Firm. Final.

I straightened slightly. “Your Majesty, the structural—”

“No.”

He raised a hand.

“I have not yet finished the argument.”

“And you will not finish it,” the king replied calmly, leaning back in his throne.

His voice lowered.

“Merchants already consider abandoning this kingdom. Our neighbors watch us carefully after the dragon incident. And now you suggest moving siege engines across royal roads.”

A pause followed.

“What do you believe other kingdoms will think?”

Reasonable concern.

“Then we do not move them openly.”

The king immediately shook his head. “If you rebuild roads, they will be seen.”

Correct. I adjusted the angle of the discussion.

“Then we classify them as civilian devices.”

“That will convince no one. Perception matters more than intention.”

Also correct.

“Then we construct a variant without military signature.”

That slowed him.

I continued before resistance reorganized.

“If foreign observers inquire, we provide access.”

The king blinked. “…Access?”

“Yes.”

“They will demand designs.”

“No. They may observe the machines operating.”

Understanding began forming behind his expression.

“The problem,” the king murmured, “is not the machine itself… but what others believe it represents.”

“Yes.”

He folded his hands. “But if we allow them to study our advancements, we surrender technological advantage.”

I considered briefly.

“They may come and look. Learning is slower than observing.”

Nicholas quietly stepped further away from responsibility.

“By the time another kingdom successfully reproduces the machines, your trade routes will already function again. And merchants rarely abandon profitable stability.”

The hall grew quiet.

The king exhaled slowly.

“You intend to solve diplomacy with engineering transparency.”

“Yes.”

Then, almost reluctantly: “…Gods preserve me.”

He leaned forward.

“Explain how a siege engine builds a road.”

I inclined my head slightly.

“The machines,” I began, “would primarily serve one function: controlled ground compression.”

The king waited.

“Currently, road construction relies on repeated human effort to compact soil layers. This produces rapid exhaustion, inconsistent pressure distribution, and structural degradation shortly after completion.”

Nicholas nodded as if he understood. He did not.

“A mechanical system applying repeated weight would stabilize the ground significantly faster while preventing workforce collapse.”

The king leaned forward. “And you know how to build such machines?”

I paused. Honesty remained statistically preferable.

“Not precisely.”

Nicholas sighed quietly.

“I possess conceptual understanding,” I corrected. “Load transfer. Repetition. Mass application. Impact regulation.”

I gestured lightly. “With sufficient explanation, your royal engineers should be capable of constructing an operational version.”

The king considered this.

“That is possible. The royal engineers are the finest craftsmen in this kingdom. They are not employed here by accident.”

Encouraging.

He folded his hands again. “How long?”

“A precise estimate is unavailable. But this exceeds the duration of several days.”

A brief pause.

“Likely several weeks.”

The king’s expression darkened.

“We do not possess several weeks.”

He rose slowly from his throne and began pacing.

“If trade continues to decline, the treasury weakens. A weakened kingdom invites pressure. Pressure invites opportunists.”

Invasion probability increasing.

I searched for an acceptable response.

Before one formed, Nicholas spoke carefully. “Why don’t we just ask the dragon to walk over the roads?”

Silence detonated inside the hall.

I turned toward him very slowly. “The dragon is our neighbor. Not our guest worker.”

The king stood upright now.

“No.”

His voice carried across the chamber.

“The dragon will not be asked to compact royal infrastructure.”

He shook his head.

“We have barely established peace. If we assign labor to him, neighboring kingdoms will interpret it as domination—or preparation for war.”

He exhaled sharply. “And the question alone could provoke him.”

A quieter murmur followed. “We already suffered losses when he believed our boundary fences that we built on your suggestion were an intrusion.”

I made a mental note. Fence communication protocols required improvement.

“Well,” I said mildly, “that confirms stakeholder sensitivity.”

Nicholas avoided eye contact and adjusted direction.

“Then maybe some temporary magical help could bridge the gap,” he said. “A limited number of earth mages stabilizing roads until solutions become available.”

The king sat down again.

“That creates another problem.”

Of course it did.

“Mages are symbols of national strength. Their number reflects political power.”

He looked directly at me.

“If foreign observers see royal mages performing road labor, it may appear as mobilization. Or preparation.”

I considered the variables. Then another configuration appeared.

“What if their function becomes visually unambiguous?”

The king narrowed his eyes. “Explain.”

“Standardized work attire. Clearly identifiable. Non-military. Non-magical symbolism. Individuals visibly assigned to infrastructure duties only.”

Nicholas blinked.

The king thought longer this time.

“…Uniforms.”

“Yes.”

He stood up and walked a few steps, thinking aloud.

“That reframes perception. They would not appear as royal assets deployed strategically…”

“…but as labor assigned administratively,” I finished.

He stopped. Looked at me. Then nodded once.

“That could work.”

Acceptable probability achieved.

I allowed myself a small exhale.

“Efficiency occasionally benefits diplomacy.”

The king almost smiled.

“Very well. Tomorrow I will summon the royal engineers. You will explain these machines to them.”

He pointed briefly toward me.

“And I will arrange for several capable mages to assist temporarily.”

Then his tone hardened again.

“But understand this—these are still people.” He held my gaze. “Your definition of efficiency may exceed their endurance—or their mana reserves.”

Reasonable warning.

I nodded. “I will attempt to keep reality within operational tolerance.”

Nicholas muttered something that sounded like a prayer.

The king waved a tired hand. “Go. Both of you.”

We bowed lightly and turned toward the exit.

As the doors closed behind us, Nicholas leaned closer.

“So… this is what our vacation turned into.”

I considered that.

“Yes. Infrastructure has declared an emergency.”

Footsteps echoed along the stone floor. Servants moved aside automatically now. Guards nodded with cautious familiarity. Somewhere during the past weeks, I had apparently transitioned from temporary anomaly to recurring administrative problem.

Nicholas walked beside me in silence for several seconds.

Then he said carefully,

“You do realize most people take vacations to avoid creating national infrastructure projects.”

I considered that.

“Yes. That does appear statistically common.”

He stopped walking. “I’m starting to think you fundamentally misunderstand rest.”

“That is incorrect. I am currently walking at a relaxed pace.”

Nicholas stared at the ceiling briefly, perhaps searching for divine clarification.

We continued toward the outer courtyard. Through the high windows I could already see movement—workers, messengers, soldiers reorganizing routes. Information had begun spreading faster than orders usually allowed.

Implementation phase approaching. Which meant new variables. Which meant documentation. Naturally.

I reached into my coat and took out my notebook.

Nicholas noticed immediately. “Oh no.”

I ignored him and opened to a fresh page.

For a moment I simply looked at it. Blank space carried expectations.

Then I began writing.

 

Road stabilization initiative initiated.

Mechanical solution pending design validation.

Political tolerance: fragile but functional.

 

I paused and added another line.

 

Vacation status: ended due to structural necessity.
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Max Mustermann’s integration into this world remains an ongoing process.

If there are environments, conflicts, or systemic failures you would like to see examined, they may be proposed below.

Excessive inefficiency is especially encouraged.





Unexpected development detected.

Our ongoing project has reached RS Rank #2 in the Satire genre and RS Rank #1 in the Reader Interactive tag.

This appears to be the result of continued reader involvement.

As acknowledgment, one bonus chapter will be released on Friday.

Thank you for reading — and for shaping this tale together.
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The Quiet Alchemist





Theo did not wake up in another world to become an adventurer - and certainly not to become an Alchemist

He only wanted fresh herbs for cooking meat pies before he woke up in another world. 

After fleeing through a dark forest and finding shelter in an abandoned house, Theo discovers that the place once belonged to an alchemist.

With no idea where he is or how to return home, Theo does the only thing that makes sense to him. He cleans. He repairs. He cooks. He makes friends. 

And, slowly, he begins to understand what the former owner of the house was doing here.

The Quiet Alchemist is a slow, atmospheric isekai about small routines, careful discovery, and the strange comfort of creating a new home. 



What to expect:

- A slow, cozy isekai focused on daily life and small discoveries

- A protagonist who follows his nose and solves problems through observation, routine, and practical thinking

- Subtle mystery in the background rather than constant danger

- Consequences that matter

- No chosen one. No power fantasy. No rush















                

                Morning preparation had already been completed.

Clothing adjusted. Collar aligned. Documentation reviewed.

I stood near the small table in my room, turning a few pages in my notebook. Several lines from the previous evening required clarification. Infrastructure discussions had a tendency to multiply variables overnight.

I had just finished underlining a section labeled “mechanical compaction requirements” when the door received three loud knocks. Not polite ones. Operational ones.

Before I could answer, the door opened.

Nicholas stepped inside with the unmistakable expression of a man expecting victory.

He looked almost offensively cheerful.

Eyes bright. Shoulders relaxed. Smile wide enough to suggest anticipated revenge.

In summary: excessive gloating.

“Up.” He grinned. “Vacation’s over. I’m returning the favor.”

He waited.

I said, “Good morning.”

Nicholas blinked. His expression faltered and he looked at me again, properly this time.

Clothing already adjusted. Boots secured. Notebook in hand. Consciousness clearly established.

The smile collapsed. His posture changed noticeably.

 

Earlier enthusiasm: evaporated.

Shoulders slightly lower.

Eyes narrowed.

Overall emotional state: disappointed.

 

“I thought you’d finally learn what it feels like to be woken up early.”

“I informed you previously that vacation does not alter my sleep rhythm.”

Nicholas frowned. “You did not.”

“I did.”

“You absolutely did not.”

“I did.”

He stared at me for a moment longer, perhaps hoping fatigue would suddenly manifest.

It did not.

“I stand up at the same hour on workdays,” I continued calmly. “Vacation respects no biological negotiation.”

Nicholas rubbed his face. “This is incredibly unsatisfying.”

“That appears to be your problem.”

He sighed. Then waved toward the hallway.

“Well… since you’re already functioning like a perfectly wound clock, we might as well get breakfast,” he muttered.

That was acceptable.

We left the room and walked down the corridor toward the kitchen.

Nicholas still looked mildly offended by my existence.

Which, statistically speaking, suggested the day had begun normally.

 

We were almost at the kitchen when Nicholas slowed down.

“Do you see that?” he asked.

“Yes.”

The floor had been marked. Thin lines, carefully drawn and separated by approximately one meter, ran along the corridor with quiet determination, like a silent architectural argument.

Nicholas stopped walking.

“What is that supposed to be?”

“That is an attempt at order.”

He looked at me suspiciously. “You did this, didn’t you?”

“Not directly.”

Nicholas narrowed his eyes. “That answer worries me.”

We continued forward, and around the corner the explanation revealed itself. A line of people waited in front of the entrance to the kitchen hall. Not a crowd, not the usual morning cluster of hungry workers, but an actual line. Each person stood precisely within one of the marked intervals—roughly one meter apart. There was no pushing, no drifting, no slow gravitational collapse of personal space. Just quiet compliance.

Nicholas stopped again.

“You definitely did this. This has your fingerprints all over it.”

“I merely demonstrated the principle.”

“You created this.”

“I created the possibility.”

“That is the same thing.”

“No. This indicates voluntary adoption.”

Nicholas stared at the line as if it had personally offended him. After a moment the people moved forward, one position at a time. Predictable. Efficient. Almost unsettling.

Eventually we reached the entrance and stepped inside. The interior had undergone further adjustments. Tables had been rearranged into clean rows with identical spacing between them, chairs aligned with a level of symmetry normally reserved for military parades. Additional markings covered the floor. Clearly painted arrows indicated the direction of movement toward the food counter—one direction only, eliminating crossing traffic.

Nicholas slowly turned in place, absorbing the scene.

“This is ridiculous.”

“It is structured.”

“It’s a dining hall.”

“Yes.”

“People eat here.”

“Yes.”

“They are not wagons in traffic.”

“People are significantly worse at collision avoidance.”

Nicholas gestured helplessly toward the arrows. “There are arrows on the floor.”

“Yes.”

“For food.”

“Yes.”

He looked around again. Several workers walked quietly along the marked direction toward the serving counter. There was no congestion, no shouting, no accidental elbow diplomacy.

Nicholas rubbed his temples.

“You redesigned breakfast.”

“I optimized movement.”

“That is the same thing.”

“It is not.”

He looked at the perfectly aligned tables again and sighed. “I’m starting to understand why the bakers are afraid of you.”

“Fear is an inefficient interpretation of improvement.”

Nicholas muttered something that sounded very much like a prayer for patience as we joined the line, which—for once—already existed.

“Oho! You’re here as well.”

The voice came from behind us.

I turned. The kitchen chief stood a few steps away. Recognition required a brief moment of recalibration.

 

Previously observed characteristics: thick hair tied into a practical knot.

Current state: none. Complete cranial smoothness. No loose strands. No accidental contamination vectors.

 

Nicholas leaned slightly closer and whispered in a tone that attempted discretion but failed at respect. “That wasn’t actually your doing… right?”

The way he said it suggested two simultaneous interpretations: first, mild accusation; second, quiet horror at the possibility that it had indeed been me.

Before I could respond, the kitchen chief waved us over toward the side entrance of the kitchen. “You two can eat in here if you want. I’ve got a lot to tell you.”

We followed. Along the wall beside the entrance hung several garments I had not seen during my first visit—full-body coverings made of simple cloth suits with tight cuffs, long sleeves, and separate caps.

She was already pulling one over her head. “Before you come in, you’ll need to put these on.”

Nicholas looked at me. The expression could best be described as deeply betrayed resignation. He said nothing, but his face conducted a silent argument with reality: Max did this. Max definitely did this.

I took one of the garments. Nicholas followed with the emotional enthusiasm of a condemned man accepting paperwork.

While we were still adjusting sleeves and tying the cloth belts, the kitchen chief had already picked up two trays—fresh bread, sliced meat, and something that appeared to be cheese.

“Come on,” she said. “Before it gets cold.”

We stepped into the kitchen. The difference from my first visit was measurable. Movement pathways were clear, workstations separated, and containers labeled. Most noticeable, however, were the workers. Every one of them wore the same protective clothing, and every visible head was completely shaved. No hair. Not even eyebrows.

Nicholas slowed down slightly as he observed the room. His eyes moved from worker to worker. “…That’s unsettling,” he murmured.

Operationally efficient, however.

We entered a small break room adjacent to the kitchen. The kitchen chief gestured toward two chairs. “Sit.”

She placed the trays on the table. “The changes you sent the king after your first visit—I tried to implement them as best as I could.”

She leaned back slightly against the table. “People reach the food about thirty percent faster now.”

She held up one finger. “Since the changes, nobody’s gotten sick.”

Another finger. “And no one complains about hair in the food anymore.”

She nodded toward the kitchen behind us. “Also… it’s quieter in the dining hall.”

Nicholas leaned back in his chair and glanced toward the door. “Well, if everything is this controlled, I’m not surprised nobody dares to talk.”

I shook my head slightly. “That is not control. It is structure.”

Nicholas looked unconvinced, but he took a piece of bread anyway, which indicated partial acceptance of the system.

I examined the kitchen behind the open door again, noting the spacing, the movement flow, and the directional markings. Then I looked at the kitchen chief.

“You implemented the adjustments.”

She straightened slightly. “Yes.”

“That is… notable.”

Her expression brightened.

“Particularly the arrows and the distance markers. They correspond reasonably well to the intended spacing.” I gestured vaguely toward the dining hall. “Not perfect, but within a tolerable deviation range.”

Nicholas muttered something that sounded like that’s a compliment in Max-language.

The kitchen chief looked openly proud. “I wasn’t sure about the arrows at first, but people follow them. It’s… easier.”

“That is generally how arrows function.”

She nodded enthusiastically. “And the suits help a lot with hygiene.”

I hesitated. “About that.”

She waited.

“The shaving was unnecessary.”

Nicholas blinked. “What?”

“The hair removal.” I gestured toward my head. “A cap would have achieved the same containment.”

Silence settled over the room.

Nicholas slowly turned toward the kitchen, then back toward me.

“Ehm… Especially the eyebrows,” he added carefully.

The kitchen chief frowned. “The eyebrows?”

Nicholas nodded. “They don’t exactly fall into soup every few seconds.”

The kitchen chief looked between us and then back at me.

I explained, “The objective was to prevent loose hair from entering food preparation areas. Head coverings are normally sufficient.”

She raised a hand. “Stop.”

The room became quiet.

Her expression shifted—first confusion, then calculation, and finally a slow, creeping realization. The color left her face.

She stared at me. “So you’re telling me…”

Her voice dropped. “…we didn’t actually have to shave?”

I considered the statement. “Correct.”

“And not just the hair,” she continued faintly. “All of it.”

Nicholas nodded gently. “Looks like it.”

The kitchen chief became noticeably paler and leaned against the table. “This is going to cause a revolt.”

Nicholas perked up. “Why?”

She pointed toward the kitchen. “Do you think they did that voluntarily?”

Nicholas followed her gesture. Rows of workers moved efficiently between the stations—smooth heads, smooth faces, smooth brows.

It took a moment. Then understanding arrived, not suddenly but with the quiet inevitability of structural collapse.

“Oh,” Nicholas said softly.

“Yes,” said the kitchen chief.

Nicholas leaned closer to the table and lowered his voice conspiratorially. “We could just not tell anyone.”

She looked at him.

He continued, “we pretend that was always the plan.”

The kitchen chief stared at him for several seconds, then sighed. “That might be the only thing keeping this kitchen from burning down.”

Nicholas nodded gravely. “Which would be unfortunate.”

I considered the situation.

“Documentation will reflect the original intention.”

Both of them looked at me. Nicholas pointed at me slowly.

“See?” He nodded toward the kitchen. “That’s exactly the problem.”

Before the conversation could deteriorate further, a voice from the kitchen called out.

“Chief! We need you here!”

The kitchen chief raised a hand. “One moment. I’ll be right back.”

She stepped out of the break room and disappeared into the kitchen. The door shut behind her.

For approximately three seconds there was silence. Then Nicholas turned to me. Not calmly. “You cannot do that.”

I looked at him. “Do what?”

“You cannot just casually rewrite hygiene standards for an entire kitchen and accidentally cause a mass shaving event.”

“That was not the intention.”

“That is not the point.”

He leaned forward across the table. “Normally you’re obsessively precise. Every word measured. Every instruction documented. But this time you write something vague and suddenly the kitchen staff looks like polished cannonballs.”

I considered the accusation.

He was correct about one thing: my documentation usually minimized interpretive deviation. I reviewed the original memorandum in memory.

Then I noticed the error.

The directive had not been written for this kitchen. It had been written for kitchens in general—a generalized sanitation guideline. The interpretation gap had therefore been significant.

Nicholas watched me think. Several seconds passed. Eventually he narrowed his eyes.

“Well?”

He waited. “Do you have something to say?”

I evaluated the potential impact of explaining the distinction between general procedural guidance and local implementation interpretation.

 

Conclusion: negligible operational benefit.

 

“It would not meaningfully improve the situation.”

Nicholas stared at me. “That might be the most bureaucratic confession I’ve ever heard.”

We continued eating. The bread was acceptable.

The silence lasted until the door opened again.

The kitchen chief stepped back inside. Her expression had shifted from mild panic to operational focus.

“The royal scribe is here,” she said. “And the court mage.”

Nicholas blinked. “They’re here?”

She nodded toward the corridor. “They said something about engineers.”

She looked at me. “They’re here to collect you.”

A pause followed. Then she added, “Apparently someone is awaiting your instructions.”
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The previously requested name for the merchandise store has now been decided. It will operate under the name General of a Store.





A reader suggestion has created the possibility of introducing a new lifeform into the setting. At the moment, only a personal name is required, not a species name.

Due to the way this world operates, the chosen name may significantly influence the creature’s eventual nature.

Suggestions may be submitted below.
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                We found them in the corridor outside the canteen. The court mage stood upright with the quiet posture of someone who had decided that patience was a limited resource and that most of it had already been spent. Next to him stood the royal scribe. The contrast was substantial. The mage looked irritated. The scribe looked like a man negotiating with gravity.

Deep shadows rested beneath his eyes. His shoulders sagged forward slightly, as if the concept of standing had become an administrative burden. In one hand he held a rolled parchment, though the grip suggested that the parchment might be holding him upright rather than the other way around.

 

Observation: severe sleep deficit.

 

The court mage noticed us first. He looked at me—not hostile, but not pleased.

“Good,” he said flatly. “You’re here.”

Nicholas gave a small greeting. The royal scribe attempted something similar but only managed a weak nod, which required visible effort.

“Let’s go,” the mage continued. “The others are already waiting.”

We began walking down the corridor. The scribe followed with slow, careful steps, like a man who had recently discovered that the floor occasionally moved.

Nicholas glanced at him. Then again. Finally curiosity won.

“Are you… alright?” he asked.

The scribe made a noise that could generously be interpreted as laughter.

“Define alright,” he said hoarsely.

Nicholas gestured toward the parchment in his hand. “You look like you haven’t slept in days.”

The scribe exhaled slowly.

“Yes.” A short pause. “The notebooks,” he added.

Nicholas frowned. “What notebooks?”

The scribe stopped walking for a moment and looked directly at him.

“The notebooks,” he repeated with the patient tone of a man explaining weather to someone who had never seen rain. “The ones filled with recommendations. The ones sent to the king.”

His tired eyes shifted toward me.

“Now take a guess,” he said slowly, “who has to transfer that entire mountain of structured madness onto parchment so it can be preserved in the royal archives.”

Nicholas followed his gaze. He looked at me. Then back at the scribe. Then back at me again.

Understanding arrived.

“Oh… I see,” Nicholas said quietly.

The scribe nodded once.

 

After some time the court mage stopped. Not fully—he simply slowed, turned halfway, and looked directly at me.

“This time you are not here to change anything.”

He raised a finger slightly for emphasis. “You are here to give instructions.”

A second finger. “You explain what needs to be built.”

A third. “And then you leave.”

He looked at me with the exhausted patience of a man who had already lost several arguments he had not intended to participate in.

“No rearranging. No structural reforms. No sudden improvements.”

A pause followed.

“It was sufficient that last time I had to expend two days of my reserves helping remove a wall from the throne hall.”

He looked ahead again and added dryly, “And turn it into glass.”

I considered the statement.

“Natural light improves spatial awareness.”

“That is not the point.”

“It also improves evacuation orientation.”

“Still not the point.”

Nicholas quietly cleared his throat behind us.

The mage stopped in front of a heavy wooden door and opened it. Behind it was a staircase—not a short one. Stone steps descended steeply into the lower levels of the castle, disappearing into a corridor lit by wall-mounted torches.

I studied the lighting. Open flames. Enclosed stone corridor. Smoke moving upward along the ceiling. Ventilation: insufficient.

I opened my mouth.

Nicholas placed a hand firmly on my shoulder. “Don’t.”

I looked at him. “Don’t what?”

“Whatever sentence you’re about to start.”

“That depends.”

“No.”

He tightened his grip slightly. “Just let it go.”

Operationally inefficient architecture was rarely improved through silence, but Nicholas’s tone suggested immediate resistance. I allowed the observation to remain undocumented—for now.

We began descending. The staircase continued longer than expected. Eventually the air changed slightly—warmer, heavier, carrying the smell of oil, iron, and recently worked metal.

At the bottom the corridor widened. The court mage pushed open another door.

Beyond it lay the royal workshop.

The space was enormous—not merely large for a workshop but large in the way buildings designed for entirely different purposes were large. High ceilings. Massive wooden beams. Wide open floor space. The closest comparison that came to mind was the hangars in my world where aircraft rested when they were not flying.

Except here the floor was occupied by workbenches, half-built machines, piles of timber, stacks of metal fittings, and several groups of craftsmen already waiting.

Nicholas stopped beside me and looked around.

“Well… that’s a lot bigger than I expected,” he murmured.

Yes. The kingdom, it seemed, had prepared for construction.

Whether they were prepared for the instructions remained to be determined.

While I was still examining the workshop, the sounds of work gradually stopped. First one hammer, then another. Metal against metal faded into silence. When I turned back toward the center of the hall, several people were already moving toward us.

Six in total—four men and two women. All of them built like individuals who had spent most of their lives persuading stubborn materials to cooperate. Broad shoulders, heavy hands, clothes marked by oil, soot, and old burn scars. Some looked concerned, others curious, and one looked mildly annoyed.

Before anyone else spoke, a voice emerged from the group. The speaker was an older man with a beard that had lost its argument with time but not with gravity. His back was slightly bent, but his eyes were sharp in the way tools often are after decades of use.

“Well,” he said.

His tone suggested that politeness had been left somewhere outside the building.

“We were told to come here because you want something built.”

He crossed his arms.

“Apparently whatever your little head came up with.”

The phrasing required a moment of adjustment.

I began to respond.

“W—”

The sentence collapsed halfway through.

Nicholas quietly nudged my side with his elbow—a reminder that informality was not structural collapse. Recovery followed.

“Yes. We need to construct a siege machine.”

The room remained quiet.

Then someone behind the old man spoke.

“I thought that was a joke.”

A younger engineer, arms blackened with grease, leaned slightly forward. “I figured the messenger was pulling our leg.”

The old man nodded once.

“Yes.”

He looked at me again.

“So. How exactly do you imagine this thing?”

I inhaled. The explanation required translation between worlds.

“We require a large machine designed to compact soil. A large rotating cylinder positioned at the front, heavy enough to compress the road layers when moved across them.”

I gestured toward the floor.

“The machine moves forward. The cylinder rolls. The ground becomes denser.”

Silence followed. The engineers exchanged glances. One of the women tilted her head slightly.

“So,” she said slowly, “a wheel.”

“Not exactly.”

“A very large wheel.”

“Closer.”

The old man scratched his beard.

“And what drives it?”

“The machine will be powered by coal.”

This time the silence lasted longer. One of the engineers blinked. Another looked at the court mage, then back at me.

Finally the old man spoke again. “Coal.”

“Yes.”

“You want a coal-powered siege engine.”

“For road construction.”

Another pause followed.

Then the old man nodded slowly.

“Well.” He looked at the others. “At least this will be interesting.”

The word coal lingered in the air like an unfinished equation.

The older engineer frowned.

“And the coal does what exactly?”

“It provides energy.”

He waited.

“So… it burns.”

“Yes.”

“And then?”

“And then the energy is transferred into motion.”

Several of them looked at each other. One of the women folded her arms.

“Coal doesn’t move.”

“That is correct.”

“It just sits there.”

“Yes.”

“And when you burn it,” another engineer added, “it disappears.”

“Yes.”

“So how exactly does something that disappears make a machine move?”

The question was reasonable. The difficulty lay in explaining industrial mechanics to a group of people whose technological framework stopped somewhere between lever systems and animal power.

“The coal produces heat.”

They nodded slowly.

“Heat expands water.”

They stopped nodding.

“And the expanding water produces pressure.”

The nodding did not resume.

“And the pressure moves mechanical components.”

The silence deepened.

One of the engineers rubbed his chin. “So the coal pushes the machine?”

“No.”

“The water pushes the machine?”

“Also no.”

The old man squinted at me. “Then what pushes the machine?”

I paused.

 

Explanation attempt one: unsuccessful. Explanation attempt two required metaphor.

 

“In my world we often use animals to move heavy things.”

They nodded immediately. That concept had survived centuries.

“A horse pulls a wagon.”

“Yes.”

“But the horse becomes tired.”

“Yes.”

“And it needs food.”

“Yes.”

“And rest.”

“Yes.”

I pointed at the floor.

“Now imagine a horse that never tires.”

That caught their attention.

“A horse that eats coal instead of grass.”

Nicholas slowly covered his face with one hand.

The engineers exchanged looks. The older man spoke again.

“So you want us to build a metal horse.”

“That pulls roads flat.”

“While eating rocks.”

“Coal.”

“Which we set on fire.”

“Yes.”

A long silence followed. One of the women leaned toward another engineer and whispered something. He whispered back.

The old man scratched his beard again.

Finally he nodded once. “Well.”

He gestured toward the workshop.

“Explain the metal horse.”

I raised a hand slightly before continuing.

“Before we proceed, there is an important clarification.”

Several of the engineers were already exchanging skeptical looks.

“I can explain the principle,” I continued.

A pause.

“But not the exact construction.”

The reaction was immediate. Murmurs spread through the group—low voices, metal tools shifting in irritated hands.

“That’s what I thought,” someone muttered.

“So the messenger really did come here to make fools of us.”

Another voice joined in.

“You drag us here for fairy tales?”

“I’m not here to—”

The argument grew louder. Voices overlapped. Skepticism increased.

Then the old engineer raised his voice.

“Quiet.”

It was not shouted. It was spoken with the authority of someone who had spent fifty years telling younger men when to stop being idiots.

The room obeyed. Tools settled. The murmuring died.

He looked at me.

“Explain.”

I nodded.

“The machine functions by using heat to create pressure.”

Blank expressions returned immediately.

So I tried again.

“Have you ever heated water in a kettle?”

This time several heads nodded.

“The lid begins to rattle when the water becomes too hot.”

More nodding.

“That happens because steam expands.”

I picked up a small metal bolt from a nearby workbench and held it between my fingers.

“If you were to seal the top of that kettle completely, the pressure would build until something gives.”

One of the engineers said quietly,

“The lid would fly off.”

“Exactly.”

I pointed toward the workshop floor.

“The machine uses that same force.”

They watched me closely now.

“The steam pressure pushes mechanical components.”

I gestured slowly, describing the movement in the air.

“That movement turns the wheels. And the wheels move the machine.”

Nicholas stood quietly behind me, clearly enjoying the moment where industrial engineering became storytelling.

“The machine must be large,” I added.

“Large enough that the front cylinder covers the entire width of the road.”

I paused briefly.

“It should not resemble a military device.”

A few eyebrows lifted.

“No spikes. No weapon mounts. No unnecessary structure.”

I looked around the group.

“Aesthetics are irrelevant. Function takes priority over appearance.”

Another pause.

Then I looked directly at the old engineer.

“Can you build it?”

He studied me for a moment. Then he scratched his beard.

“So,” he said slowly, “you’re asking us to play god. To build a creature out of iron.”

He laughed once—short and dry—then looked around at the others.

“Well. If anyone in this kingdom can manage that, it’s us.”
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                The old engineer had already turned back toward the workbenches, calling for chalk, boards, and someone who could draw straight lines without arguing with geometry. The workshop slowly returned to motion. Tools lifted again. Voices resumed.

The royal scribe, however, did not follow us toward the door. Instead he stepped closer to the engineers, carefully unrolling the parchment he had been carrying.

“I will remain here.” No one asked why. Then he added quietly, mostly to himself, “I have to document all of this.” A pause followed. “As if I didn’t already have enough to write.”

Nicholas stopped halfway to the door. “Why do you even need to write with a quill?”

The scribe looked up from the scroll with the weary patience of a man who had answered that question several hundred times in different forms.

“Because ink records last longer than whatever those little pens produce.” He nodded toward me briefly.

“These are official measures. Official measures must be recorded properly for the royal archives.”

He lifted the quill tucked behind his ear.

“And since the little ones’ pens don’t last long enough…” He sighed. “…I have to write everything with a quill.”

Nicholas tilted his head. “Little ones?”

The scribe gave a tired smile.

“Yes. If you’re going to build your metal horse…” He rolled the parchment slightly.

“…you’ll see them sooner or later. Then you’ll understand.”

That explanation did not clarify anything. But the scribe had already bent over the parchment and begun writing.

We left him there.

The court mage led us back toward the stairs. The climb upward felt shorter than the descent, partly because Nicholas had begun whispering theories about tiny creatures manufacturing writing tools and partly because the mage walked faster than before.

When we reached the upper corridors again, the mage finally spoke. “I gathered some people. For the road work.”

I looked at him. “How many volunteered?”

He glanced sideways at me.

“You mean voluntarily or in total?”

“Total.”

“Three volunteered… And I was ordered.”

Nicholas chuckled. The mage did not.

“That is statistically disappointing.”

“Yes,” the mage replied dryly. “Apparently transforming stone and earth for road infrastructure is not considered an attractive magical specialization.”

After a few minutes we reached the main courtyard. Several figures were already waiting there—three of them, standing in a loose formation near the center of the yard.

Nicholas slowed. He looked at them carefully, then leaned closer to me.

“Those are the mages? They don’t look very experienced.”

He was correct. They were young—not apprentices, but clearly far from the age where reputation becomes a permanent burden.

The court mage sighed.

“Experienced mages do not perform road construction. It would be considered an insult.”

I studied the group. Their clothing was elaborate: layered robes, bright colors, decorative embroidery, and several pieces of jewelry that had absolutely no structural relevance to manual labor. In practical terms, they resembled ceremonial decoration rather than personnel suitable for construction work.

“That will need to change.”

Nicholas looked at me. “Change?”

“Yes.”

I gestured toward the mages.

“Those garments are incompatible with construction work.”

The court mage followed my gaze.

“And?”

“The king was supposed to have something prepared.”

I observed the robes again—silk, long sleeves, multiple loose layers. Loose fabric near tools statistically correlates with catastrophic workplace incidents.

“Yes,” I concluded.

“They will definitely need different clothes.”

 

They approached the village at a steady pace. All of them were on horseback—including me. The saddle beneath me had been custom-built according to what I had described as minimal structural requirements for survival: reinforced support, stable weight distribution, and no decorative instability. Nicholas had called it excessive. I had called it functional.

We were still some distance away when a sound split the air. A roar. Large—the kind of sound that belonged to creatures capable of reorganizing landscapes.

Every horse reacted instantly. Several riders pulled their reins tight. Above the horizon three dark shapes crossed the sky.

Dragons.

They were flying toward the wasteland, toward the territory that had been granted to the dragon we had negotiated with.

For a moment the group froze. One of the younger mages muttered something that sounded suspiciously like a prayer. Another turned his horse halfway around.

“That’s three,” Nicholas said quietly.

The court mage narrowed his eyes. “They’re heading toward the privatized territory.”

Silence followed.

Then the court mage spoke sharply. “We need to go to the king immediately.”

I considered the suggestion.

“The king will already have heard that.”

Nicholas looked at me.

“A potential danger to the kingdom has lower priority than an existing structural collapse.”

The mage stared at me. “That’s your conclusion?”

“Yes.”

He opened his mouth, then closed it again. After a short and visibly reluctant pause, they followed.

We continued toward the village.

When we reached the outskirts, I slowed my horse.

“First, we need to address your work clothing.”

One of the younger mages looked confused. “We are already dressed.”

I opened my mouth.

Nicholas placed a hand on my shoulder, looked at the group with the expression of a man who had recently discovered a piece of knowledge and was extremely proud of it and said:

“I was told you shouldn’t look like ordinary mages.”

He gestured toward their robes.

“People should be able to tell you’re here for road work.”

He pointed toward the village.

“Come with me. We’ll find something visible. Something that doesn’t scream ‘court mage.’”

He glanced at them again. “And definitely not like court mages.”

Then he looked directly at me.“You stay here.” The tone was firm.

“Something tells me we won’t have much time before the dragon causes trouble again.”

I frowned slightly.

“It would be more efficient if we all went together. That way the process—”

“No.” Nicholas cut me off immediately.

“If you go in there, you’ll reorganize the whole town. Three new regulations, a new market layout, and probably a committee.”

He pointed at the group of mages.

“Trust me, this is the better option.”

I considered the argument. Several seconds passed.

 

Conclusion: statistically uncomfortable.

 

He was correct. Nicholas watched my expression. “Yeah. That’s what I thought.”

Then he asked, “Alright then. What should they wear?”

“Normal trousers. Something sturdy. Jeans if available. And find something bright—yellow, red, orange. The brighter the better.”

One of the younger mages looked horrified.

“If that happens,” he said quietly, “I will never marry. If people see me like that, I will die a virgin.”

The court mage turned slowly toward him.

“You have two choices. You keep your dignity or your job.”

The young mage fell silent.

Nicholas nodded at me. “Wait here.”

Then he gestured to the mages. “Come on.”

They rode toward the tailor without me.

I dismounted. Correct procedure reduced injury probability.

The horse accepted the transition with the tolerance of an animal already familiar with several administrative improvements.

I had just adjusted the saddle straps when I heard someone shouting.

“Max!”

I turned.

The village elder was running toward me.

Running was not technically correct. It was more of an urgent forward collapse repeatedly corrected by small steps.

His face was pale. Not the ordinary pale of someone who had skipped breakfast. The pale of someone who had recently watched several dragons cross the sky.

He reached me slightly out of breath.

“Did you see it?” he asked.

Then again, louder. “Did you see it?!”

“Yes,” I said.

“Three dragons. Three!”

His hands moved helplessly in the air. “I thought it was over.” His voice trembled. “I thought at least for the next seven seasons we would have peace.”

He shook his head slowly. “I thought I might have a quiet end to my life. A happy one.”

I considered the statement. Statistically speaking, long peaceful endings were rarely guaranteed. But that observation would not improve the situation.

“Three dragons flying toward another dragon,” I said calmly, “does not automatically imply village destruction.”

He stared at me. “That is not reassuring.”

“It is accurate.”

He took a slow breath. Then another.

“You don’t seem worried.”

“I am evaluating.”

“And?”

“Current data is insufficient.”

The village elder rubbed his face. “I preferred the time when problems were simple.”

“Fire-breathing monsters are simple,” I said. “Structural collapse is not.”

He blinked.

“That sentence did not help.”

“Recovery probability increases when panic decreases.”

He sighed deeply.

“You speak like a man who has never had a dragon land in his fields.”

“That is correct,” I said. “But I have seen several organizations collapse.”

He looked at me uncertainly.

I added, “We will manage.”

He stared at me for several seconds. Not reassured, but slightly less unstable.

Then the elder slowly turned and looked toward the horizon where the dragons had disappeared.

“They flew toward him,” he said quietly. “Toward the wasteland.”

“Yes.”

“And that’s supposed to make me feel better?”

“No.”

He exhaled heavily.

“Max… three dragons meeting another dragon rarely ends with tea and polite discussion.”

“That depends on the dragon.”

He looked at me again.

“You say that like you know him.”

“I negotiated with him.”

“That is not the same as knowing him.”

“Correct.”

He nodded weakly. Then his shoulders dropped.

“So what do we do?”

The question lingered for a moment.

I looked toward the sky again. The dragons were already gone. Distance increased survival probability.

“At the moment,” I said, “we continue.”

“Continue?”

“Yes.”

“With what?”

“Road construction.”

He stared at me in disbelief. “There are dragons in the sky.”

“Yes.”

“And you want to flatten dirt.”

“Correct.”

He opened his mouth. Closed it again. Then he laughed.

Not happily, but the way people sometimes laugh when the world becomes too absurd to process directly.

“You really are not normal,” he said.

“That has been documented.”

He shook his head slowly.

“You know what frightens me the most?”

“What?”

“That you might actually be right.”

He looked back toward the road where the workers had been struggling earlier.

“If those roads fail again next year…” he muttered, “…none of this matters anyway.”

“That is correct.”

Silence settled for a moment.

Wind moved across the fields. A cart creaked somewhere in the village.

Then the elder sighed again and straightened his back slightly.

“Well,” he said, “if dragons come back, at least the road will be better. At least we will be able to run faster…”

“Yes.”

He looked at me carefully.

“You really believe that building roads helps against dragons.”

“No,” I said. “It helps against everything else.”

He considered that for a moment. Then he nodded slowly.

“…Fair enough.”

At that exact moment another sound approached from the village.

Voices. Several of them.

Nicholas returned first, riding slightly ahead of the others. Behind him came the mages.

I examined them.

The transformation was… dramatic.

Gone were the embroidered robes.

In their place were thick trousers, heavy boots, and bright colored shirts: one yellow, one red, one orange. The colors were visible from considerable distance.

Nicholas slowed his horse beside me and crossed his arms.

“Well?”

I studied the result.

“Acceptable.”

The young mage in the orange shirt appeared to expect severe administrative consequences for his social standing.

“If anyone from the academy sees me like this,” he said quietly, “my career is over.”

Nicholas patted his shoulder.

“Think of it as practical experience.”

The court mage looked down at his own clothing: dark blue work trousers and a bright red vest. His expression suggested deep spiritual damage.

“This,” he said slowly, “is humiliating.”

“It is visible,” I replied. “That was the requirement.”

He looked at me. Then at the road. Then at the sky where the dragons had vanished.

“…Fine.” He sighed. “Let’s flatten a road.”

Behind us the village elder whispered to himself: “I cannot believe this is how we face dragons.”

We rode toward the Northern Lane.

The complaints reached us before the road did. At first it was only distant noise. Then individual words became distinguishable.

“…told you this wouldn’t work!”

“My back is done already!”

“…this idiot and his new ideas!”

Nicholas glanced sideways at me.

“They sound… enthusiastic.”

“That is not enthusiasm,” I said. “That is operational resistance.”

As we approached the work site the road finally came into view. Workers stood scattered along the unfinished section. Some leaned on their shovels. Others argued with the ground in ways that suggested the ground was winning.

When they noticed us riding toward them the voices became quieter. Not calmer. Just quieter.

We stopped near the edge of the road and dismounted. I secured my horse first. Improperly secured horses had a statistically disappointing habit of becoming autonomous transport units.

The road-builder approached us. He did not look pleased.

“Max,” he said slowly. “That was fast.”

He glanced back toward the workers.

“I’ll be honest with you. This might not be the best time for you to come back.”

Another shovel struck the ground behind him with visible aggression.

“Since your… improvements… the men aren’t exactly fond of you.”

He rubbed his beard.

“And if you’re here to inspect things again without bringing a solution…”

He paused.

“…there might be some heads rolling.”

“That will not be necessary,” I said. “I brought assistance.”

Before he could respond the court mage stepped forward.

“I am the royal court mage,” he said.

He gestured toward the three younger mages behind him.

“These three are also mages. They have been assigned to assist with road construction until the siege machine is completed.”

The roadmaster blinked.

“Wait.” He held up both hands. “No, wait.”

He pointed at the mages. “Mages.”

Then at me. “And you’re building a siege machine.”

“Yes.”

“For roads.”

“Yes.”

He looked at Nicholas.

“…What exactly is happening here?”

“We are implementing a temporary solution,” I said. “Until mechanical compaction becomes available.”

The road-builder stared at me.

“That sentence explained absolutely nothing.”

By now the other workers had gathered around us. Their expressions suggested that they had already decided they did not like the answer to whatever question they were about to ask.

One of them spoke first.

“Oh good. Look who came back.”

Another stepped closer.

“If you’re so smart, why don’t you work with us for a day?”

“Yeah!”

“Let’s see how long your back lasts!”

Nicholas raised a hand.

“That won’t be necessary.”

He pointed toward the mages.

“These gentlemen will help you. Just show them where the work needs to be done.”

For a moment nothing happened.

Then the workers looked at the mages. Properly. Carefully.

First came confusion. Then uncertainty. Then something else.

Amusement spread through the workers with noticeable speed.

One worker laughed. “Those?”

He pointed toward the mage in the yellow shirt. “You’re telling me those are mages?”

Another leaned on his shovel. “Look at them.”

“They look like they escaped from a circus.”

Several others started grinning.

“Where are the fancy robes?”

“Where’s the arrogance?”

“Those colors!”

The young mage in orange appeared to reconsider his life choices. The one in yellow stared at the ground as if hoping it might open.

The court mage sighed. Deeply.

The road-builder crossed his arms. He looked at the workers. Then at the mages. Then at me.

“Well,” he said slowly. “At least they can laugh again.”

One of the younger mages lost control of the situation.

Up to that point he had remained mostly silent, though his posture suggested increasing internal pressure.

Then he shouted. “I WILL NOT TOLERATE THIS!”

Several workers stopped talking.

“I will not be treated like this in front of common rabble!”

That word had a measurable effect.

One of the workers stepped forward. He still held a shovel.

He approached the mage until the distance between them was approximately half a step. Then he pushed forward with his chest and shoulder, forcing the mage slightly backward.

“Rabble?” the worker said.

His voice was calm in the way people sound when they are already beyond the stage of negotiation.

“Three dragons just flew over this land.” He gestured vaguely toward the sky. “And we are still here working.”

He leaned forward. “You think we’re scared of you?”

At this point the conversation degraded into overlapping shouting.

Nicholas attempted to intervene.

“Hey—”

“Stop—”

“That’s not—”

The young mage raised his hand. The air above him changed. A dark cloud formed. Its color was closer to ink diluted in water than to normal storm clouds. The structure of it looked unstable, as if someone had attempted to assemble weather without sufficient engineering background.

Small electrical discharges began forming inside it. They moved irregularly, similar to sparks jumping between improperly grounded metal contacts.

The worker moved first. The shovel came up before the mage finished the spell, the flat side struck the mage across the head.

The mage collapsed immediately and the cloud disappeared.

Nicholas rushed between them. “Alright, stop! That’s enough!”

The worker stepped back. The roadbuilder moved in at the same time. “He is right, that’s enough.”

The surrounding workers stopped advancing. The roadbuilder turned toward the court mage. “That wasn’t an attack on nobility,” he said quickly. He gestured toward the man with the shovel. “These are hard days.”

He hesitated. “His family isn’t doing well and the work keeps getting harder.”

The court mage observed the unconscious young mage on the ground.

Then he sighed. “Yes,” he said. “I expected something like this.”

He looked at the other mages. “Perhaps this will teach them something.”

“That magic does not solve everything.”

“And that it certainly does not make them invulnerable.”

He pointed at one of the other young mages. “You.”

“Take him back to the village and have someone look at his head, then you return.”

The young mage nodded quickly.

The roadbuilder gestured toward two of his workers. “You two go with them.”

They followed without arguing.

Within a minute the small group had started back toward the village. The rest of the workers remained where they were.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Steckdose
                        

                    

                    Structural Addendum:

Max Mustermann’s integration into this world remains an ongoing process.

If there are environments, conflicts, or systemic failures you would like to see examined, they may be proposed below.

Excessive inefficiency is especially encouraged.





Operational summary:

Total votes recorded: 34

Goblins: 12 votes (35.29%)

Dwarves: 9 votes (26.47%)

Elves: 7 votes (20.59%)

Werebears: 6 votes (17.65%)

Conclusion: Goblins will be addressed first.

The remaining options remain under consideration and will be integrated later according to operational requirements.
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Transmeowgration?!





A boy dies but fails to recall, barely any traces would surface. But those traces make up his mental psyche.

 

He knows he was human. Yes, he remembers he was old enough to read comics, manga, webtoons and Xianxia. Old enough to play games and hang out with family and friends. Old enough to…KNOW! He was NOT…FLUFFY! So why does his body feel so…weird?!

 

Though he does not recall his death, his eyes open at last. He awakens into a beautiful fantasy world with gorgeous mana, flowing throughout the air he breathes. Dwarves, Orcs, Elves and humans - ohh! That elf summoned a spirit! That guy over there became a werewolf! So other races exist! No wonder his body feels strange!

 

- ‘Co-Could this be…an ISEKAI?! Perhaps…this is finally my chance to live as the fantasy protagonist of my dreams?!’

- “Me-Meow…MEOW!?! Meow…meow meow?!”

 

…what…?















                

                The injured mage was carried away first.

Two workers had improvised a stretcher.

“Improvised” was an optimistic description. The construction consisted of two long poles and a piece of fabric that had once been part of someone’s coat. The fabric sagged noticeably in the middle, creating a structural depression that suggested the mage would spend most of the journey sliding toward the lowest point.

From an engineering perspective the design had several weaknesses. From a practical perspective it was currently functioning.

The unconscious mage lay on it with the rigid posture typical for people who had recently been introduced to agricultural tools. One young mage walked beside the stretcher. Two workers carried it. They moved slowly toward the village.

I watched them until the group became smaller in the distance.

Nicholas stood next to me.

“Alright… what exactly are we doing now?” he asked.

His voice carried the tone of someone who had correctly identified that the situation was not developing in a productive direction.

“The mood here is terrible.”

That was correct.

The workers still stood in loose clusters along the road. Several of them looked at the remaining mages with open hostility. The mages returned the expression with a mixture of resentment and disbelief.

 

Productive collaboration probability: currently low.

 

I stepped forward. “Everyone listen.”

The workers turned. The mages also looked up.

“Work will stop for today.”

Several men looked surprised. Others looked relieved.

“Tomorrow morning everyone returns here. Eight thirty.”

There were a few murmurs.

“Until then all involved parties will calm down and reorganize.”

The roadbuilder nodded slowly beside me. “That sounds reasonable.”

The workers exchanged looks. One of them raised a hand. “So we’re calling it a day?”

“Yes.”

Another worker asked, “And tomorrow we just pick this up again?”

“Yes.”

There was a short silence. Then the roadbuilder turned toward his people. “You heard him. Pack up, drink something and calm down.”

Several workers immediately began collecting their tools. The general emotional temperature of the area dropped noticeably.

Nicholas watched the scene carefully.

“Well… that wasn‘t what I expected.”

“That was temporary stabilization.”

Behind us the workers were already beginning their unofficial evening discussions. We heard fragments of conversation while we started walking back toward the village.

“…told you this whole thing would blow up…”

“…at least we’re done for today…”

“…never seen a mage dropped with a shovel before…”

The remaining mages followed us. Their pace suggested they preferred distance from the workers.

Nicholas glanced back once more.

“So… would you call that a productive day?”

“Mixed results,” I replied.

The walk back toward the village continued in relative silence. The remaining young mage kept several steps behind us, his posture suggesting a mixture of embarrassment and resentment.

Eventually the court mage spoke. “I expected something like this.”

Nicholas glanced at him. “Something like what?”

The mage shrugged. “This happens whenever mages go somewhere they normally do not belong.”

Nicholas frowned. “What exactly does that mean?”

The court mage gestured vaguely behind us, toward the road where the workers had been. “Mages live in towers, courts, academies—places where people speak carefully.” He paused. “Workers do not. They speak if they want to. And when you mix those groups… things escalate.”

Nicholas nodded slowly. “That makes sense.”

I looked at the mage. “And how do you intend to solve it?”

He looked at the younger mage walking behind us. “That part is easy,” he said. “I can teach these young ones to lower their arrogance.” He shrugged. “That part can be… corrected.”

Then he looked toward the road again. “The workers are a problem. If they refuse to cooperate, no work will happen. That situation cannot continue.”

I considered this for several seconds, then I remembered something. “With cheese.”

Both Nicholas and the court mage stopped walking. “What?” Nicholas asked.

“With cheese.”

They looked at me. “What does that mean?” the court mage asked.

“It is a security model,” I said.

This explanation did not improve their understanding.

I turned to Nicholas. “We will need a large board tomorrow. And chalk.”

Nicholas frowned. “Where do you expect me to find something like that?”

Before I could answer, the young mage behind us spoke. “I heard something about that.”

We all turned.

“The General of a Store in the village,” he said. “Apparently they started stocking some really strange things.”

Nicholas raised an eyebrow. “What kind of unusual things?”

The mage hesitated. “Stuff normal people don’t usually need.” He shrugged. “Some people say it looks like they’re preparing for war or something.”

The court mage shook his head. “I have heard those rumors too.” He waved a hand dismissively. “They are not preparing for war. If anything, they are preparing for… everything.”

He paused. “Apparently a strange man visited the shop some time ago. Since then the owner tries to be prepared for every possible situation.” He sighed. “New rules. New supplies. Strange ideas about safety.”

Nicholas looked at me. Then he sighed. “…That might actually work.”

By the time we reached the inn the sky had begun to darken.

Nicholas stopped at the door. “Alright. I’ll see if I can find a board. And chalk. If they even have something like that.”

He looked at me. “Try not to reorganize the village while I’m gone.”

Then he turned and walked back toward the square.

 

At 8:30 the next morning, everyone was present. That alone already counted as progress.

The workers stood along the unfinished section of the Northern Lane, leaning on tools or sitting on overturned buckets. The roadbuilder was there. The same two workers from the previous day had returned as well, along with the young mage who had helped carry the injured one back to the village.

The injured mage himself was not present. This was not surprising.

In the center of the road stood a large green board. Nicholas had apparently succeeded in his procurement mission.

He handed me a piece of chalk. “You’re sure about this?” he asked quietly.

“About what?”

“That this… thing you’re about to explain… will actually fix the problem?”

“It will not solve the problem,” I said. “It will identify the problem.”

“That does not sound more reassuring.”

I stepped toward the board. “Everyone sit down.”

This instruction produced visible hesitation.

Workers looked at each other. The mages looked confused. Eventually several of them sat down on rocks or toolboxes.

One of the workers muttered something about “school starting again.”

Another said, “If this ends with homework I’m leaving.”

I ignored the commentary and turned to the board.

“Today,” I said, “I will explain the Swiss cheese model.”

This announcement produced no improvement in comprehension.

One of the workers raised a hand. “Why the hell cheese?”

“Because the metaphor uses cheese.”

“That doesn’t answer the question.”

“That is the answer.”

I drew a circle on the board. The chalk squeaked slightly.

“This is cheese.”

A worker behind me said, “Great. We came all the way out here to watch you draw breakfast.”

I drew three thick slices next to each other. Each slice had several holes in it.

“Each slice represents a layer of protection.”

I tapped the first one. “Workers.”

Then the second. “Mages.”

Then the third. “Process and organization.”

They stared at the board. Some looked skeptical, while others looked bored.

“The holes represent weaknesses. Every system has weaknesses. Workers have weaknesses. Mages have weaknesses. Plans have weaknesses.”

A worker crossed his arms. “And the cheese is supposed to fix that?”

“Individually, no.”

I pointed to the slices again.

“But if the holes line up…”

I drew a straight line through all three slices “…failure passes through every layer.”

“Which is what happened yesterday.”

Several heads turned toward the spot where the fight had happened.

I continued drawing. “But if the holes do not align…” I shifted the slices slightly. “…the system stops the failure.”

The court mage leaned forward.

“So you’re saying if the mage hadn’t started shouting…”

The road-builder continued. “…and the worker hadn’t knocked him out…”

“…and someone had stepped in earlier…”

“…none of that would have happened?”

“Yes.”

They nodded slowly. “That sounds right.”

The young mage spoke next. “So you’re saying we’re supposed to… cover each other’s weaknesses?”

“Yes.”

Silence followed.

The workers looked at the mages. The mages looked at the workers.

One of the workers scratched his beard. “So the cheese thing is basically just common sense.”

“Yes.”

“Just drawn on a board.”

“Yes.”

Another worker pointed at the slices. “So what’s supposed to stop the holes from lining up again?”

“That,” I said, tapping the chalk against the board, “is what we will now organize.”

For a moment it seemed as if the explanation was going to work.

The workers looked at the board. The mages looked at the workers. Several people nodded slowly.

Then one of the workers stood up again. He pointed toward the mages. “Oh no,” he said loudly. “No chance. Those arrogant mages can go right back where they came from.”

Several workers murmured in agreement.

“We were doing this job just fine before they showed up.”

“Slow, maybe.”

“But we know how to do it.”

A young mage interrupted: “Yes. And look how well that worked.”

One spat into the dirt.

“Unlike those tower-sitting book readers who’ve never done a day of real work.”

The roadbuilder stepped forward immediately. “That’s enough.” His voice carried across the group. “You want to keep earning your bread here? Then you keep your mouth shut.”

Before the tension could settle, one of the younger mages jumped up. “Oh come on,” he said sharply. “You call this work?”

He pointed toward the road. “You people hit dirt with sticks and call that engineering. You wouldn’t last a week in the academy.”

That comment had approximately the same stabilizing effect as throwing oil on a fire.

Several workers stood up.

Nicholas stepped forward.

“Hey—”

The shouting grew louder.

“You think you’re better than us?”

“At least we don’t spend our lives reading books!”

“Oh yes, because digging holes requires extraordinary intelligence!”

Nicholas raised both arms. “Stop!”

No one stopped.

“Stop!”

Still no result.

The roadbuilder and the court mage shouted at the same time. “Enough!”

The sudden authority in their voices finally had an effect. The crowd flinched slightly and the shouting stopped, reluctantly.

Everyone sat down again, though the irritation remained clearly visible.

I turned back to the board.

“What you just demonstrated is the problem.”

Several people frowned.

I pointed at the slices of cheese I had drawn earlier.

“Each group has weaknesses.”

I gestured toward the workers. “You possess practical experience, but you lack certain tools and methods.”

Then I pointed toward the mages. “You possess power and knowledge, but you lack experience with physical work and cooperation outside controlled environments.”

The workers and the mages looked equally displeased.

“Yesterday those weaknesses aligned.” I tapped the chalk against the board. “That is why the situation escalated.”

I paused.

“The purpose of cooperation is to prevent that alignment.”

One of the workers crossed his arms. “And why exactly should we care?”

“That is a relevant question.”

I pointed down the road.

“This road is the main road for the merchants and leads to the rest of the kingdom. If it fails again next year, trade becomes slower. If trade becomes slower, fewer merchants arrive. If fewer merchants arrive, the kingdom earns less.”

I pointed toward the mages.

“If the kingdom earns less, fewer resources exist to support research, which means fewer towers, fewer laboratories, fewer academies.”

Then I pointed toward the workers.

“And if the kingdom collapses economically there will be no kingdom left that needs roads.”

The group fell silent.

I concluded: “In short, if this road fails, everyone loses.”

Several workers exchanged uncertain looks. The mages did the same.

No one looked convinced, but the hostility had weakened. Under the circumstances, this qualified as success.

The worker cleared his throat. “Well… that’s the first sensible thing I’ve heard all day.”

The workers did not cheer. The mages did not celebrate. But no one stood up to argue again.

For the moment, the system had stabilized.

I turned back to the group.

“Here is how this will work,” I said.

Several workers crossed their arms again. The mages watched cautiously.

“The workers determine the structure,” I continued.

I pointed toward the road.

“You know how thick the sand layer must be. You know how thick the earth layer must be. You know when the material is correctly placed.”

Then I pointed toward the mages.

“You apply force. You compact the layers. The workers will tell you when the layer is correct and where the pressure must be applied.”

The court mage raised a hand. “One moment.” He spoke calmly, but his voice carried across the group. “Our mana reserves are not infinite.”

The young mages looked relieved that someone had mentioned this.

I considered the statement. This was correct.

I recalibrated.

“Revised procedure,” I said.

“The workers place the sand and earth. The mages compress the layer. Then pause. Then repeat.”

The court mage considered this.

“With enough breaks,” he said slowly, “that should work.”

I nodded. “Then the workflow will proceed as follows.”

I drew a quick sequence on the board.

“Workers prepare layer. Mages compact layer. Workers verify. Next layer.”

I turned back to the group. “This reduces physical exhaustion and prevents magical depletion.”

Several people nodded. Not enthusiastically, but acceptance probability had increased.

The roadbuilder clapped his hands once.

“Well. Now that this is settled.”

He pointed toward the road. “Come with us. We’ll show you how this works. And where you’re supposed to do it.”

He nodded once toward Nicholas, then toward me, then he walked toward the road with the others following him.

Within seconds the group had moved away.

Nicholas and I remained where we stood. He watched them for a moment.

“You really think this will work?” he asked.

“That remains to be determined.”

He sighed. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

“That is understandable.”

He looked at me. “You don’t?”

“I am familiar with something that usually convinces workers of all classes to cooperate.”

Nicholas looked interested. “What?”

“Money.”

I opened my notebook.

Nicholas leaned closer. “Money? What are you writing?”

“A note to the king.”

 

Requesting temporary compensation bonuses for both workers and mages, because they currently represent the most critical structural element in maintaining the kingdom’s trade infrastructure.

 

Nicholas exhaled slowly. “Couldn’t you have written that before we left the castle?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because problems rarely announce themselves in advance.”

Nicholas watched me finish the note.

Then he groaned.

“I have a really bad feeling about this,” he said slowly.

I looked up from the notebook.

“About what?”

“About who will have to ride back to the castle later to deliver that message.”

“That suspicion is statistically justified,” I said.

He stared at me. “…You’re serious.”

“Yes.”

He sighed deeply. “Of course.”

He looked toward the road where the workers and mages had already begun reorganizing themselves.

“Well… before I get sent on another delivery mission, I want to watch this for a bit.”

He gestured toward the work. “I’ve never seen a mage help build a road before.”

“That statement is also statistically rare,” I said.

We stood there and watched.

At first the process looked chaotic. Workers shouted instructions. Mages argued about angles and pressure. Several attempts failed immediately.

But gradually something interesting happened.

Patterns emerged. That was usually the point where systems started working.

The workers began forming the layers with practiced movements. The mages stepped in afterward and pressed the soil flat with controlled bursts of force.

At first the results were uneven. Then the layers began holding their shape.

By late morning the rhythm had stabilized. Workers prepared. Mages compacted. Workers inspected. Then the next section began.

Nicholas folded his arms. “Well,” he said. “That’s… actually working and faster than I thought.”

“That was predictable.”

He looked at me. “Why?”

“Because the holes in the cheese are currently not aligned.”

He shook his head slowly. “I will never get used to the way you explain things.”

Around midday the work had become almost efficient. The shouting had changed tone. Less hostile. More technical.

Workers pointed. Mages followed instructions. A few even started talking normally.

Nicholas nodded toward the road. “Look at that. They’re actually cooperating.”

“Yes.”

He scratched his chin. “Maybe the cheese thing worked.”

“It helped identify the structural weaknesses.”

“And the money note?”

“That will help maintain the system.”

Before he could reply we heard another sound. Hoofbeats. Fast.

I turned.

A horse approached the road at speed. From an observational standpoint the animal’s movement pattern suggested urgency rather than careful planning. Dust followed behind it in a long trail.

The royal messenger slowed only slightly before reaching us. He jumped down from the saddle and pulled a rolled parchment from his belt. Without ceremony he unfolded it.

“Max Mustermann and Nicholas Feranor are hereby ordered to immediately investigate the dragon activity observed yesterday.”

He continued reading.

“You are to determine why the dragons entered our lands and why the dragon who negotiated the agreement failed to prevent this incident. This investigation is to begin immediately.”

Nicholas sighed.

I looked at the messenger.

“Understood,” I said. “You may inform the king that we are already on our way.”

The messenger nodded once.

I reached into my coat, took out the note I had written earlier, and handed it to him.

“This should also be delivered to the king.”

He accepted the paper and glanced at it briefly, as if confirming that it was indeed written words and not another administrative complication disguised as a message.

“I will see that it reaches him,” he said.

“Good,” I replied.

The messenger rolled both documents together, secured them, and turned back toward his horse.

The message would reach the king.

I turned toward Nicholas. “Then we should leave.”

Nicholas stared at me. “We just got the road working.”

“Yes.”

“And now we’re going dragon hunting again.”

“That is an imprecise description.”

He rubbed his face. “This is exactly how people die.”

“That remains a possibility.”

He sighed once more. “Fine.” He gestured toward the road. “But if the kingdom collapses while we’re gone, I’m blaming you.”

“That would be procedurally inaccurate.”

He groaned. “We just came back…”

Then we began preparing to leave.
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Max Mustermann’s ongoing integration into this world remains an evolving process.

If there are environments, conflicts, or systemic failures you would like to see examined, they may be proposed below.

Excessive inefficiency is especially encouraged.
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Ester Mazar wants nothing more than to serve Her Eternal Majesty and the Empire; the greatest nation to have ever existed.

As a commonborn graduate of the Academy, she must work off her debt to the Throne. Armed with the best magical education the Empire can provide and finally permitted to wear the crossed lightning bolts of a Chartered Mage, Ester is sent far from the bright lights of the capital to Vass Karan. A city so riddled with corruption and crime that even she has heard whispers of it.

There, Ester will learn that the world is not quite as black and white as in the books. Nevertheless, she is determined to overcome prejudice, scepticism and murderous criminals to become the hero she needs to be.
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                We returned to the inn first.

Preparation for travel required minimal equipment but still benefited from basic organization. I retrieved my emergency notebook and some water, secured the straps of my bag, and verified that nothing essential had been forgotten.

Nicholas leaned against the doorframe while I finished.

“You know,” he said, “most people would leave immediately after receiving an order from the king.”

“That is exactly what we are doing,” I replied.

He looked around the room. “You spent ten minutes packing. Just for something to drink and another book.”

“Ten minutes of preparation reduces several hours of inconvenience.”

He sighed.

After a short while we stepped outside and began walking along the road that led toward the dragon’s territory. A few moments later I turned onto another street. Nicholas noticed immediately.

“Wait.” He pointed behind us. “The dragon is that way.”

“Correct.”

“And you’re walking this way.”

“Good observation.”

He stared at me. “…Did you change your mind?”

“No.”

I continued walking. “Now that we are no longer visiting an intruder but a neighbor, we must bring an appropriate gift.”

Nicholas stopped again. “A gift. For a dragon.”

He looked at me as if evaluating whether a recent head injury might explain my statement.

“There is a dragon,” he said slowly.

“Yes.”

“A very large dragon and another three on top of that.”

“That is correct.”

“And your plan is to bring it a present.”

“Of course.”

Nicholas rubbed his face. “What exactly do you bring a dragon?”

“That is currently under evaluation.”

We reached the small market square. Several stalls were open. Most of them sold vegetables, bread, cloth or tools.

Nicholas immediately pointed at a basket of apples. “Those. Let’s just take some apples.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Incorrect symbolism.”

He pointed at a rack of smoked meat. “What about that?”

“No.”

“Why? Dragons like flesh, no?”

“It implies we assume the dragon requires food.”

Nicholas pointed at a bottle of wine. “This?”

“No. Alcohol may negatively influence conversations.”

He pointed at a jar of jam. “This.”

I considered it.

Nicholas stared at the jam. “It’s jam. The least offensive thing here.”

“That is precisely the problem.”

He blinked. “What?”

“An overly neutral gift communicates a lack of intention.”

Nicholas inhaled slowly. “You have rules for dragon gifts.”

“Yes.”

“Of course you do.”

He gestured toward the stalls. “So what exactly are you looking for?”

“A gift that fulfills three conditions.”

He groaned. “Of course there are conditions.”

“Yes. It must signal respect. It must not imply superiority. And it must not imply ownership.”

Nicholas looked around the market again. Then back at me. “You realize normal people would just bring good mood if they visit other people.”

“Dragons are not normal people.”

He sighed. “This is going to take a while, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

Nicholas looked around the market square again. “You’re sure this is necessary?”

“Yes.”

He folded his arms. “Is this something people normally do where you come from? Isn’t there some kind of… standard gesture?”

“What do you mean?”

“You know. Something people bring when they meet their neighbors. Something that’s always acceptable.”

I thought about that. “Yes.”

Nicholas waited. “Well?”

“Where I come from,” I said, “it is customary to bring a package of salt and a loaf of bread when someone moves into the house next door.”

Nicholas stared at me. “Salt?”

“Yes.”

“That’s incredibly valuable. That’s not a gift, that’s a financial decision.”

“Ten kilograms should be sufficient,” I said.

Nicholas stopped walking. “Ten?”

“Yes.”

“We’re not buying so much salt.”

“Why not?”

“Because that’s insane.”

“Incorrect.”

He shook his head. “Salt is expensive.”

“That does not matter.”

“Why doesn’t it matter?” Nicholas frowned.

“Salt represents preservation. Bread represents sustenance. The gesture communicates stability.”

He looked unconvinced. “And that’s supposed to impress a dragon?”

“It is supposed to demonstrate that we understand the concept of coexistence.”

Nicholas rubbed his face again. “I feel like the dragon would prefer a goat.”

“That would imply we believe the dragon requires feeding.”

“…And?”

“That would create an imbalance in the conversation.”

Nicholas sighed deeply and muttered, almost to himself, “…Fine.”

We approached one of the market stalls. The vendor stood behind a wooden table with several small sacks arranged on it.

I stepped forward. “Do you sell bread and salt?”

The vendor nodded cautiously. “Well, depends if you pay. How much do you want?”

“One loaf and 10 kilograms.”

He froze. “Don’t jest, boy. You mean a kilogram?”

“No.”

“What do you need that much salt for? Do you have thirty children and have to feed them for half a year?”

I opened my mouth.

Nicholas stepped forward immediately. “We’re collecting supplies for the royal kitchen. The delivery arrived late. One kilo should be enough for now.”

The vendor relaxed slightly. “Ah… of course. I figured. That makes sense.”

I looked at Nicholas. “You would prefer that I do not explain that it is for a dragon.”

“Yes,” he said quietly. “I‘d welcome it.”

The vendor weighed the salt and poured it into a cloth sack.

Nicholas paid, then he looked at the remaining coins in his hand. “We’re going to have to talk to the royal treasurer soon.”

“That is probable.”

Nicholas put the sack of salt and the bread in his bag and we turned toward the road that led to the dragon’s territory again and began walking toward our destination.

 

By the time we reached the outer fields again, the sun had already begun its slow descent. Not night yet, but the light had changed. Less vertical. More horizontal. The kind of light that made poorly constructed roads appear slightly more respectable than they actually were.

After another stretch of walking, we began noticing the signs.

Literally.

Wooden boards had been hammered into the ground at irregular intervals. Each carried some kind of warning. At least that was the intention.

The execution suggested that whoever had written them possessed either limited literacy, limited patience, or a writing instrument that had given up halfway through the process.

The letters were crooked. Some leaned forward. Others leaned backward. The spacing suggested that whoever wrote them had discovered halfway through that words required planning. The result resembled a linguistic landslide.

Nicholas stopped in front of one and squinted. “…What does that say?”

I examined the board. The writing appeared to attempt the word danger. Or possibly dragon. Statistically both interpretations were acceptable. The drawing resembled a skull if someone did not know human anatomy.

“It is a warning,” I said.

Nicholas folded his arms. “This looks less like a warning and more like we’re entering pirate territory.”

“That comparison has merit.”

He looked at the sign again. “Who even wrote that?”

“The idea itself is sound,” I said. “The implementation is… developing.”

We continued walking.

The signs appeared more frequently as we approached the border of the dragon’s territory. Some had arrows. One had a drawing that might have been a dragon. Or possibly an aggressively shaped chicken.

Eventually the landscape changed.

The ground became darker. The air warmer and we reached the border itself.

At first glance everything looked exactly as before. The same mountain. The same distant ridge. The same entrance to the dragon’s territory.

But on the second look the difference became obvious.

Wooden stakes had been hammered into the ground as far as the eye could see. They stood in uneven intervals. Between them ran a rope. The rope sagged in several places. Some stakes leaned. One had already fallen over completely.

It was technically a barrier, but only in the same way that a polite suggestion is technically a rule.

Nicholas stared at it.

“…This is the fence?”

“Yes.”

He walked closer. The rope hung loosely between two posts, approximately at knee height. He poked it. The rope moved. “That wouldn’t stop a goat.”

“That is correct.”

He looked back toward the horizon. “This is supposed to stop people from entering dragon territory?”

“It communicates the concept of separation.”

“That’s not the same thing as stopping someone.”

“No.”

Nicholas looked at the rope again. “You said something about standards once.”

“Yes.”

“What standard does this meet?”

“It meets the standard of effort.”

He stared at me. “That’s not a real standard.”

“It is a very common one.”

Nicholas sighed. “So we’re trusting that people respect a rope.”

“Yes.”

“And the dragon is fine with this?”

“That remains under evaluation.”

He stepped over the rope and looked back at me. “If this works,” he said, “I’m going to lose a lot of faith in humanity.”

“That would be statistically consistent.”

I crossed the rope too. No alarm sounded, no magical barrier appeared and no dragon descended immediately.

From a risk-management perspective this was encouraging.

From a realism perspective it was concerning.

The land beyond the rope looked exactly as it had before. Dry and quiet. Way too quiet.

Nicholas noticed it as well. “You know,” he said, looking around, “last time this place already felt dead.” He kicked a small stone. It rolled several meters before stopping. “But now it feels… even deader.”

That observation was accurate. “The absence of activity has increased,” I said. “Probably because every living being who values survival has stopped coming here.”

Nicholas nodded. “That makes sense.”

We continued walking across the barren ground.

Eventually the ruined village appeared again.

Collapsed walls. Burned beams. Stone foundations that had outlived their buildings.

We walked past it without stopping.

Nicholas looked at the remains as we passed. “Every time I see that,” he muttered, “I remember why talking to dragons is considered a bad career choice.”

“That correlation is understandable.”

After another short walk the mountain rose in front of us. At its base stood the same stone steps as before.

Nicholas stopped and looked at them. Then he looked at me. “You’re not going to walk next to the stairs again, are you?”

I examined the steps.

They were still uneven. Several heights varied slightly. But they appeared stable.

Then I looked up. “I believe that will not be necessary this time,” I said.

Nicholas blinked. “You’re becoming almost normal.”

Before I could respond he suddenly stopped talking.

His eyes followed my gaze. Toward the cave above us.

Then he sighed. “…Of course.”

Something large moved in the air.

Nicholas murmured quietly beside me, “Not one day with you goes peacefully.”

The creature descending toward us was not the dragon we knew. This one was different. Its scales were not black. They were a deep blue—dark enough to appear almost black at distance.

It was also significantly larger.

Its wingspan alone would have been sufficient to reorganize the local wind patterns.

Which it immediately did. It descended with the enthusiasm of a bureaucrat who had just been informed that the office would close fifteen minutes early.

The ground shook when it landed. Air surged outward from the impact. The pressure wave pushed against us hard enough to force several involuntary steps backward. Dust lifted from the ground in every direction.

The dragon folded its wings slowly.

Up close the size difference became even clearer. The black dragon we had spoken to before had been large. This one appeared to belong to a different category of logistical problem.

Its eyes fixed on us. Then it spoke. The voice was deep enough that the sound seemed to travel through the ground before reaching the ears.

“LEEAVE.”

A pause.

The dragon leaned slightly forward. “While I still allow it.”

Its gaze remained on us.

“This teerritory has been granteed to my daughter.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Steckdose
                        

                    

                    Structural Addendum:

Max Mustermann’s ongoing integration into this world remains an evolving process.

If there are environments, conflicts, or systemic failures you would like to see examined, they may be proposed below.

Excessive inefficiency is especially encouraged.
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What happens when a Miniature Builder gets thrust into a Monster Apocalypse with a Puppet-summoning skill?

“Turn my miniatures into real soldiers. Duh!” Said Adam Clay, Lord Commander of Earth, with a wide grin as he snapped with his fingers. Power-Armored Supersoldiers, Walker Crafts, War Machines, Stellar Arks, and Legions of Men-at-Arms all appeared around him in hordes, chanting the holy name of the Emperor of the Solarium.

But that’s a scene from the endgame, and here’s how it began…



What to Expect?

🦸🏻‍♂️ An MC with summoning power who grows from Weak to Strong. His summons are sometimes OP, though, especially his first.

👩‍❤️‍👨 Strong love interest. Adult themes included, but not Corn writing.

📖 A Progression LitRPG with Grimdark and Mature themes.

🎬 Action-packed, filled with group fights and tactical warfare.

🏰 Kingdom Building and Political Intrigue

🔮 A Rune-based magic system that tightens it all up.

💀 Inspired by WH40K’s energy, but its own beast entirely.




	💀 Warhammer 40000 💀
	☀️ Wartopia ☀️



	The Emperor, Primarch, Custodians, Space Marines, Guardsmen
	Sol Imperius, Solwoken, Companions, Star Paladins, Men-at-Arms



	Imperium of Man, Holy Terra, Warp, Machine Spirit
	Sacred Solar System (Solarium), Great Urd, Rift, Sacred Code



	Horus, Chaos, Tyranids, Orks
	Lucifer, Hell, Hivers, Gobzkin



	Lasgun, Promethium, Bolters, Chainsword
	Blazer, Scorchers, Sluggers, Sawblade



	💀: What time is it, brother?
	☀️: It’s Xenos killing time, brother.
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                I intended to respond. That was the plan, unfortunately the execution failed.

The dragon stood in front of us, massive, dark blue scales reflecting the fading light. Up close the size difference compared to the other dragon became even clearer. If the previous dragon had been a structural concern, this one qualified as an environmental condition.

My brain attempted to produce language.

Instead it produced silence. This had happened before.

The sensation resembled a bureaucratic process that had reached the final approval stage only to discover that the responsible official was currently on vacation.

Nicholas elbowed me sharply in the side. “Pull yourself together,” he muttered.

The interruption restarted several stalled cognitive processes.

I inhaled and after a moment I spoke. “We are not here to intrude.” The dragon’s eyes remained fixed on us. “We are here to speak with another dragon.”

The dragon lowered its head slightly. The movement alone generated enough air displacement to move dust along the ground.

Its voice followed. The sound felt less like hearing and more like standing too close to a large piece of machinery. “And you inteend to ignore my instruction to leave?” He paused. “Are you tired of living?”

My brain briefly reconsidered the advantages of silence. “No. We… We are here only to discuss several matters.”

“We have also brought a guest gift.” I turned toward Nicholas.

He looked at me as if I had just invented a completely new problem. Then he hurriedly reached into the bag and pulled out the sack of salt and the loaf of bread. He held them up.

The dragon stared.

For several seconds nothing happened. Then the dragon tilted its head slightly. “…Your traveel rations?” it said slowly. “You preesent your traveel rations as a gift?”

The dragon’s wings shifted. The ground beneath us began to vibrate.

“…You mock mee!” The wings spread wider. Wind surged around us.

Nicholas reacted immediately. “No!”

He raised both hands. “No mocking!” He pointed quickly at me. “The Analyzer!”

The dragon paused.

Nicholas continued speaking quickly.

“The little Analyzer! That’s what the other dragon calls him!”

“Little Analyzeer,” the dragon repeated slowly.

The words rolled out of its throat with the weight of something large and ancient evaluating a problem that had not appeared on its schedule.

Then it said, “Wait.”

For a moment there was only silence. The kind of silence that occurs when a system with overwhelming capacity pauses to determine whether it should remove a malfunction or merely observe it for further study.

The dragon remained motionless. Its eyes stayed on us.

After several seconds it spoke again.

“You are fortunate,” it said. “My daughter is currently not occupied.”

He paused.

“Otherwise this encounter might have ended differently.” It lifted its head slightly. “For now,” it continued, “you may enter.”

Then the wings unfolded. The movement displaced enough air to make several stones roll down the slope.

Without another word the dragon launched itself upward and flew back toward the cave above. Within seconds it disappeared into the darkness inside.

Nicholas stared at the empty air where the dragon had been. “…What,” he said slowly, “…was that?” He turned toward me. “What did he mean by that?”

“About being lucky that his daughter is not busy?”

“That sounds like the opposite of reassuring.”

“That interpretation is reasonable.”

Nicholas exhaled loudly. “We just got permission from something large enough to rearrange mountains.”

“Yes.”

“And that’s the part that worries you?”

“No. The worrying part is that there appear to be several dragons.”

Nicholas groaned quietly. “Of course there are.”

For a moment we both stood there. Breathing normally again required several attempts.

Eventually Nicholas gestured toward the steps. “Well,” he said, “let’s go.”

He began climbing the stairs.

I stepped next to them instead.

Nicholas noticed immediately. “Really?”

He looked down at me. “You stood in front of a dragon two minutes ago. And you’re about to meet several more.”

“Do you seriously believe these stairs are the greater danger?”

“Yes.”

“That is correct.”

He stared at me. “…You’re unbelievable.”

After a short distance I stopped.

 

Evaluated the slope.

Evaluated the steps.

Evaluated the probability of falling while climbing uneven stone in loose soil.

 

Then I moved onto the stairs.

Nicholas glanced sideways. “Well look at that,” he said.

“You’re adapting.”

“Today’s situation contains multiple high-risk variables,” I said.

“In such circumstances unnecessary risk reduction becomes advisable.”

Nicholas snorted. “That’s the longest sentence anyone has ever used to say ‘fine, I’ll use the stairs.’”

We continued climbing and after a short time we reached the top.

The cave entrance stood before us again. Large enough to comfortably store several logistical disasters.

 

We entered the cave.

The air inside had the same qualities as before: warm, dry, and faintly metallic. Sound traveled differently here. Footsteps echoed in a way that suggested the cave had been designed by geology rather than architecture.

After several minutes of walking, the tunnel opened again into the large chamber.

We stopped at the edge of it.

Three dragons were present. The black dragon sat where we had last seen him.

Next to him stood the dark blue dragon who had intercepted us outside. Up close, his size difference remained impressive. If the black dragon represented a strategic problem, the blue one represented a logistical category.

And then there was the third. Green. Lighter in build.

Not small—nothing in this cave qualified as small—but compared to the other two he resembled something less like a credit shark and more like a large, enthusiastic animal that had accidentally joined a council meeting.

The black dragon noticed us first.

“Little An-lyzer,” she said.

“What are yo- doing here?” She tilted her head slightly. “This is my territory.”

A pause.

“Or do yo- intend to withdraw from the agreement before the sev-n seasons have passed?”

I noticed my legs trembling. Not visibly enough to cause structural collapse, but enough to register internally as an undesirable variable.

I began speaking anyway.

“No. We come on behalf of the king. To discuss several recent developments and to ensure that our coexistence does not produce unnecessary complications for either—”

I stopped.

Nicholas looked at me. “What?”

I looked at his backpack.

Nicholas followed my gaze. Then he sighed. “…Right.”

He reached into the bag and pulled out the sack of salt and the loaf of bread.

I took them, walked several steps forward and placed both objects carefully on the ground.

Then stepped back again. “This is a guest gift,” I said. “For our neighbor. A welcome gesture. Salt represents preservation and bread represents sustenance.”

The green dragon spoke first. Her voice was unexpectedly gentle. “Ohoo, my my… it has been way too long since humans brought us tribute.”

The black dragon shifted slightly. A faint change appeared along the edges of her scales.

Nicholas leaned closer to me. “…Did that dragon just blush?”

The black dragon cleared his throat. “Very well,” she said. “What can I do for yo-? What is yo-r concern little An-lyzer?”

I stepped forward slightly. “We observed three dragons flying toward this territory yesterday.”

The black dragon listened without moving.

“As you can imagine,” I continued, “this development creates a certain degree of… discomfort. That is the most accurate term available.” I gestured lightly toward the cave. “We came to ask what the purpose of that visit was. And what intentions the other dragons had.”

Then I paused. Looked around the chamber again. “Also,” I added, “one of them appears to be missing.”

The black dragon watched me for a moment. “I see no reason to justify my movements to humans,” she said.

Then she tilted her head slightly. “But I will grant yo- an answer. A favor, little An-lyzer.”

She settled more comfortably against the stone.

“Since o-r last meeting yo- may have wondered why I accepted yo-r proposal. Yo- likely assumed it was because I was tired of fleeing. That is only half of the truth.”

She paused. “But it was not the only reason.”

The green dragon beside her immediately nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, yes,” she said. “Our darling is raising a hatchling.”

Nicholas blinked. “A… what?”

“A hatchling,” she repeated proudly. “A young and lovely little dragon.”

The black dragon continued. “Normally I co-ld simply cross continents if necessary. But my hatchling will not reach the age where it can fly independ-ntly for another six seasons. In that time… we need a place to stay.”

She looked directly at me. “So yo-r proposal arrived at an appropriate moment.”

I nodded slowly. “That explains the timing.”

There was a short pause. Then I asked, “And the third dragon that was seen yesterday?”

The black dragon answered immediately. “My broth-r. He is currently with the hatchling.”

The green dragon straightened visibly. “You should see our daughter,” she said.

“She is doing wonderfully. Such patience. Such strength. And imagine—” She looked delighted. “She even convinced humans to build a border around the territory for her.”

She shook her head proudly. “My my… That will be one of my proudest memories in centuries.”

The dark blue dragon shifted beside her. His voice cut through the moment. “Compose yourseelf.”

He glanced toward us. “Theese are still envoys of the eneemy. Whatever history our daughter has with theem does not change that.”

The green dragon shifted slightly.

The sound that followed was quiet by dragon standards, but carried the restrained irritation of someone forced to repeat something obvious.

In bureaucratic terms, it resembled the moment a senior official realizes the meeting will now take twice as long as planned.

“You are exaggerating,” she said to the blue dragon. “They have given our daughter a nest. A place where she can raise the hatchling.”

She gestured lazily toward the outside world. “They even built a wall. A wall so these so-called heroes do not come here again.”

Nicholas murmured quietly beside me. “A wall.” He glanced toward the cave entrance. “That rope wouldn’t stop a determined chicken.”

The green dragon continued, ignoring him. “And they brought tribute. To show respect to our daughter.”

She looked directly at the blue dragon. “So behave like a dragon.”

The blue dragon opened his mouth. Then stopped. A low rumble escaped him.

After a moment he lowered his head to the ground and closed his eyes. “Do whateveer you want,” he muttered.

The blue dragon remained silent.

I turned slightly back toward the black dragon. “There is still the matter of—”

Suddenly something moved behind us.

Fast.

From a smaller side tunnel deeper in the cave a shape burst into the chamber.

Small by dragon standards.

Which still meant it qualified as a mobile geological event.

The creature skidded across the stone floor, turned once, twice, then charged directly toward Nicholas.

Nicholas reached for his sword.

The sword remained inside the sheath.

This appeared to be an excellent example of the failure modes associated with unstandardized equipment.

The small dragon stopped directly in front of him.

 

Purple scales.

Large eyes.

Too many teeth for its current body size.

 

It let out what was probably intended to be a roar. The result resembled a heavily opinionated bark.

Then it leaned forward. Drool began falling from its mouth onto Nicholas.

Nicholas froze. “Help,” he said.

The hatchling placed one clawed foot on his chest. More drool followed.

Nicholas looked at me. “Help!”

I looked at the black dragon.

The blue one had opened one eye. His expression resembled a security officer evaluating whether an unfolding disaster was technically within his area of responsibility.

Before the black dragon could speak, the green dragon leaned forward. “My, our son should not fall asleep while watching over the hatchling,” she said.

“Ohoo my, my. It looks like our little hatchling likes you.” she said after watching the hatchling for a moment.

She sounded delighted. “Look at that. Our little one has found a new friend.”

The blue dragon opened his other eye now. He stared at Nicholas. The intensity of that stare suggested that if Nicholas made the wrong movement, several centuries of dragon patience might end abruptly.

Nicholas remained completely still.

From inside his armor came a faint sound suggesting that local atmospheric conditions had changed again.

I looked at the black dragon. “Could you perhaps—”

“We have more important matters,” she said. “These things happen. Let the yo-ng ones play.”

The blue one closed his eyes again.

Nicholas spoke through clenched teeth. “Play? You want me to play with it? Something like tag? That thing will destroy everything.” A pause. “And me first.”

I considered the situation.

Then I nodded toward him. “That would likely qualify as collateral damage.”

I turned back toward the black dragon. “Shall we return to the essential matter?”

“Will your kin remain here,” I asked, “or was this only a temporary visit? I require information for planning purposes.”

The black dragon exhaled slowly. “My family will rema-n,” she said, “at least until the hatchling can fly witho-t immediately falling o-t of the sky.”

She paused.

“After that… we will see. Other dragons may come. At the moment I cannot say. But it is likely.”

I tilted my head slightly. “And how do you reach that conclusion?”

The black dragon opened his mouth.

Before she could answer, the green dragon interrupted. “Oho, that part is simple,” she said brightly. “Stories travel faster than wings, you know? Many dragons already know that there is a kingdom where dragons are tolerated.”

She smiled in a way that was surprisingly warm for a creature capable of dissolving cities.

“And several of them are currently considering demanding the same arrangement in the lands where they live. Just like my dear daughter did.”

I made a brief internal note.

 

Expected outcome. Early-stage policy diffusion.

 

“That was predictable,” I said.

The black dragon continued. “Do not conc-rn yo-rself. Yo-r part is to keep your so-called heroes away from this territory. I will handle my own kind if any of them enter yo-r kingdom without reason.”

I considered that. “Understood. I will report that arrangement.”

“Then the essential questions are clarified. We will depart.” I nodded once.

The black dragon lifted her head slightly. “One moment. There is another issue.”

I waited.

“My hatchling cannot live only in this vall-y.”

She gestured slightly with one wing toward the barren land outside.

“There is nothing here. No forest, just a few animals and nothing grows. That may be acceptable for an ad-lt, but will not satisfy a yo-ng dragon.”

She paused.

“If we force the hatchling to rema-n here forever… it may eventually decide to explore on its own.”

I understood the implication immediately.

 

Uncontrolled juvenile dragon exploration.

Statistically undesirable.

 

“I will discuss this with the king,” I said. “And send a messenger with the answer.”

I hesitated briefly.

“One request. That messenger should not be attacked.”

The black dragon snorted. “That, little An-lyzer, will not be a problem.”

She glanced toward the blue dragon. “We can manage that.” Then she looked back at me. “How will we recognize this messeng-r?”

“He will wear a hat,” I said, “with a long feather.”

The black dragon nodded once. “Very well. Then I expect your answer.”

I inclined my head slightly. Then I turned toward Nicholas.

He had somehow managed to crawl out from beneath the hatchling.

The small purple dragon was now sitting on the ground enthusiastically chewing on the loaf of bread we had brought.

Nicholas stood slowly.

I said only one thing. “Let us leave.”

Nicholas nodded immediately. “Yes please, sounds good.”

We walked toward the cave entrance.

Behind us the green dragon called out cheerfully.

“Oh my, my. I suspect we will see each other again sooner than you expect.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Steckdose
                        

                    

                    Addendum

A reader previously suggested that Max should attempt recreational interaction with the black dragon.  

This proposal was evaluated.

The probability that such an activity would result in either (a) his immediate death or (b) a diplomatic incident capable of collapsing the current coexistence agreement was determined to be unacceptably high.

As a compromise solution, the dragon’s offspring has now been revealed instead. This option allows for limited observational interaction while maintaining a significantly lower risk of catastrophic consequences.

At present, the hatchling does not appear to possess an official designation.

Name suggestions may therefore be submitted below for further consideration.
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Alric wakes up in another world with all the usual assumptions already in place:

 a sword, a system menu, and the quiet expectation that he’ll start acting like a hero.

He doesn’t. Instead, he starts  paying attention.

Coins circulate too long to make sense.  

Measurements are imprecise.  

Beer is sour, but everyone drinks it anyway.  

As Alric tries to find his footing, he brings with him habits from a more systematic world:

Watching how things are done, tracking what’s missing, and assuming that inconsistencies point to underlying rules.

Progress is possible.

Improvement  is not always welcome.

 

Grab a cold one and
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                Nicholas stepped over the rope first.

The procedure required approximately the same effort as stepping over an enthusiastic garden hose.

I followed.

Nicholas turned back once more and looked at the line of wooden stakes and sagging rope behind us. “I still cannot believe,” he said, “that the dragon called this a wall.”

I glanced at it. From a structural perspective it resembled a boundary suggestion rather than an obstacle. “It fulfills the primary requirement,” I said.

“And that is?”

“It signals intent.”

Nicholas stared at the rope again. “That rope signals that someone owned rope.”

We walked a few more steps into the dead valley.

The sun had already sunk.

Nicholas looked up at the sky. “It’s late.”

He slowed down slightly. “Why didn’t we bring anything to camp?”

He gestured vaguely at the empty landscape. “Maybe we should just sleep out here, under the open sky. It’s not like there’s a tavern around and it seems like there will be no rain.”

I considered the suggestion.

Statistically speaking, sleeping outside in a dragon-adjacent region introduced several unacceptable risk factors. However, continuing to walk through the dark terrain while exhausted introduced different ones.

“That is acceptable.”

Nicholas blinked. “That was a surprisingly fast answer.”

“The available alternatives are limited.”

We walked a little farther until the ground flattened slightly.

Nicholas dropped down into the grass with the relieved movement of someone whose legs had officially declared bankruptcy.

I remained standing for a moment, scanning the environment out of habit.

 

No immediate threats present.

 

Then I sat down as well.

The wind moved quietly across the valley.

Eventually Nicholas lay back and looked up at the sky. “I still don’t get it,” he said.

“What?”

He turned his head toward me. “You.”

“That is a broad category.”

“You are terrified of crooked stairs, check chairs like they’re assassination attempts and nearly died of stress because of a badly balanced sign during vacation.”

I nodded. “Correct observations.”

He gestured at the ground beneath us. “But you have absolutely no problem sleeping outside. On grass. On dirt. Under the sky.”

He paused.

“How does that make sense?”

I considered the question carefully. “Risk categorization,” I said.

Nicholas frowned. “That isn’t helpful.”

I pointed at the ground. “This surface is stable. No structural collapse risk.” Then toward the open sky. “No ceiling. Therefore no ceiling failure.”

Nicholas stared at me.

Then he slowly covered his face with both hands. “So your explanation,” he said from behind his fingers, “is that the outdoors passes safety inspection.”

“Yes.”

He lowered his hands again. “That is the most disturbing thing you have said today.”

I lay back and looked at the sky.

For once there were no systems to evaluate. No structures to correct. Only darkness slowly replacing daylight.

Nicholas sighed beside me. “You know what the worst part is?”

“What?”

“I think I’m starting to understand you.”

“That is statistically likely,” I said.

After a while he spoke again.

“Don’t you think the dragons are… strange?”

“That is a wide category,” I said.

“I mean strange even for dragons.”

He turned his head toward me. “Dragons are supposed to eat anyone who gets close to them. But with you they talk like it’s the most normal thing in the world.”

I considered the observation. “The situation is unusual, but not illogical.”

Nicholas waited.

“They have a hatchling,” I continued. “They require stability. Stable actors are therefore useful. And currently we qualify as relatively stable actors.”

Nicholas squinted at me. “You’re saying they speak with you because you’re… predictable?”

“Yes.”

“That might be the least flattering compliment anyone has ever given himself.”

I continued looking at the sky.

“Also it is not only me,” I added, “the hatchling seemed to like you.”

Nicholas immediately lifted his head.

“No.”

“It does.”

“Never. That thing did not like me.”

He sat halfway up.

“That monster was seconds away from eating me. It stood on my chest. It even drooled on me like it was looking on food. That was not affection.”

I turned my head slightly toward him. “In its current developmental stage,” I said, “those behaviors are statistically compatible with curiosity.”

Nicholas stared at me. “You are translating attempted murder into childhood curiosity.”

“It did not bite you.”

“It tried.”

“But it did not.”

Nicholas thought about that. “Well,” he muttered, “at least it only drooled on me.”

We both looked up at the sky again.

The stars had become clearer now, scattered across the dark like small fixed points in an otherwise very poorly organized ceiling.

Nicholas exhaled slowly. “You know,” he said, “we started with evacuation routes.”

“Yes.”

“And somehow it ended with dragons, magical road builders, and me being used as a chew toy.”

“That is an accurate summary.”

He was quiet for another moment. “Living near you is exhausting.”

“That has been documented,” I replied.

Above us the stars continued their quiet, structurally reliable existence.

 

By early midday the village appeared again on the horizon.

Originally I had intended to continue directly to the castle.

Nicholas had expressed a different priority. According to him the earlier interaction with the hatchling had produced what he described as “internal environmental consequences” inside his armor. From a hygiene standpoint his request to wash before presenting himself at court was reasonable.

Therefore the plan was adjusted.

As we approached the village something immediately stood out.

 

Unorganized movement.

Structural panic.

 

People were moving through the streets quickly, voices carrying across the open spaces between the houses. Shouts overlapped with other shouts. Doors opened and closed in rapid succession.

Nicholas frowned. “Do you know what’s going on?”

“No,” I said. “I arrived here at exactly the same time you did.”

We continued forward.

Just as we entered the village a small mass collided with my torso.

A child.

The boy bounced backward and fell onto the dirt.

Nicholas immediately bent down and helped him back to his feet. “Hey, easy,” Nicholas said. “You alright?”

The boy nodded quickly. His hands were shaking.

Nicholas glanced around the street. “Do you know what’s happening here?”

The boy swallowed. “Mom… So she said to get Gramps.”

His voice trembled. “Goblins are near the village.”

Nicholas’s expression changed immediately. “What happened?” he asked.

The boy opened his mouth. Then stopped.

His eyes darted nervously down the road. “I have to get Gramps. Before they come back.”

Then the boy ran off again.

Nicholas watched him disappear between two houses.

I looked at Nicholas. “What are goblins?”

Nicholas exhaled slowly. “That’s not the right question.”

I waited.

“The right question,” he said, “is why they’re here.”

He rubbed his face. “Goblins are small creatures. Not very strong or smart.” He paused. “But they never come alone.”

I nodded. “Group behavior.”

“Exactly.”

He gestured toward the village around us. “If a kid gets sent to fetch his grandfather…”

His voice lowered slightly. “…that means the adults think they might intrude today.”

“What do—” I was interrupted. A hand grabbed my shoulder from behind.

“Good to see you here,” a voice said. “Come with me.”

I turned.

It was a baker.

He had flour on his sleeves and the expression of a man who had skipped several logical steps and arrived directly at urgency.

He was already pulling me forward. I decided to follow.

From a procedural standpoint, resisting a baker who clearly believed he was solving a problem would likely introduce unnecessary delays.

Nicholas hurried after us. “Where are we going?”

“To the village elder,” the baker said without slowing down.

After a short walk we reached a pasture beside the village. Several villagers stood near the fence. The cattle inside the enclosure were restless.

The village elder noticed me immediately. “Oh God,” he said, clearly relieved. “Good that you’re here.”

He gestured vaguely toward the pasture. “We did everything you told us to do to protect ourselves from the dragon. The paths, the evacuation routes, the barriers.”

Then he spread his hands helplessly.

“But that doesn’t seem to help against goblins. We didn’t do anything wrong, and still they came.”

Nicholas stepped forward slightly. “Let’s slow down for a moment,” he said calmly.

I looked at the elder. “What exactly happened?”

The elder nodded toward the pasture. “Early this morning,” he said, “goblins came through here. A dozen at least.”

“They got onto the pasture.”

He pointed at the open ground. “They grabbed livestock and dragged some of it away.”

I considered the situation.

“The current defensive measures were designed primarily for evacuation and structural safety,” I said. “Not for livestock predation.”

The elder looked uncertain. “So… we didn’t do something wrong?”

“No,” I said. “Just because something works against dragons does not mean it works against everything.”

That seemed to calm him slightly.

“I have no direct experience with goblins,” I added, “but I am familiar with a similar problem that happens often where I come from.”

Nicholas looked at me.

“When wolves attack livestock,” I continued, “the standard response includes several steps.”

I gestured toward the pasture. “First: livestock must be gathered more tightly during night hours. Second: perimeter visibility must be improved. Third: noise deterrents or movement signals should be installed along the boundary.”

Nicholas raised a hand. “Wolves are not goblins.”

“That is correct.”

“Goblins can open doors. Sometimes they use tools.”

I nodded. “Yes. That is a difference.”

Then I looked back at the elder.

“But at the moment this is the only structured response available.”

I glanced at Nicholas. “Unless you have a better suggestion.”

Nicholas opened his mouth and closed it. “…No,” he said.

For a short moment no one spoke.

Then Nicholas looked at me. “Is this even your field?” he asked. “Your… specialty.”

The word sounded like he was still unsure whether such a concept actually applied to me.

I considered the question. “My area of responsibility,” I said, “is generally the safety of other people.”

Nicholas nodded slowly. “That part sounds familiar.”

I continued. “Which also means I understand very precisely how safety can fail.”

The village elder looked between us. “So what does that mean?” he asked cautiously. “You want us to fight them?”

“No,” I said.

“We will let the environment fight them.”

The elder blinked. “I’m not sure I understand.”

He pointed toward the pasture fence. “Bells, the noise traps, the empty cans on the rope… I understand those. They tell us earlier when something happens. But that doesn’t stop the goblins. That just warns us about the problem.”

I nodded. “That is correct. Those are detection systems. What we need now are… interaction systems.”

The elder looked even more confused. “How exactly do you imagine that?”

“We will build structures,” I said, “that are intentionally badly designed.”

Nicholas stared at me. “Intentionally badly designed?”

“Yes.”

“Improvised constructions whose structural failure is predictable.”

Nicholas blinked slowly. “So your plan,” he said, “is to build unsafe things on purpose?”

“Yes.”

“And let them collapse?”

“Correct.”

Nicholas rubbed his face. “So basically you want to build your so feared handrails with sharp corners everywhere.”

“That is not the objective.”

The elder raised a hand.

“I’m lost.”

“What are the goblins’ traits?”

Nicholas thought for a moment.

“Goblins are… small. They move quickly and they can climb. They even squeeze through small openings to reach their goal.”

 

In conclusion: they rely on balance and movement.

 

The village elder watched me carefully now.

“So,” I said, “we create obstacles that appear climbable… but collapse under their weight.”

I picked up a small stick from the ground and drew a quick diagram in the dirt. “Light wooden frames. Loose boards. Rotating bars. Unstable ladders.”

Nicholas looked at the sketch. “You’re building traps.”

“No,” I said.

“Traps require precision. These will simply be… unreliable.”

The elder slowly nodded. “You mean they’ll try to climb them… and fall.”

“Yes. Repeatedly.”

Nicholas stared at me. “You’re weaponizing bad construction.”

“That is one interpretation.”

The elder scratched his beard. “And this will stop them?”

“No,” I said. “But it will slow them. And creatures that rely on speed tend to reconsider plans that repeatedly fail.”

Nicholas sighed. “You are the only person I know who solves problems by making things worse.”

I stood up. “Correct. Now we need wood.”

The village elder nodded immediately. “I’ll gather the others,” he said. “Everyone who can work.”

He began pointing toward the village while already turning to leave. “We’ll bring planks. Wood. Whatever we have. For the pasture. And around the village. I’ll also have ropes stretched between posts. Pots, bells, anything that makes noise. That way we’ll at least hear them coming.”

He took two quick steps away. Then he stopped and turned back. “But…” he said slowly, “I don’t think we can gather that much material quickly enough.”

I considered the situation.

He was correct. Resource availability in rural settlements tended to be optimized for survival, not rapid construction of intentionally unstable defensive systems.

“That assessment is accurate,” I said.

Internally I began reorganizing the plan.

 

Constraint: limited materials.

Constraint: limited time.

Constraint: high uncertainty regarding goblin behavior.

 

Nicholas spoke before I could finish the adjustment. “What if we bring the mages from the road construction?”

I looked at him.

“And the road workers,” he added. Then he muttered under his breath, “Although they probably don’t know how to build fences.”

I nodded. “That is an excellent suggestion.”

Nicholas looked surprised.

“In fact,” I continued, “their lack of fencing expertise is beneficial.”

“Why?”

“Because the objective is unreliable construction.”

Nicholas blinked. “Yeah… Right. That was my idea behind it.”

I turned back to the village elder. “You gather workers and materials. Wood, boards, posts, rope. And set up noise lines with pots or metal pieces.”

He nodded.

Then I pointed at Nicholas.

“You will bring the mages and the road builders here.”

Nicholas sighed. “I had a feeling that was going to be my job.”

“That feeling was correct.”

After they left I reorganized my thoughts.

I took out my notebook. There were situations that required documentation. This qualified.

I leaned against one of the pasture posts and began writing.

 

To His Majesty,

Due to an emerging security risk at the settlement near the Northern Lane, my report will be delayed.

The village is currently experiencing goblin incursions targeting livestock.

Immediate mitigation measures are being organized on-site.

Recommendation: begin assembling individuals with relevant authority for rapid decision-making once the situation here stabilizes.

Further documentation will follow.

—Max Mustermann

 

I closed the notebook.

For a moment I stood still.

The pasture was quiet again, but the cattle were not calm. They shifted uneasily inside the enclosure, moving in small circles as if the memory of the morning’s intrusion had not yet been fully processed.

I looked at the fence.

Then at the ground.

Then back at the animals.

Only then did I notice that my hands were shaking. Not violently, just noticeably.

The sensation reminded me of a structure beginning to resonate under stress—small oscillations spreading through the frame before anyone officially declares a problem.

I watched my hands for a moment. Then I looked back at the pasture.

And quietly said: “I never expected that one day I would not only tolerate bad construction…”

“…but deliberately create it.”
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                Some time passed.

Nicholas returned first, slightly ahead of the others. Behind him came the mages, the road workers, and roughly two dozen villagers who had decided, either out of duty or poor judgment, to assist.

I observed the group.

The composition resembled an emergency assembly of incompatible systems: high-efficiency specialists, physically exhausted labor units, untrained volunteers, some children and one individual tasked with coordination without formal authority. In other words: functional, but only under very specific conditions.

Nicholas approached me. “We’re here,” he said. “What exactly are we doing? What’s the plan?”

I looked at the group again—faces, expressions, uncertainty, tension, expectation—then scanned the surroundings.

I considered the situation. “At first the children need to be moved away from here.”

Nicholas blinked. “That’s your first step?”

“Yes.”

I looked at the gathered villagers. “What we are about to construct…” I paused briefly, “…is not suitable for observation by developing minds.”

Nicholas frowned slightly. “What does that mean?”

“It means,” I said, “I do not want children to assume that what we are about to build is an acceptable standard.”

A few of the villagers exchanged glances.

I continued. “Nor should they learn that unstable structures are a valid solution.”

Nicholas exhaled slowly. “You’re about to build something truly terrible, aren’t you?”

“Unfortunately.”

I looked at the group again. “Therefore: remove the children. Immediately.”

Two men reacted after they exchanged a brief look. They began moving through the gathered villagers, calling the children together.

“Come on,” one of them said. “All of you! We will bring you to the village.”

“This is not a place for you right now,” the other added.

The children did not comply quietly. Voices rose immediately. Complaints and protests, small arguments breaking out in multiple directions at once.

“That’s… just not fair!”

“We want to help!”

“I can carry things!”

One of the men gently pushed a group of them toward the road. “Later,” he said. “You can help later.”

A boy suddenly pulled himself free, somehow he twisted out of the other man’s grip, stumbled forward, then ran directly toward me. “I can help!”

He stopped in front of me, breathing quickly. “This… This is my home too!” he said loudly. “Not just yours!”

I looked down at him. “The most effective contribution you can make,” I said, “is to allow the adults to work without additional variables.”

His face tightened. “That’s not helping! I can help too! Let me prove it!”

Nicholas stepped in. “Heyhey,” he said, raising both hands slightly.

He crouched down a little so he was closer to the boy’s height. “Listen,” he said, “we’re about to build things we haven’t even built ourselves yet.”

He glanced briefly at me and after a moment back at the boy. “So… how about this: Why don’t you take the other kids…”

He pointed toward the village. “…and set up noise traps everywhere together with the weaker adults, they definitely need your help. You could make ones made of strings with bells or old cans. Anything that makes sound.”

The boy frowned. “No! That’s not it! How is that supposed to help?”

Nicholas nodded toward the pasture. “We’ll make sure the goblins don’t take the cattle again,” he said. “You and the others make sure everyone knows if they’re coming into your village.”

He tapped lightly against his own ear. “If something moves— everyone will be able to hear it. That’s almost more important than what we’re doing here.”

The boy hesitated.

Then he looked at Nicholas. “…Is that true?”

Nicholas nodded once. “Yeah. Are you able to do this?”

The boy turned toward me.

“Knowing when danger appears is, in fact, a critical factor in survival probability.”

The boy opened his mouth. Stopped, turned and ran back toward the others.

“I guess… We’ll do it!” he shouted. “We’ll make sure everyone knows when it gets dangerous!”

The other children picked up the energy immediately. Voices rose again and this time with admirable structure.

Nicholas gave me a short nod.

I returned it.

“Now that the safety of the children’s growth has been ensured,” I said, “we begin.”

I looked at the group. “Based on the reports, the goblins did not behave tactically. No coordinated attack. No structured assault.”

I waited for a moment.

“They were collecting food.”

“Yeah,” Nicholas said. “They usually go for food first. Only after a few times they start testing the settlements.”

A few of the villagers nodded.

“That suggests repetition. Even if we do not know the total number, it is statistically reasonable to assume that a similar group size will return for the same purpose.”

I let that settle. Then I raised my voice slightly. “Those of you with experience in construction step forward. And those without should separate.”

After a short moment of hesitation they started moving.

The group divided.

A smaller number stepped forward, with people who had clearly worked with tools before. The rest formed a second group, this group was larger. Much larger.

From an observational standpoint, the distribution resembled a system where theoretical capability significantly exceeded practical implementation.

I pointed at the smaller group. “You. You will build ladders.”

They looked confused at each other.

“Not large ones,” I continued. “Approximately this height.” I gestured with my hand. “Five steps. The fifth step must be slightly higher. Approximately three finger-widths above the standard spacing.”

They stared at me.

One of them frowned. “…What is that supposed to do?” He crossed his arms. “We are building ladders for the goblins now… Are you kidding us?”

I nodded slightly.

“In a sense.”

They were even more confused now.

“Goblins are fast,” I said. “Agile, so they rely on rhythm and repetition of movement.”

I tapped one of the fence posts.

“Any deviation from expected spacing interrupts that rhythm. At speed, even small inconsistencies reduce balance. There is a reason step distances are standardized where I come from.”

One of the men stared at me. “…Are you insane? That isn’t going to… That won’t do anything!”

Another said: “He is right! I might as well build a ramp and saw into the wood randomly.”

I considered this and nodded. “Perfect.”

He blinked.

“That is now your assignment. You will build unstable ramps. Partial cuts. Controlled weaknesses.”

He stared at me like I had personally offended his entire profession.

I pointed back to the others. “The rest of you continue with ladders. But ensure variation. Each ladder should differ slightly. Feet at different angles. Occasional uneven step heights. Some steps slightly tilted. Most acceptable. Some not.”

They exchanged looks filled with confusion and concern.

Nicholas sighed. “He knows what he’s doing,” he glanced at me. “Remember he negotiated with the dragon.” He looked back at the workers. “So goblins shouldn’t be that big of a problem.” Then, quieter:“…I hope.”

There was a brief silence.

Then movement. Tools were picked up. Voices rose again, filled with orders, questions, complaints.

They went toward a growing pile of wood formed nearby, brought in by additional villagers who had begun transporting materials in the meantime.

I turned toward the mages. “And you,” I said, “will construct walls.”

They looked at me.

“From earth,” I added. “Similar to road construction. Only vertical.”

One of the mages spoke up. “So you’re saying we should just raise walls everywhere?” He frowned. “We don’t have unlimited mana reserves. We cannot just build twenty walls.”

He gestured toward the field. “And if we did, then why would we need ladders at all? They wouldn’t get in.”

I shook my head. “No. The walls must not be effective barriers.” That got their attention. “They should not exceed chest height. They do not need to be thick.”

I observed them for a moment.

“And it is preferable if they collapse.”

There was silence.

I became aware of my heartbeat. It had increased. The sensation resembled a system being pushed beyond optimal load conditions—still functional, but approaching a threshold where stability becomes… negotiable.

The mage looked at me for a moment.

“…We could do that,” he said slowly. “But I don’t see how that helps.”

I tried to regain my inner structure and succeeded partially. I nodded. “That is expected.”

Then I explained. “Small, irregular walls create movement interruptions. They force changes in direction. They break line-of-sight continuity. They reduce speed.” I gestured toward the workers. “Combined with unstable ladders and unreliable ramps… they create a layered environment of failure.”

“Fast-moving individuals rely on consistency. Consistency enables speed. Remove consistency… and speed becomes a liability. If every second step behaves differently… they lose rhythm… and with it, control.”

I pointed at the ground. “If the walls collapse occasionally… that introduces unpredictability. Unpredictability reduces confidence. That will lower their momentum. And momentum is required for coordinated group movement.”

The mage exchanged a few quiet words with the others. They nodded.

“Alright,” one said. “We can do that.” He looked at me. “Where exactly do you want these walls?”

I answered immediately. “Around the whole field. At least partially, we need them around the central area. And after that in intervals. Approximately every one and a half to two meters.”

I looked at him. “Is that feasible?”

He nodded. “We’ll manage.”

Then he smirked slightly. “And what if our mana control gets worse over time…”

Another mage added, “Then the quality drops.”

He tilted his head. “That would be beneficial, wouldn’t it?”

My heartbeat increased further. My legs registered the situation as questionable. The sensation resembled a support structure reconsidering its commitment to vertical alignment.

“Y… Yes” I said. “That would be… operationally advantageous.”

I closed my eyes for a moment and waited until the internal oscillation reduced to an acceptable level.

Then I opened them again and turned toward the largest group—the untrained, the majority.

“And you,” I said, “will handle simpler tasks.”

Several of them straightened slightly.

“Those of you who believe you possess some degree of self taught craftsmanship will build small rotating platforms.”

They looked at each other. Confusion remained consistent.

“You will use old wheels,” I continued. “Place them on the ground so that any load applied causes rotational movement.” I gestured downward. “On the upper surface, attach planks so that when stepped on, the structure appears stable… until it is not.”

A few nodded slowly—not because they understood, but because they had accepted that understanding was optional.

“The rest of you,” I continued, “take shovels. Dig shallow holes. Not deep. Approximately one hand-width. Place them at irregular intervals.”

I paused.

“Ensure you do not fall into them yourselves.”

That seemed to concern them more than the goblins.

“Others will take leftover planks,” I added. “Small pieces. Insert them diagonally into the ground, partially exposed, so that rapid movement increases the likelihood of collision.”

One of the villagers opened his mouth, then closed it again. The decision process was visible. Conclusion: not worth asking.

They moved. Some moved faster, some slower, a few more cautiously than others.

Then a smaller group remained. Younger. Uncertain.

One of them stepped forward. “We started apprenticeships,” he said. “But we’re not finished yet.” He hesitated. “So… we’re not really part of either group.”

I nodded. “Perfect.”

They looked at me.

“You will build,” I said, “to the best of your ability.”

They stared at me, while the confusion increased.

Nicholas looked at me. “Why them? Why should they try to build something properly?”

“When apprentices attempt construction without full understanding the result is structurally unreliable by default.”

Nicholas nodded slowly. “…Makes sense.”

One of the young men stiffened immediately. “Eyo, what is that supposed to mean?” He stepped forward slightly. “You think we can’t build anything properly? Is that it? Mh? Just because we’re not masters yet—”

Another apprentice placed a hand on his shoulder. “Do you… do you remember last week?” she said calmly. “When you tried to install that strange window?”

He stopped, opened his mouth, closed it again and muttered something under his breath.

“…Fine.”

He looked back at the group. “Let’s just get started.”

And with that, they moved reluctantly, but moving nonetheless.

Nicholas looked around. Everyone was moving now, they were all failing in controlled ways.

Then he looked back at me. “So what am I supposed to do?” he asked. “Everyone has something to do. I’m just… standing here.”

I considered that.

Then I reached for my notebook again.

“You will need to find someone,” I said, “who can deliver this message to the king, they should not go alone. Traveling alone under current conditions is not advisable.”

I opened the notebook, carefully removed the page I had written earlier, and handed it to him.

Nicholas took it. “As long as I don’t have to run the entire way myself,” he said, “I’ll handle it.”

“That is acceptable.”

He turned slightly, already scanning for someone suitable.

Nicholas glanced back at me. “Why didn’t you just build proper traps?” he asked. “Real ones. You know… the kind that actually catch something.”

I looked at him. “I do not know how to build traps.”

He blinked. “You don’t—”

“No. I know how to build things correctly. And I know how things fail when they are not built correctly. But traps require intentional harm design. That is outside my area of expertise.”

Nicholas frowned. “But where you come from… surely someone knows how to do that.”

“ That is true. They are in a different department.”

He stared at me. “There’s a department for that?”

“Yes.”

“And you’re not part of it?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because in my world,” I said, “my responsibility is to prevent accidents. Not to design them.”

Nicholas considered that. “…That makes sense… Somehow.”

Nicholas watched the field for a moment—structures forming that seemed to contradict the concept of structure itself.

“…Why are we doing it like this?” he asked. “Couldn’t we just build something proper?” he continued. “A real fence. A solid wall. Something… reliable.”

I considered the question.

“In theory,” I said, “yes.”

Nicholas waited.

“In practice, no.”

He frowned. “Why not?”

“Reliable construction requires consistency,” I said. “Consistency requires training. Training requires time.” I gestured toward the villagers. “Observe them.”

Nicholas did.

“Most of them have no formal experience,” I continued. “Even those who do require coordination to produce uniform results.”

He crossed his arms slightly. “So?”

“So teaching them to build something reliable would take longer than the time available.”

Nicholas glanced back at the field. “And this doesn’t?”

“No.”

I shook my head slightly. “Unreliable construction does not require precision, standardization or understanding.”

I paused.

“It only requires effort.”

Nicholas stared at me for a moment. “…So your solution is to remove the need for skill entirely.”

“Temporary.”

“…That’s somehow worse than I expected.”

“That has been noted. Do situations like this occur frequently?”

He let out a quiet breath. “Not like this… Usually there are precautions. Some basic defenses or watch posts. Maybe a few trained guards.” He glanced toward the villagers behind him. “But this is a small, remote village. There are no real soldiers here. Most people who live here…”

He paused.

“…have never had to fight anything more dangerous than bad weather.”

I nodded. “That limits response capability.”

“Exactly.” He leaned back slightly against one of the wooden beams.

“And the usual methods against goblins?”

“They don’t really work here.”

I tilted my head. “Why?”

“Because those methods assume trained people,” Nicholas said. “People who can hold a line. People who don’t panic when something small and fast runs at them in the dark.” He gestured vaguely outside. “Goblins don’t fight fair. They swarm. They come from angles you didn’t plan for. They don’t care about formation.”

He shook his head. “And this place…”

He pointed toward the village. “There’s no proper wall. Because it’s just a village. Everything here is… improvised. Built for living. Not for defending.”

I looked toward the villagers. After a moment I looked back at him.

“That explains the vulnerability.”

Nicholas nodded. “Yeah.”

He exhaled slowly and rubbed the back of his neck. “I mean… with some planning,” he said, “we probably could’ve built a proper fence. Or even a real wall around the village.” He glanced toward the fields. “Or brought in a few guards. People who actually know what they’re doing.”

He looked quietly onto the ground for a moment.

“But no one expected this to happen here.”

He shook his head slightly. “You saw how people reacted. That was just livestock getting taken.” He looked at me. “That wasn’t even an attack on the village itself.”

Another short pause.

“And still…” he muttered, “…half of them didn’t know whether to run, hide, or grab a pitchfork.” He leaned back against the wall again. “This place was never meant to deal with something like this. Even if it looks small in comparison to the dragon.”

I considered the new attained information and looked across the field. Structures were forming. If the term “structure” was applied generously.

Ladders with inconsistent geometry, ramps with intentional weaknesses, walls that had no intention of remaining upright, rotating platforms, holes, diagonal hazards.

An entire environment designed to fail.

It was… effective.

But visually… My vision shifted.

The scene in front of me lost definition, like a poorly maintained lens attempting to process too much information at once.

The sensation was familiar.

System overload.

Nicholas’s voice cut through it. “Hey? Are you okay?”

The field tilted slightly. Or I did. I was not able to categorize the situation.

“Max?”

His voice was closer now. “Max!”

The unstructured structures in front of me dimmed.

Then disappeared.

 

The first thing I registered was a wooden, uneven, and structurally questionable ceiling, but currently stable.

Then Nicholas came into focus.

He was crouching next to me. “Good,” he said immediately. “You’re awake.”

“We moved you into the barn next to the field.” He exhaled. “I was starting to get worried.” He leaned a little closer. “You alright? Do you need water?”

I processed the situation.

 

Location change.

Horizontal position.

No immediate threat.

 

“What… What time is it?” I asked.

“Shortly after nightfall,” Nicholas said.

I shifted slightly and looked past him.

Several villagers were sitting further back in the barn, covered in dirt, clothes carrying the visible history of recent labor.

Their posture suggested exhaustion combined with readiness.

Each of them held something: a sword, a spear, a pitchfork—tools reassigned to new purposes.

From an observational standpoint, the group resembled a collection of non-standardized defensive units operating under shared uncertainty.

I looked back at Nicholas. “Did you finish?”

He grinned. “We successfully did not finish,” he said. “Exactly like you wanted.”

I nodded once. “Acceptable.”

I was about to say something else. Then I heard the sound coming from outside.

A small, irregular sound.

A bell.
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                Nicholas moved first, slowly and carefully, and the others followed. No one stood upright anymore. Step by step they lowered themselves until every movement became controlled and deliberate. Some crawled toward the openings facing the field.

Windows would be too generous a term. They were just gaps left in the wall on purpose.

I moved as well. The floor beneath my hands was rough. It consisted of dry straw mixed with compressed dirt, the kind of surface that punished careless movement. Voices stayed low, barely contained.

“I never thought I’d see something like this…” someone whispered.

Another answered, “Let’s see if it actually works.”

A woman’s voice cut in immediately, sharper, “Shut up you idiots before they hear us.”

By the time Nicholas and I reached one of the openings, the space was already occupied. We shifted slightly, adjusted our position, careful not to make unnecessary noise. Then we looked outside.

There was movement. A group of roughly twelve goblins. Small, quick, restless. At first glance uncoordinated, but still moving in the same direction.

They approached the field.

Toward the structures.

Seven walls had been raised—each one different, each one unstable. Between them stood ladders, ramps, rotating platforms. Nothing uniform. Nothing reliable. Every piece designed to fail just enough.

I watched them advance, then said quietly, “I am aware that this approach may be… ethically questionable.”

Nicholas let out a strained grin beside me. “What’s questionable is whether this works.”

The first goblin reached the structures in seconds.

It went straight for the nearest ladder, jumping onto it and climbing with the kind of speed that suggested this was not unfamiliar terrain. Its movement was efficient, almost mechanical in rhythm, step after step in perfect sequence, until it reached the final rung.

That rung was slightly higher.

Its foot hit it at the wrong angle.

The rhythm broke, just for a brief part of a second—not enough to stop it.

The goblin wavered briefly, corrected immediately, pushed off, and cleared the wall. The landing was less stable than it should have been, but sufficient. It continued running without pause.

My focus shifted.

The next goblin followed another path, another ladder, same speed.

But this time the structure failed earlier.

Halfway up, the second rung snapped.

The sound was dry and predictable—the kind of failure that had been designed, not discovered. The goblin lost its balance instantly. There was no recovery. The upward motion turned into uncontrolled forward momentum.

Its head struck the wall.

Then it fell.

My eyes moved on.

Another goblin had already passed the first two walls. Either it had chosen a better route or simply benefited from statistical variance. It approached one of the ramps.

It ran up.

Nothing happened.

The ramp held.

It crossed without interruption and continued forward as if the system did not exist.

Behind it, another goblin followed.

This time, the ramp reacted.

It shifted slightly, barely enough to not collapse, but enough to destabilize. The surface moved under its weight just enough to disrupt the expected feedback from the ground.

Under normal conditions, that would have been irrelevant. At speed, it was critical.

The goblin’s foot landed incorrectly.

Its center of balance shifted.

It stumbled, arms flailing briefly as it tried to correct.

For a moment, failure seemed certain.

Then it recovered and made it over the wall—but slower, less controlled, and significantly less confident.

I continued observing.

Every structure removed a fraction of certainty, of control and of speed— individually insignificant, collectively disruptive.

The pattern was forming exactly as intended: Loss of rhythm.

I shifted my focus again.

One of the goblins had already made it far deeper into the field, he was on the wall to the fifth layer.

It dropped down from the previous obstacle and landed low, absorbing the impact in a crouch. For a moment, it stayed there, still, scanning. Its head moved in short, sharp, evaluating and recalculating movements.

Then it saw a ramp.

A clear path.

It moved immediately.

Acceleration.

Commitment.

Its movement suggested confidence had returned—partial system recovery after earlier disruptions.

Then its foot hit the ground and the ground disagreed. A shallow depression—one of the small, irregular holes.

Not deep enough to trap, but perfectly placed to interrupt.

Its forward motion collapsed into itself. The leg dipped unexpectedly, the body followed, and the entire movement chain failed at once. It pitched forward and hit the ground face-first with the kind of abruptness normally reserved for structural miscalculations.

It lay there for a fraction of a second.

Then it pushed itself up and screamed.

“ᔑᓵ⍑ᔑ∷ᔑ⍑!! ᒷリᓵ⍑ᔑリℸ ̣ !!”

The sound cut through the field.

Not pain alone.

Anger.

Confusion.

Behind it, several goblins that had already reached the fourth layer slowed—then stopped.

Not completely, but they hesitated. Their rhythm was disrupted.

For the first time, they were no longer just running.

Another goblin shouted back. “ᓭᒷリᔑᔑ! ⊣𝙹∷∷ᔑ ∷ᔑᓵℸ ̣ !!”

The language meant nothing to me, but the structure of the exchange was clear.

Coordination.

The goblins in front of the fifth layer slowed and then stopped almost entirely, waiting. The ones behind began to catch up, except for two whose earlier attempts had demonstrated a mismatch between their speed and the environment. Those two had moved too fast for the system, too fast to adapt.

The rest adjusted. They arrived more slowly now, more cautiously.

They gathered, clustered.

The goblin at the fifth layer, the one that had fallen, stood again and shouted something louder this time. “ᔑ⍑ᓵᒷℸ ̣ ! ᒷᓭᓭᔑ! ⊣𝙹!”

Three goblins broke away from the group. They moved back, toward one of the ladders. One of them climbed it carefully, testing.

The ladder held.

He climbed down again. Then two of the three lifted it together.

 

Transport.

Adaptation phase confirmed.

 

They carried the ladder fast back toward the others waiting near the fifth layer. They positioned it, set it up and all except one climbed over the wall.

One goblin remained above, already on the wall. It called down. “ᓭ⍑ᔑ! ᓵ∷ᔑ!”

The goblin below responded by pushing the ladder upward slightly, stabilizing it. It held its position, anchoring it as best as possible.

The goblin above grabbed the other side and then it dropped. The intention was clear.

 

Lever principle.

An attempt to convert height into distance.

 

The structure disagreed. The ladder broke in the middle. Catastrophically.

The goblin using it as leverage lost all support instantly and fell flat onto its back.

The impact was heavy, which was confirmed by the sound coming from the goblin. It screamed. “⍑ᔑᔑᔑ—!!”

The first goblin—the one that had reached the fifth layer earlier—stepped forward.

Without hesitation, it kicked the fallen one once, hard, then pointed forward. “ᓵ∷ᔑ! ⊣𝙹! ⊣𝙹!!”

The message required no translation. Continue.

A hand touched my shoulder. Unexpected. Sudden.

My body reacted before analysis could begin. The sensation resembled an unsecured component being struck during operation—an immediate spike in internal stress levels, followed by a rapid attempt to stabilize.

I turned and looked into Nicholas’ face.

He was leaning closer than before, his voice low. “They’re adapting,” he muttered. His eyes stayed fixed on the field. “They… They’re learning faster than they should.”

I followed his gaze.

The pattern had changed: Less chaos, more structure, iteration in real time.

“Yes,” I said quietly. “That is… not optimal.”

My attention returned to the goblins.

Not a shift, more a forced realignment of focus, like a system being redirected toward the highest-priority failure point.

I located the one that appeared to be leading them. Its movements were different now. More deliberate and more aggressive.

It gestured wildly, issuing commands the others reacted to without hesitation.

Two goblins moved into position in front of it, crouched slightly and braced themselves.

The leader stepped onto them. A crude but effective solution. It launched upward. Hands reached the top of the wall, grabbed it, but then—

Then failure.

The wall gave way instantly. The entire section collapsed with it.

The leader disappeared with the debris and landed on the other side.

For a moment there was stillness.

Then reaction. Some of the goblins cheered, with a sharp, chaotic burst of sound. “ᓵᔑ! ⊣𝙹! ⊣𝙹!”

They rushed forward, moving through the newly created opening. Others hesitated, then approached more cautiously.

On the other side, the leader stood up. He was unharmed, but visibly angry.

It turned back toward them and shouted. “∷ᔑ! ∷ᔑ!!”

One of the hesitant goblins approached it carefully with lowered shoulders and slow steps. It reached out and touched the leader lightly on the shoulder.

The response was immediate. A backhand strike. The smaller goblin was knocked aside.

The leader shouted again, way louder this time. Then it reached up to its neck, grabbed something that resembled a chain with a red crystal, tore it free, and threw it to the ground.

The crystal shattered on impact.

A red, dense glow appeared.

Smoke rose from the shards, thick and fast, climbing into the air in a straight column.

I kept my eyes on the rising red smoke. “What is that signal for?” I asked.

Beside me, Nicholas tensed. “Well… I don’t know,” he said more quietly. “I’ve never heard of goblins doing something like this.”

He hesitated.

“The only reason someone would carry a crystal like that would be—” He didn’t finish the sentence.

Something was approaching. At first it was just movement in the air, something small and fast. Then the shape became clearer as it descended toward the field.

A humanoid figure, but far too small.

A woman with little horns in miniature form, hovering with small black wings as if flight was less effort and more habit.

She slowed as she reached the goblins, remaining just above the ground. Her gaze moved across the field, taking in the obstacles, the collapsed section of the wall, and the goblin still lying on the ground.

Then she laughed. A light, almost playful sound. “Ehehehehee…”

Behind me, the villagers reacted immediately.

The tension broke into visible fear. One of them dropped straight to the ground and began whispering rapidly, hands clasped, asking for mercy from anything that might be listening.

The goblin leader shouted at the winged figure, his voice sharp and demanding.

She tilted her head slightly, then shook it. She raised her hand and rubbed her thumb and index finger together in a slow, deliberate motion.

The leader pointed at the injured goblin on the ground.

She looked at it, then shook her head again. Her attention shifted to the others. The goblins nearest to her instinctively stepped back, creating space without needing to be told.

The leader reacted immediately. He moved through them, grabbed two goblins by their heads, and dragged them forward before throwing them down next to the injured one. The impact was rough and careless.

He pointed at them, shouting again, louder this time, more insistent.

The winged figure watched for a moment. Then she nodded once, with a small, almost satisfied motion.

She snapped her fingers.

A parchment appeared in the air, hovering in front of the goblin leader as if it had always been there.

The leader stepped forward, spat into his hand, and pressed it firmly against the parchment, leaving behind a crude mark.

The figure’s smile widened. “Ehehehehe…”

She seemed amused and snapped her fingers again, the three goblins changed gradually.

I focused on them.

Their skin began to lose color, like pigment being removed from a surface layer by layer as if whatever defined them as living matter was being systematically withdrawn.

Muscle and volume reduced in a way that did not follow biological rules. It resembled a structure losing internal support, similar to something collapsing inward without external force.

Within seconds, what had been three goblins were just grey and shriveled remains.

I did not comment. There was no useful classification for what I had just observed.

Then the environment changed. Across the field, the walls began to fail. Large sections gave way, breaking open into wide gaps. What had been a sequence of obstacles became a continuous passage. A path formed through all layers, from the outer boundary directly toward the center of the field. Our structures were repurposed.

This was not a failure mode I recognized.

The winged woman laughed again. “Ehehehee…” Then she rose into the air and left, disappearing as suddenly as she had arrived.

The goblin leader turned to the others and shouted. “⊣𝙹! ᓵ∷ᔑ! ⊣𝙹!!”

The other goblins moved immediately, through the newly opened path, straight toward the livestock in the center of the field.

Beside me, Nicholas shifted. “We need to tell someone,” he said quietly, tension clear in his voice. “Now.”

“I do not yet fully understand what that was,” I replied. “I understand the urgency. But acting without understanding introduces additional risk.” I kept my eyes on the field. “We wait. Until the area is clear. Anything else would be unsafe.”

Nicholas inhaled sharply, clearly wanting to argue, then stopped. “…This is worse than we thought,” he muttered.

By now, the goblins had reached the livestock.

They moved quickly, efficiently and without hesitation.

Groups formed: One group of four, one group of three.

Each lifted an entire animal overhead. The leader walked alone and held one leg above his head. The smaller group carried the rest of the animal. Then they turned and ran, back the way they had come.

The field fell quiet again.

For a few moments after the goblins disappeared, nothing happened. No one moved. No one spoke.

Then the silence broke abruptly.

Voices rose all at once, overlapping without structure, like a system receiving too many inputs at the same time.

“That isn’t natural!”

“That thing shouldn’t be here!”

“If the heavens wanted to punish us, they wouldn’t do it like this!”

Blame required a target and it quickly found one. A man turned toward me, his face tightened by fear that had converted into anger. “This is your fault!” he shouted. “Ever since you came here. Ever since you made deals with dragons and went against the will of the Church. This is what we get!”

The accusation spread quickly. Several others murmured in agreement.

Nicholas stepped forward immediately. “Hey. No,” he said sharply. “That has nothing to do with him.” He positioned himself slightly between me and the others. “You saw that thing,” he continued. “You think that has anything to do with one man changing roads and kitchens?”

No one answered, because the answer was irrelevant. Emotion had already made its decision.

Nicholas adjusted his tone. “Panicking won’t help,” he said. “We still have people out there. We still have work to do. So either we stand here shouting, or we start thinking.”

That created a pause.

Gradually, the volume decreased. Structure returned. Not stable, but functional.

After a few moments, the tension settled into something quieter—still present, but no longer escalating.

Nicholas exhaled slowly.

Then leaned slightly closer to me and muttered, “I hope they show up soon.”

I turned my head slightly. “When you sent the letter to the king,” I said, “did you add something?”

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “I added my own part.”

I waited.

“Goblins aren’t something we can handle,” he continued. “And what you’re building here—that sounded like a mix of short-term planning and improvised chaos.”

“That is accurate,” I said.

“So I made sure the message didn’t just sound important,” he said. “It sounded urgent.”

I considered the newly obtained information and nodded. “Correct adjustment,” I said. “We should move, there is still one variable left unresolved: The goblin that collided with the wall during ascent.”

Nicholas blinked once, then followed my line of thought. “…the one that went down,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Yeah. Alright.”

We left the others behind and moved out toward the field.

I maintained a reasonable safety distance from the goblin. It lay where it had fallen, breathing shallowly, its body still intact despite the impact from earlier.

Nicholas approached without hesitation. “…yeah, no,” he muttered quietly.

He crouched down, placed one hand on the goblin’s head, and with a short, efficient motion, twisted.

The movement was quick.

I flinched internally. The reaction registered like a system error briefly interrupting an otherwise stable process. The distinction between being brought into this world and having lived in it became… unambiguously clear.

Nicholas exhaled once, then checked the body again. “Now it’s not getting back up,” he said.

He paused.

His hand moved to the goblin’s neck. “Well… look at that.” He lifted a chain into view.

I focused on the object. “What is that?”

Nicholas held it up, examining it. “That,” he said, “is… kind of a marker. A sign.”

He adjusted his grip and turned it so I could see it more clearly. Small wooden sticks were attached to the chain.

“Goblins use these,” he continued. “Each stick represents a group. Roughly two handfuls of goblins per unit.”

He paused, counting.

His expression shifted slightly. “…twelve.”

I processed that. “So approximately one hundred and twenty?” I asked.

Nicholas exhaled slowly. “Yeah. Around that,” he said. “They could be off, but that’s the idea. It’s way worse than I thought, I expected around thirty when we were told that twelve had been spotted out gathering food.”

“Then this was not the only food-gathering group,” I said.

“No,” Nicholas replied. “Definitely not.” He glanced toward the horizon. “They’ve probably already hit other fields. Maybe hunted as well.”

I processed the information.

“What is the standard procedure in this situation?” I asked.

“We wait,” he said. “That’s it.”

“For what?”

“The reinforcement.” He stood up, brushing dirt from his hands. “That letter I sent,” he added, “I didn’t wait long after you passed out. I made sure it went out fast.”

He looked toward the road leading away from the village.

“So if we’re lucky… they should already be on the way.”
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                We returned to the village.

That had not been my preferred course of action. From a structural safety perspective, remaining closer to the field would have allowed for faster reaction times and better oversight of the affected area. In my assessment, maintaining proximity to the failure point would have increased overall control.

Nicholas strongly disagreed.

According to him, staying near an area that had just been used by hostile entities, potentially controlled or supported by an unknown third party, was equivalent to voluntarily positioning oneself inside a repeating problem.

From a survival standpoint, his argument was… difficult to dismiss.

So we returned. The village had changed: The few visible people moved faster, with lowered voices, and no door was open anymore.

It resembled a system that had not yet failed, but was actively preparing for the possibility.

Nicholas walked beside me in silence for a moment. “So,” he said after a few moments, “what do we do now?”

I reviewed the situation.

 

Unknown external entity.

Confirmed goblin coordination.

Estimated hostile count exceeding one hundred.

Local defenses compromised.

 

“This is not within my area of responsibility.”

Nicholas stopped walking. “…What?”

“I am not sufficiently qualified for this type of situation,” I continued.

“That’s not—” he started, then stopped himself. He turned toward me fully now. “You’re the summoned hero,” he said. “You’re supposed to deal with things like this.”

“That assumption is incorrect.”

“You dealt with dragons and are on your way to change every path in this kingdom… You change systems nobody even thinks about.”

He gestured vaguely around us. “And yeah, your methods are… weird.”

He paused.

“Very weird. But somehow it looks like they work.”

I considered that. “That does not imply transferability of competence,” I said.

Nicholas stared at me.

“You have knowledge we don’t,” he said. “Even if it makes no sense half the time.”

“That knowledge is domain-specific.”

“And this isn’t your domain?”

“No.”

Nicholas exhaled sharply. “Great.”

Before he could continue, movement at the edge of my vision redirected my attention.

The village elder. He stood a short distance away, waving toward us.

I raised my hand and waved back.

Nicholas followed my gaze, then muttered, “Yeah… I have a feeling we’re not done yet.”

The village elder approached quickly, still slightly out of breath. “And? What happened?” he asked. “What was going on out there?”

I began to answer, but Nicholas interrupted. “Yeah, alright, short version,” he said, holding up the chain. The wooden markers swung slightly in the air.

The elder frowned at first, then leaned closer, looked again and counted. His expression changed almost immediately. The color drained from his face. “…This is worse than we thought,” he said quietly, taking a small step back.

“And not only that,” Nicholas added, more serious now, “there was something else out there.” He hesitated for a second. “A… young demon. It helped them.”

The elder blinked.

“A demon?” He looked between us. “No. No, that doesn’t make sense. Why would a demon work with goblins? That’s—”

He stopped, then forced a strained expression and looked at me. “Young people these days… always ready for a bad joke, hm?”

The attempt at humor failed immediately.

“I did indeed observe an unknown flying entity exhibiting non-standard behavior. It interacted with the goblins. Directly.”

The elder froze, then slowly raised his hands to his head. “No… no, no, no…”

Nicholas stepped in again, placing a hand slightly forward in a calming gesture. “Hey. Stay with us,” he said. “Panicking won’t help.”

After a few attempts the elder talked again, he looked at me. “…So what do we do?”

I considered the situation.

 

External hostile force

Potential reinforcement

Unknown entity involvement

 

“It is highly probable that additional hostile activity will occur.” I looked at the elder. “Is there a location in the village where people can gather? Preferably somewhere not easily accessible, defensible, capable of holding multiple individuals overnight, in case the target shifts from livestock to inhabitants.”

The elder swallowed, then nodded slowly. “…There… There might be something.”

He thought for a moment. “The store called General of a Store… I’ve heard it has a cellar connected to a cave which was used by bandits before the village was built. It should be deep underground. With a door that can be locked from the inside.”

He looked uncertain. “I’ll need to confirm. If that doesn’t work… we’ll have to gather in the center of the village and barricade ourselves somehow. The houses won’t hold everyone. And they’re not safe enough.”

I processed the options. Not ideal, but viable.

While I was still evaluating, Nicholas spoke. “Don’t worry,” he said. “We’ll handle it.”

His tone was confident, which was statistically unsupported, but effective for morale.

The village elder nodded quickly. “Thank you,” he said, his voice still strained but more focused now. “I’ll inform the others.”

He turned immediately and hurried off. The movement was fast in intention, but limited in execution. His body attempted urgency, while his structural capabilities enforced a more conservative pace. The result resembled an overloaded transport unit operating beyond its recommended parameters. Forward motion that was determined, but not efficient.

I watched him disappear between the houses.

Nicholas glanced at me. “So… do we check that place?” he asked. “That underground thing?”

“That would be a logical next step,” I said.

We started walking and after some time, we reached the store.

The sign above the entrance read:

General of a Store

It was perfectly straight. Excessively so. Attached with more nails than necessary, at least one or two beyond structural requirement.

Nicholas stopped for a moment and looked at it. Then at me. “That wasn’t you, right?”

I shook my head. “I have not been here since our previous visit.”

He narrowed his eyes slightly. “…That’s concerning.”

We stepped inside, the door opened and the bell rang.

Immediately upon entry, the shopkeeper stood at the front. Same as before, but different.

She was now wearing something that could be interpreted as a safety vest. Improvised, but functional and visually aggressive.

“Welcome to our General Office Store.” Her tone was formal.

Then her eyes focused and she recognized us in an instant. Her expression changed.

“I did not expect to have customers today.” Her face tightened. “Especially not… demanding ones.”

Nicholas smirked slightly. “Well, we try to stay memorable.”

I observed the interaction briefly, then said, “Your store appears to have undergone structural and procedural updates since our last visit.”

The shopkeeper crossed her arms slightly, then nodded. “Yes, don’t worry,” she said. “That book you left here… my husband read it.”

She let out a quiet sigh. “He was completely fascinated by your ideas.”

A short pause followed.

“Even if I still don’t fully understand what any of it is supposed to be good for.”

I began to respond. “To improve—”

She raised a hand immediately. “No, no, it’s fine,” she cut in. “You don’t need to explain.”

Then she started listing things off, almost mechanically. “Heavy items are on the lower shelves. Pathways are cleared. Anything that burns or could even maybe be flammable is outside.”

She gestured vaguely. “Next to the small pond my husband dug. For that exact reason.”

I processed that, then nodded. “Acceptable implementation,” I said. “Improved hazard distribution and reduced obstruction risk.”

She did not respond.

I looked around. The changes were significant.

The shelves were aligned. The spacing between them was consistent. Movement paths were clear, unobstructed, predictable. The entire layout resembled a system that had transitioned from chaotic storage to structured flow optimization. Not perfect, but stable. Functional. Intentional.

In my internal assessment, the shop no longer resembled a logistical amusement park, but rather a controlled environment where objects had assigned positions and purpose. A rare outcome.

The shopkeeper watched me for a moment, then asked, “So. What do you actually want? You’re not here for pens and notebooks again, are you?” She looked at Nicholas. “Right?”

Nicholas answered immediately. “No, don’t worry. The pedant is not on his so called vacation this time.”

He tilted his head slightly. “We’re not here to buy anything. We’re here to confirm something.”

He gestured lightly.

“We heard there might be… some kind of underground space beneath this place. Somewhere people could gather in an emergency.”

The woman hesitated. “Yeah… something like that,” she said. She thought for a moment, then nodded. “I’ll get my husband. He knows more about it. I don’t go down there much.”

She glanced toward the back. “Too many spiders.”

Then she left through a back door.

For a moment, the shop was quiet.

Nicholas looked around, then leaned slightly toward me. “You’ve created something dangerous here.”

I glanced at him. “In what sense?”

He gestured at the shelves. “This.”

He paused.

“The things you mentioned last time. Your weird ideas actually make sense now that I see it here.”

“That reduces confusion,” I said.

“Exactly,” he replied. “And I’m not sure people are ready for that.”

I considered that. “Reduced confusion generally improves outcomes.”

Nicholas shook his head. “You’d think so.”

Then he looked at the perfectly aligned shelves again. “…Still unsettling.”

From the back door, something large moved before stepping into view.

A man.

Tall. Broad. Built in a way that suggested long-term exposure to structured physical strain rather than random labor. His head was completely shaved, the surface reflecting light like a deliberately maintained, polished surface designed to eliminate unnecessary variables.

Behind him trailed a cloud of smoke. A dense and persistent one.

Source: the cigar in his mouth.

The volume alone raised a reasonable question as to whether his visual perception remained fully operational under current conditions.

He stopped in front of us and looked at me.

Then he spoke, his voice carrying command by default. “So you’re the young sportsman who handed over that book last time.”

A short pause.

Then he nodded once. “Good material. There were things in there I’ve wanted to implement for years.”

He jerked his thumb slightly over his shoulder. “But someone kept telling me we’re not in the military anymore. That things don’t need to be that precise.”

A brief glance toward the back, then a grin. “Well. Looks like I got my way anyway.”

I inclined my head slightly. “The implementation appears effective.”

He gave a short, approving nod. “Efficiency and order reduce failure rates,” he said. “Most people just don’t like hearing that.”

“Correct,” I replied.

We held eye contact for a moment.

 

Alignment confirmed.

Shared prioritization of structure over comfort.

 

Nicholas shifted slightly beside me, then cut in. “Hey,” he said, raising a hand a bit, “sorry to interrupt your… whatever this is. But… we’re here for something else.”

The man blinked once, then straightened slightly. “Ah. Right.” His tone shifted. Still controlled, but more task-oriented. “Understood.”

He turned.

“Follow me. I’ll show you the old underground shelter.” He glanced back briefly. “Some bandits used it.”

Then he started walking.

We followed him down a set of narrow stairs, the space tightening around us with each step until the air itself seemed to change. It became cooler, denser, less willing to move. The shift was immediate and noticeable, like entering a different system with its own internal rules.

But that was not the destination.

The man moved past the obvious storage area without hesitation, stepped to the side, and pushed a large barrel aside. The motion was smooth, practiced, something he had done often enough that it no longer required thought. Beneath it sat a hatch.

He pulled it open and looked back at us. “Down here. We’re almost there.”

Nicholas swallowed, then glanced at me. “Whatever you find down there,” he said quietly, “finding a place where people are safe is more important than optimizing every detail.”

He held my gaze for a moment. “Understood?”

I paused. There was a brief internal delay while priorities rearranged themselves. Safety versus structural perfection. Two systems competing for dominance.

“Understood.”

We climbed down. First the ladder, then further into a small cave system where the air grew even more still. The man picked up an oil lamp, and I immediately noticed the construction. The flame was stable, protected by glass that reduced airflow interference and minimized external risk.

“Effective containment,” I said.

He nodded. “Double-layered glass. If it falls, it doesn’t take everything with it.”

“Appropriate precaution.”

We moved deeper until we reached a reinforced metal door. Functional, solid, clearly not decorative. He unlocked it, then glanced back at us with a slight grin.

“Upstairs I wasn’t allowed to do everything the way I wanted,” he said. “But down here… this is my hobby.”

He opened the door.

The space beyond expanded into a larger cavern, stabilized with visible intent. Every structural element had been reinforced multiple times. Beams intersected at calculated angles, supporting each other in layered redundancy. Nothing relied on a single point of failure.

In one corner were supplies. Organized. Preserved. Enough for two or three months, based on volume. Nearby stood barrels.

“What is stored there?” I asked.

“Eight on the left. Water,” he said. “The other two. Beer.”

Acceptable. I continued scanning the environment. This was not improvised safety. This was deliberate. A system designed to resist failure and outlast instability.

“This structure meets the majority of relevant safety criteria,” I said.

He nodded, satisfied. “Good. That was the idea.”

We exchanged a few more observations about load distribution, material choice, and redundancy before Nicholas sighed behind us.

“This is getting weird,” he said.

We both looked at him.

“It’s like there are two of you now,” he added, glancing between us. “I’d really like to see the king’s reaction if he had to deal with both of you at once.”

The man let out a dry laugh. “That would be entertaining for us.”

He stepped further into the room and set the lamp into a metal bracket. The light spread evenly, revealing details that had been hidden before.

“This place wasn’t built in a day,” he said. “Started as a smuggler hideout. Then bandits took over. After that, it was abandoned.”

He crossed his arms. “I improved it.”

Nicholas walked over to one of the beams and knocked against it. Solid. No hollow response, no vibration.

“Yeah… I can see that,” he said, then glanced at me. “Alright, I’ll admit it. This is good.”

“It is structurally consistent,” I replied. “Redundancy is properly implemented. Resource storage is sufficient. Entry point is controllable.”

I paused.

Nicholas groaned immediately. “There it is.”

The man raised an eyebrow. “Go on.”

“Single access point,” I said. “If compromised, evacuation becomes difficult.”

He nodded once. “Noted. But also intentional.” He tapped the wall. “If someone gets through that door, we’ve already failed somewhere else.”

“That is a valid assumption.”

Nicholas exhaled. “Good. So we’re done optimizing the bunker, right?”

I did not answer immediately. I walked a few steps further in, checking spacing, airflow, positioning of supplies relative to the entrance. Then I turned back. “This location is acceptable.”

Nicholas blinked. “…That’s it?”

“Yes.”

“No additional notes?”

“Several.”

He raised both hands. “No. Absolutely not. Your acceptable is enough for me.”

The man chuckled and looked between us. “So, this enough for your use?”

I considered the population of the village, then the available space. “Capacity will be limited, but sufficient for prioritized groups and the rest.”

Nicholas nodded. “Children, elderly, injured. And anyone who can’t fight will welcome this place.”

The man gave a short nod. “Then we move fast. If this turns into something bigger, we won’t have time to argue.”

Nicholas looked at me. “Well?”

I gave a small nod. “Agreed.”

For a moment, none of us spoke. Above us, the village continued preparing. Below, this place remained still, contained and ready.

Nicholas finally broke the silence. “…I still can’t believe we went from road construction to this in a couple of days.”

“That is an accurate observation,” I said.

He shook his head slowly. “Your life is exhausting.”

“That has been documented.”
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The Rise of Ashborn

An empire is not ordained by the gods. It is drafted, laid, and engineered.
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◈ House Ashborn Estate Ledger



Current Lord:

Roderick Ashborn




Territory Status:

Severe decline. Mines exhausted. Debt critical. Assassinations ongoing.




Strategic Assets:

Knowledge of physics, chemistry, and structural mechanics.








Civil engineer Arthur Vance was two days away from marrying the love of his life when a truck ended his future. He awakens in the body of a frail thirteen-year-old noble who has just survived a poisoning.

The once-powerful Ashborn family is collapsing. The wealth is gone, the territory is rotting, and the vultures of the high court are circling to finish them off. But Arthur isn’t a silver-spoon noble. He’s an engineer.

Armed with a deep understanding of structural laws, Arthur begins to analyze this new world’s chaotic lifeblood—magic. If mana follows rules, it can be tested. If it can be tested, it can be engineered. In a world where mysticism reigns supreme, science will become his foundation.
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                When we came back up, the air felt different again. Nothing had improved in our absence. If anything, the tension had settled deeper into the streets.

Nicholas walked beside me in silence for a few steps, then glanced over. “So,” he said, “what’s the plan?”

“We begin by organizing evacuation priority,” I replied without delay.

He frowned slightly. “Meaning?”

“Children, elderly, women, and injured individuals move first into the shelter.”

He slowed for half a step, then looked at me more directly. “…Why women?”

I paused.

The rule had come automatically. No verification. Just… imported.

Different context. Different assumptions.

“That classification comes from where I am from,” I said. “In that system, women are grouped with vulnerable individuals during evacuation.”

Nicholas tilted his head. “Yeah, but that depends, doesn’t it? In a situation like this, women can help just as much as anyone else.”

“That is true.”

“Then why prioritize them?”

I did not answer immediately this time. I actually thought about it.

“…Because the system wasn’t built purely for efficiency,” I said.

He frowned. “That doesn’t make it less weird.”

“No,” I said. “It does not.”

We kept walking. People were already moving, but without structure. Conversations stayed short. It felt like everything was holding together out of habit, not because of structure.

After a while, we found the village elder. He was moving from group to group, repeating the same instructions. Not searching anymore. Just enforcing.

When he saw us, he came straight over. “Well?” he asked. “Did you find something?”

“Yes,” I said. “There’s a cellar under the general store. Reinforced. Stocked. It will work as a temporary shelter.”

He blinked, then let out a breath. “Good. That’s… good.”

“Capacity is limited,” I added. “We will need prioritization.”

He nodded immediately. “Of course. Who first?”

I glanced at Nicholas, then back at him. “Children. Elderly. Injured.”

I paused for a second.

“After that, people needed for coordination and defense stay outside.”

The elder frowned. “And everyone else?”

“Support roles,” I said. “Transport. Logistics. Observation.”

Nicholas crossed his arms. “Basically: hide, help, or hold.”

The elder looked between us, then gave a tired nod. “…That’s easier to work with.”

“That is an acceptable simplification,” I replied.

He turned immediately and raised his voice, which now carried more structure than before. “Children first! Gather at the store! Move, move!”

This time, people reacted faster. Parents calling for children. Older villagers helping those who struggled to walk. A direction was forming.

Nicholas watched the scene for a moment, then leaned slightly toward me.

“You realize,” he said quietly, “that if this goes wrong, they’re all going to look at you.”

“That is statistically likely.”

He exhaled slowly and shook his head. “…No pressure then.”

We began immediately. No discussion.

Several villagers were already gathered, supplies collected and redistributed. Crates, sacks, barrels. Food, water, anything that could be carried without turning the carrier into the next problem.

Nicholas picked up a sack and threw it over his shoulder, already looking doubtful.

“Tell me something,” he said, glancing at me as we started moving toward the store. “Is this even necessary? That guy down there has enough supplies for at least two weeks.”

I lifted a crate.

“A system,” I said, “that relies entirely on a single provider is structurally unstable.”

He looked at me.

So I adjusted slightly.

“When supply depends on one individual, that individual becomes a critical failure point and systems with critical failure points tend to collapse over time.”

Nicholas let out a long sigh. “Yeah, yeah… sure,” he muttered. Then he glanced at me. “So basically, you just don’t want the shop to carry all the costs alone.”

“The distribution of resource burden is an additional factor.”

“Then just say that.”

“That would be an incomplete representation of the situation.”

Nicholas shook his head. “Of course it would.”

We continued.

The first supplies were already being moved toward the entrance. Others were still waiting to be sorted. Movement had structure now. Not efficient, but directed.

Then something changed.

I noticed it at the edge of my perception.

Fast and unstable movement. A person running toward us. The motion resembled a system exceeding its operational limits, sacrificing stability for speed.

The man stopped abruptly in front of Nicholas. He was breathing without controlled exertion, that kind of breathing that followed an office worker who had just reached the coffee machine before the mandatory shock ventilation break ended.

Nicholas blinked. “Hey—”

The man raised a hand, trying to catch his breath, then forced the words out. “They’re back!”

Nicholas frowned. “Who?”

“The ones who went to the castle,” the man said quickly. “They’re back.”

Nicholas straightened. “The messengers?”

“Yeah those. Come with me!” Then the man added quieter: “Something… something bad happened.”

Nicholas looked at me and I nodded.

We dropped what we were carrying and followed him. The path led toward the village gate.

We could see them before we reached it.

The two men Nicholas had sent. And behind them… only five others. Far too few.

Significantly too few.

Nicholas stepped forward and looked around the area again, as if expecting more people to appear simply by checking a second time. Then he turned to one of the men he had sent earlier.

“What’s going on here?” he asked. “Why are there so few people?”

The man straightened slightly, almost defensively. “I did exactly what you told me,” he said quickly. “I delivered the message.”

He hesitated, then added, “The king said we should wait. So… we waited.”

Nicholas frowned. “That’s it?”

The man glanced at me, then lowered his voice. “There was… someone else there,” he said. “A representative from the Church.”

“And?”

The man shifted uncomfortably.

“He used the situation,” he said carefully, “to make it clear that our summoned hero…”

He hesitated. “…isn’t exactly useful.”

Nicholas reacted at once. “Oh, come on,” he said, almost laughing. “Just because he’s different doesn’t make him useless.”

He gestured sharply toward the village. “The whole place is at risk. We’re talking about over a hundred goblins. Around one hundred and twenty. And a young demon on top of that.”

He looked between them. “What exactly are we supposed to do?”

The two men exchanged looks, then both started talking at once. Fast. Unstructured. Panic beginning to surface.

“Over a hundred and a demon…?”

“You said there are around forty!”

Behind them, five other men instinctively reached for their weapons. They didn’t draw them, but their hands rested on the hilts.

I evaluated the situation.

 

Rising tension.

External authority conflict. Internal uncertainty.

High probability of fragmentation.

 

After a few moments, Nicholas raised his voice just enough to cut through the noise. “Hey. Stop.”

It worked. The two men fell quiet.

Nicholas looked at them again. “…So. What now?”

One of the five men behind them spoke up. “The Church has already acted,” he said. “They’ve aligned themselves with a few nobles. Officially.”

Nicholas blinked. “…What?”

“They’re preparing to summon another hero.”

Silence followed.

Nicholas stared at him. “But we need help now.”

“Additional personnel would increase operational capacity,” I said.

Nicholas gave me a quick look. “That’s not what I meant.”

I continued anyway. “The current delay reduces immediate response capability. How long will it take until the new hero arrives?”

He thought for a moment.

“…Not that long,” he said. “Once they start the ritual, the rest happens quickly. A few minutes, maybe.”

He exhaled. “The problem is resources. But if the Church is involved…”

He paused.

“…it shouldn’t take more than two days.”

I processed the information. “Waiting for external resolution introduces a gap in active defense capability,” I said after a break. “That gap must be managed locally.”

Nicholas gave a short nod. “Yeah. That’s what I was hoping you’d say.”

I turned my attention to the five men behind them. “What are your assigned roles?” I asked.

One of them answered immediately. “Guards.”

Another nodded. “Same.”

The third and fourth confirmed as well.

Then the last one, standing slightly behind the others, spoke. “…Knight.”

His tone was less confident, more reluctant. He shifted his weight slightly. “If I had known there were this many of them, I would have stayed home.”

One of the guards glanced at him and smirked. “Yeah. That’s what happens when your family buys you a rank.”

The young knight reacted instantly. “We didn’t buy anything,” he snapped. “My great-grandfather led the army in the war. Without him, none of this would even be standing.”

Another guard shrugged. “Sure and what have you done?”

The tension began to shift again. Different direction. Same instability.

Nicholas stepped in immediately. “Hey,” he said sharply. “How about you focus on something useful for once?”

He gestured toward the rest of the village. “We have a place where we can get most people to safety. Start helping.”

That redirected them. Not completely, but enough.

The guards exchanged looks, then nodded. Even the young knight hesitated only briefly before stepping forward.

I examined the four guards more closely now.

 

Helmet. Present.

Chest armor. Present.

Arms. Partial.

Legs. Inconsistent.

Side protection. Missing.

Connecting elements. Uneven.

 

The overall structure resembled a system where, during assembly, it had been decided that certain load-bearing components were optional. Or, in simpler terms: It looked like a bridge where half of the support pillars had been removed because they were not immediately necessary. The knight did not share the same deficiencies.

I asked: “Why is your equipment incomplete?”

The guards exchanged a brief glance.

One of them answered. “The king said a lot of metal is needed right now.” He gave a small shrug. “Didn’t say exactly for what.”

Then his expression tightened slightly. “But apparently those damn engineers had more ideas than materials again.”

 

Workshop.

Construction.

Large machine.

Increased material demand.

 

Internal conclusion: The redistribution of resources was not incidental. It was a direct consequence of my own request.

And apparently… the guards were now wearing the gaps.

 

When we reached the store again, a few people were gathering and carrying supplies. The system was forming.

I turned to the five men. “You will assist with transport. Join the others. Move supplies and guide people toward this location.”

They nodded and moved immediately.

I then turned to the two men who had delivered the message earlier. “You are familiar with the villagers,” I said. “You know who is capable of handling weapons and who is not.”

They both nodded. One of them responded without hesitation. “Then we’ll start grouping them. Get the ones who can fight together.”

“Correct,” I said and they left.

That left Nicholas and me standing alone again.

Nicholas looked at me. “So what are we doing?”

“We verify the current state of the shelter,” I said.

He nodded once. “Yeah. Makes sense.”

We went back inside. Through the store, down the cellar, past the barrel, through the hatch, and down the ladder. The air grew cooler and denser with each step, shifting from the open instability of the village to something more contained and more controlled.

Then we reached the cave.

The metal door stood open. Voices came from inside. Many voices.

Nicholas slowed slightly, then glanced at me. “…You sure we didn’t misjudge this place?”

I stepped closer and looked inside.

People. A lot of them. But not overcrowded. Movement was easily possible. Spacing existed. The system had not yet reached saturation.

“This is still within acceptable limits,” I said.

Nicholas leaned slightly, looking past me. “…And the air?” He frowned. “Not that they all just suffocate down here.”

“The airflow was previously evaluated,” I said. “It meets the minimum requirements for sustained occupancy under current conditions.”

Before Nicholas could respond, a voice came from behind us.

“Hey, let me explain that part.”

We turned. The shop owner approached, cigar still in place, a thin trail of smoke following him like a personal atmospheric anomaly. He looked pleased.

“This isn’t just a hole in the ground,” he said. “There are air shafts. Built them myself.”

He gestured upward.

“They’re angled. Not straight. So nothing just drops in.”

He inhaled, then continued. “Air moves through them naturally. Warm air goes up, pulls fresh air in from below.”

I nodded. “That is consistent with what is referred to as the chimney effect.”

Nicholas looked between us. “…There’s no chimney here.”

I turned slightly toward him.

“It’s not an actual chimney,” I said. “Only the same principle.”

I paused briefly.

“Comparable to a vertical corridor where heated air exits at the top, creating a pull effect that draws in cooler air from below.

Nicholas stared at me. “…So the cave is breathing.”

“That is an acceptable simplification,” I said.

He looked back into the shelter, then at the shop owner again.

“…Alright.” A short pause followed. “…That doesn’t sound reassuring.”

The shop owner stepped further inside, looking around with visible satisfaction. “Load distribution is the important part,” he said. “You can’t just dig a hole and hope it holds.”

I nodded. “Correct. Unsupported cavities increase collapse probability significantly.”

He pointed upward. “See those beams?”

I followed his gesture. “I do.”

“Not just there for show,” he said. “Every major section has at least two redundancies. If one fails, the other takes over.”

“Redundancy layers reduce single-point-of-failure risk,” I replied.

He grinned. “Exactly.”

Nicholas leaned against the doorway. “…I feel like I’m listening to two walls talk to each other.”

Neither of us responded.

The shop owner continued. “Also angled supports,” he said, tapping one of the beams. “Straight supports take weight. Angled ones redirect it.”

“Force distribution across multiple vectors,” I said. “Reduces localized stress accumulation.”

He pointed again. “Those cross beams? They lock the structure together. Without them, everything shifts over time.”

“Lateral stabilization,” I said. “Prevents gradual deformation.”

Nicholas raised a hand slightly. “…I understood ‘beam’.”

We ignored that.

The shop owner moved a few steps further in. “Floor’s compacted,” he said. “Stamped it down myself. No loose ground.”

“Reduced subsurface instability,” I said. “Minimizes uneven settling.”

He nodded approvingly. “And drainage,” he added. “Water has somewhere to go.”

“Moisture control reduces long-term structural degradation.”

Nicholas looked between us again. “…You’re both enjoying this way too much.”

The shop owner chuckled. “Safety is enjoyable,” he said.

“Correct,” I added.

Nicholas rubbed his face. “I’m standing in a hole underground with two people who are excited about beams.”

He looked around. “…This is how I die.”

“Statistically unlikely,” I said.

“That does not help,” he replied.

The shop owner pointed toward the air shafts again. “Also made sure nothing can crawl through those,” he said. “Narrow, twisted paths, grids and metal strings.”

“Access restriction,” I said. “Prevents intrusion.”

Nicholas nodded slowly. “…Good. Because if something crawls in here, I’m leaving. I don’t care if it’s safer.”

“That would reduce your survival probability,” I said.

“It would increase my comfort,” he replied.

I considered that. “…Acceptable trade-off under specific psychological conditions.”

Nicholas stared at me. “…You just justified running away from a cave.”

“Context-dependent decision-making,” I said.

The shop owner laughed. “Kid’s got a point.”

Nicholas sighed. “…One Max was more than enough…”

He looked around the cave again and crossed his arms. “…Why didn’t we just do this from the start?” he asked. “Gather everyone. Bring them here. Avoid all of this.”

He gestured vaguely in the direction if the field. “And what’s the point now? Everyone’s ending up here anyway.”

I considered the question. “The initial assessment was based on incomplete data. We did not anticipate this scale of hostile presence, nor the involvement of an additional external entity.”

Nicholas frowned slightly. “So?”

“So the original model assumed a different outcome,” I said. “If sufficient disruption was introduced, the goblins would experience reduced efficiency and lowered morale. Which would increase the probability of relocation.”

Nicholas nodded slowly. “So they leave. And now?”

“Now the situation exceeds the parameters of that model.”

I paused.

“The number of hostile entities is significantly higher than expected. Their behavior shows adaptation and an external coordination has been observed.”

I looked back at the people inside the cave. “This changes the objective from deterrence to damage minimization.”

Nicholas stayed quiet.

I continued. “If the village remains occupied, resistance becomes inevitable. This will lead to confrontations and those will lead to losses. Non-material losses.”

I let that settle.

“If the village is temporarily unoccupied, the system changes. Material damage may occur and houses may be lost. But human loss probability decreases significantly.”

Nicholas exhaled slowly. “So we trade buildings and goods for people.”

“That is correct.”

“…I don’t like it.”

“That is expected,” I said. “But it is currently the most stable option under given conditions.”

Nicholas looked around the cave again. At the people and back at me. “…You’re saying we already lost the village.”

“No. Only its current state. And only till reinforcements are here.”

Nicholas let out a slow breath.

He looked around the cave again, but this time longer. At the people again.

Families sitting close together. Some whispering. Some silent. Some trying very hard to look like nothing was wrong.

“…That’s a very calm way to say it,” he muttered.

“It is an accurate way,” I replied.

For a moment he said nothing. Then he shifted his weight slightly and leaned closer.

“You know what bothers me?” he asked quietly. “That you say things like that as if they’re just… numbers moving around.”

I considered that. “They are variables,” I said. “But not without value.”

Nicholas gave a short, humorless laugh. “Yeah. That’s exactly what I mean.”

He looked back at the people again. “They don’t feel like variables.”

“That is also correct.”

Silence settled between us again. The kind that came from understanding something without liking it.

After a few seconds, Nicholas straightened slightly. “…Alright,” he said. “So we’re waiting.”

“Yes.”

“For soldiers. Knights. Someone who actually knows how to deal with this.”

“Yes.”

“And until then?”

“We maintain stability,” I said.

He nodded slowly. “Meaning?”

I looked around the cave again, mirroring his earlier movement.

“We prevent panic and maintain structure. We ensure resource distribution remains functional. And we avoid unnecessary exposure to external risk.”

Nicholas sighed. “So basically…” He gestured around. “…we keep everyone from falling apart.”

“That is an acceptable summary.”

He rubbed his face once more, then dropped his hand. “…You know,” he said, “for someone who says this isn’t his field…”

He paused.

“…you’re doing a suspiciously good job of not letting everything collapse.”

I did not respond immediately.

Then I said, “Preventing collapse is transferable.”

Nicholas glanced at me. “…Yeah,” he said quietly. “…I’m starting to notice that.”
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Ruins Of Valor

[VOL. l COMPLETE]

by TiltedPanda




Valor is dying.

Karalinde—Kar—carries the power to save his world, or finish killing it. He just doesn’t know it yet.

His family fled from the ruined city of Iridess when he was only a child. Kar has never been told why. Now, with his family’s survival at stake, he has no choice but to return to that city.

It’s the last place on Valor where life still thrives. And it’s deadly.

Monsters roam its broken streets, ruthless guilds control its resources, and the ancient powers buried in Kar’s bloodline are beginning to wake up in ways he can’t control.
Then he discovers something in the ruins that changes everything: a sentient crystal being carrying fragments of a forgotten history—and the key to what Kar is truly becoming.

Part of him wants to protect what he loves. Part of him is starting to frighten even himself.
 

 📖 Read Now





 



                

                When we returned to the surface, the situation had progressed.

In front of the shop, a group had formed. Around a dozen individuals. Their posture and spacing suggested prior experience with conflict. Not trained as a unit, not disciplined in formation, but capable of acting under pressure.

The mages stood slightly apart, still wearing their highly visible clothing. The four guards were present as well. The young knight stood among them, trying to appear more stable than he felt.

One of the villagers stepped forward. “We gathered everyone we could,” he said. “Either experienced hunters or former soldiers.”

I scanned the group.

 

Composition acceptable.

Capability variable.

 

Then one of them asked, “So what do we do?”

“We establish layered defensive positioning.” I gestured lightly, outlining the structure in the air as I spoke. “Outer perimeter units maintain distance and observe movement patterns. Mid-range units control engagement points and restrict access routes. Inner units remain flexible and respond to breaches. Communication must remain continuous. Engagement should only occur under controlled conditions.”

Nicholas raised a hand immediately. “Yeah, no,” he said. “That sounds great. In theory.” He looked at the others, making sure they were actually listening.

“Problem is, this isn’t theory.”

He stepped forward slightly, taking control of the moment in a way that did not interrupt, but redirected.

“Listen. We’re not holding lines against an army.” He pointed vaguely toward the direction of the fields. “We’re dealing with fast, chaotic targets that already showed they can adapt.”

He glanced at me briefly. “No offense.”

“None taken,” I said.

He continued. “So we keep it simple. No splitting up into perfect formations. That’ll just get you isolated. Stay in small groups. Two, three people max. Always in sight of each other.”

He pointed back toward the shop. “If something goes wrong, you don’t hold position. You fall back. Everything leads back here. This is the anchor point.”

Then he looked at the mages. “And you… don’t try anything fancy. Just assist and slow them down. Block paths or something, just buy us some time.”

Then to the guards and the knight. “You engage only if you have to. And if you do, you don’t chase. You don’t overextend.”

He paused briefly, letting that settle. “We’re not trying to win a fight. We’re trying to not lose people.”

Silence followed.

Then a few nods. Not enthusiastic or confident, just understanding.

I evaluated the plan again.

 

Reduced complexity.

Higher adaptability.

Lower failure probability under current conditions.

 

“Acceptable adjustment,” I said.

Nicholas glanced at me. “…That’s your way of saying it’s good, right?”

“Yes.”

He nodded once. “Alright then.”

One of the villagers stepped forward, his attention fixed on Nicholas. “Why do you think that’s going to work?” he asked. “Do you have any qualifications for this?”

He crossed his arms, studying him more critically now. “You look pretty young. I don’t think you—”

He hesitated for a brief moment, then continued anyway. “—that you, as a young man, really know what we should be doing.”

A few others nodded, agreement was forming.

Before Nicholas could respond, one of the guards spoke. “That is Nicholas Feranor,” he said calmly, with the confidence of a load-bearing beam. “I trained with him before we were assigned as guards.”

He stepped a step forward. “If you question his experience, you also question mine…”

He gestured behind him with his thumb. “… and theirs.”

The other guards nodded. One of them already had his hand resting on his sword.

The villager lost his internal structure. The change in posture was immediate. Shoulders stiffened, his expression tightened and colour drained slightly from his face.

He raised his hands in a quick, defensive motion. “No, no, that’s not what I meant,” he said. “This isn’t criticism toward you or the royal guards in general.”

He glanced at Nicholas again. “It’s just… he’s young. I… I don’t want anyone to misunderstand.”

The guard did not step back. “Feranor was one of the best in his age group,” he said.

“That is why he was assigned to the summoned hero.” He paused briefly and added more quietly: “…the so-called weird Analyzer.”

Then, more neutral again, “If that is not sufficient qualification for you…”

“…then you are questioning the judgment of the Crown.”

The posture of the villager resembled a window without any glass now.

Nicholas spoke, “That part is correct.”

A short pause followed.

“…including the part about the weird Hero.”

The villager nodded quickly. “Yes. Of course. I apologize. I didn’t mean any offense, it’s just… we are putting our lives in your hands…”

Nicholas waved it off with a small motion. “It’s fine.”

Then he looked back at the group, expression shifting back into focus.

“Listen carefully.”

His voice was steady now, controlled.

“Everyone stays inside the store area. No one leaves without reason. No unnecessary light. No unnecessary talking.”

He paused, then glanced briefly at me. “Even if he said communication is important.” Then back to the others. “Communication doesn’t mean constant talking. Especially not while we’re waiting.”

A few nodded. Not perfect, but sufficient.

The young knight shifted slightly, his confidence visibly reduced by the exchange. “…Do you really think we can hold out?” he asked. “Against that many goblins… and a demon?”

One of the guards smirked. “Oh, you hear that?” he said. “‘Do you think we can hold out?’”

A few of the others chuckled, the knight immediately lowered his gaze.

Nicholas reacted instantly. “Enough.”

His tone had changed. Sharper now and tolerant towards unnecessary variables.

“If you have time to mock each other, you have time to stand outside.”

Silence followed immediately. The guards straightened and no one laughed anymore.

I observed the shift. Nicholas, under these conditions, exhibited altered behavioral patterns. More direct. Reduced tolerance for deviation. Authority scaled proportionally to instability.

 

Functional.

Consistent.

Effective.

Different.

 

It seems like I have to correct the character sheet about him in my notebook.

 

Night set in slowly, visible as a gradual removal of visibility.

Inside the store, everything had been rearranged. Shelves had been pushed aside, tables stacked, cabinets dragged into position. Every entrance was barricaded with whatever had been available. The result was not elegant, but it was functionally dense, a layered obstruction system built from necessity rather than design.

No lights were on. Only minimal visibility remained.

I turned slightly toward Nicholas. “Why do they operate primarily at night?”

He leaned against one of the barricades. “They’re nocturnal,” he said. “Sleep during the day.” He gave a small shrug. “No one really knows why, exactly. But when the sun’s out, they don’t see as well. At least that’s what it looks like.”

I considered that. “Comparable to an overexposed visual sensor operating outside optimal calibration range?”

Nicholas blinked. “…Yeah,” he said after a moment. “Something like that.”

Footsteps approached. One of the villagers stopped near us.

“Everyone is down,” he said quietly. “All of them, everything you asked us is finished.” He took a breath. “We placed a carpet over the entrance, then moved the big cabinet over it and placed barrels in front of it.” He pointed vaguely toward the floor. “If they get through, we’re hoping they go for the barrels first and not look underneath.”

Nicholas nodded. “Good thinking.”

Then he paused and looked at me. “We still need to get him down there.” He pointed at me.

His expression shifted. He was more focused and direct now. The look resembled a construction supervisor identifying a non-compliant component in a high-risk environment and deciding immediate correction was required.

I began to respond. “I will remain here. Documentation of events from this position increases observational value. Additionally, I can monitor behavioral patterns…”

Nicholas cut me off at once. “No. You’re going down.”

“You have zero experience with violence.” He stepped closer. “I’m not even convinced you know how to deal with a spider in that cave. And you want to stay up here?” He gestured toward the barricades. “With that out there?”

I paused. Evaluated. Counterarguments were available. So I presented one. “Remaining here would increase data acquisition potential.”

Nicholas shook his head immediately. “And decrease your survival probability. Which makes the data useless.”

A brief silence followed.

Then I tried again. “My presence here allows…”

“No.”

His tone did not change, but the tolerance for deviation had clearly reached zero.

“You go down, you think I can protect you against this many? The situation changed to the worst.”

We stood there for a moment. Then I recalculated. Probability of survival versus data relevance. The conclusion adjusted.

“…Understood.”

Nicholas nodded once. “Good.”

As I moved toward the hatch, I said, “Ensure your own operational integrity.”

He smirked slightly. “I’ll try.”

I was guided to the hatch. They moved the obstacles and I entered the tunnel down. I saw movement before I had fully descended, they closed the opening. I heard the cabinet and the barrels being moved. The improvised layering. Isolation established.

I continued down the ladder, step by step, into the cave.

The shelter below was… stable. Structurally stable, not emotionally.

I inspected one of the barrels nearby.

 

Surface smooth.

Edges rounded.

No splinters.

No friction points.

Which also meant: no structural grip.

 

Not suitable as seating under unstable movement conditions. So I adjusted and sat down beside it onto the ground.

 

Lower center of gravity.

More reliable.

 

From that position, I observed the room.

Everyone had fit. More efficiently than initially expected, even the maximum capacity had not been reached. Even additional individuals could have been accommodated.

Which meant the limitation had not been spatial.

Nicholas had understood something important: If the village appeared completely abandoned, it would create suspicion. There are always individuals who remain. Those who refuse to leave. If none remained, the system would appear artificial.

So some stayed above to maintain plausibility.

I shifted my focus back to the people.

Most families were grouped close together, with minimal spacing. Some individuals sat alone, which was not by design, but by circumstances.

In one corner, several children had gathered.

They were building something. Using objects that resembled building blocks. Though the materials were inconsistent.

I observed the construction.

The structure they created lacked a load-bearing element. There was no internal support and no distribution of weight.

It was inevitable.

A delay.

Then… Collapse. The structure gave in.

One of the children immediately started crying. Emotional instability following structural failure. That was a predictable outcome.

I stood up and moved toward them.

“You require a central supporting element,” I said, adjusting tone and complexity downward. “Something that carries weight.”

I gestured slightly. “Otherwise it will fall again.”

One of the children crossed their arms. “I could’ve done that myself. You think I can’t do that?”

Another looked at the broken structure. “It’s still going to fall either way if someone kicks it, why following something complicated?”

I considered that. “That is a correct risk assessment,” I said.

The child looked unhappy instead of reassured.

A third child simply stared at me. Processing unclear.

Before further adjustment could be made, a voice came from behind me.

“Hey.”

I turned and saw the shop owner. This time not carrying his cigar, instead he was only carrying the presence of someone who treats enclosed spaces as controllable environments.

“What are you doing down here?” he asked. “I thought you were staying up there.”

“The decision was revised,” I said.

He looked at me for a moment and nodded slowly. “Yeah… sounds like something that would happen tonight.”

He glanced past me toward the children. “They bothering you?”

“No,” I said. “They are attempting construction.”

He followed my gaze. He watched the remains of the collapsed structure.

He let out a quiet laugh. “…Looks about right.”

He stepped a little closer, lowering his voice slightly. “They’ve been doing that for a while now. They are trying to keep themselves busy.”

I nodded. “That is an effective short-term stabilization method.”

He gave me a sideways look. “…You really have a word for everything, don’t you?”

I did not respond. Instead, I looked back at the structure.

Then at the children. “Your current design lacks load distribution,” I said. “The upper elements rely entirely on unstable connections.”

One of the children frowned. “That just means it falls over.”

“Yes.”

I crouched down slightly. “Observe.”

I took one of the larger pieces and placed it in the center, after that I arranged the others around it. “Weight should transfer downward,” I said. “Not outward.”

I tapped the central piece. “This supports the rest.”

The children watched. Skeptical, but still attentive.

One of them leaned closer. “…So that one does all the work?”

“Yes.”

“Just like my mom when dad…”

Another child cutted in. “But then if that breaks, everything breaks.”

“That is correct.”

The child nodded slowly. “…That’s kind of unfair.”

“Yes,” I said. “But it is structurally efficient.”

The shop owner let out a short, quiet laugh behind me. “Sounds familiar,” he muttered.

I completed the adjustment. The structure stood. Not perfectly, but stable. For now.

The children stared at it.

No immediate collapse.

One of them carefully poked it. It held.

Another one smiled slightly.

Behind us, the room remained quiet and from above, no sound reached us.

Which meant one of two possibilities. Either nothing had happened yet, or something had, and we would hear about it when the reinforcements arrived.

The shop owner stepped closer. “At first, they were skeptical,” he said. “Expected.”

He gestured vaguely through the room. “Now it’s stabilizing.”

He nodded toward the ceiling. “Anyone who complains about air, will get sent near to the shafts, they will sit there for a while and stop complaining.”

He paused. “Current status: we wait.”

I nodded. “Passive phase with controlled environment,” I said. “Acceptable.”

He gave a short approving grunt. “Good to have proper quarters,” he added.

Then he grinned slightly. “Morale’s adjusting too.” He tilted his head toward one side of the cave. “A group of women gathered over there. Seems they’ve decided this is a good time to exchange village intelligence and apparently my wife is interested in stuff like that.” He added quieter: “…Extensively.”

I followed his gaze. Auditory activity elevated, but not disruptive. “Efficient distraction mechanism,” I said. “Reduces stress accumulation.”

He nodded.“Exactly.”

There was a brief pause. Then I looked upward again. “At some point, moisture accumulation will become a variable,” I said.

He followed my gaze. “…Humidity.”

“Yes.”

I considered the environment. “Enclosed space. Multiple individuals. Limited airflow variability. Condensation risk increases over time.”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah, I’ve noticed. Walls get damp if it runs too long.”

I continued, “Primary mitigation strategies would include increased airflow, heat distribution, or moisture absorption.”

He scratched his chin slightly. “Airflow’s already optimized as far as I can push it without opening vulnerabilities.”

“Heat we don’t want. That just shifts the problem.”

“Absorption…” He looked around. “…we don’t exactly have specialized materials down here.”

I considered alternatives. “Textiles can function as temporary absorbers,” I said. “Placement near airflow paths increases effectiveness.”

He nodded. “Could work.”

“Also elevation of stored materials,” I added. “Avoid direct ground contact where possible. This prevents moisture transfer.”

He glanced toward the supply corner. “Already did that,” he said. “Nothing sits directly on the ground.”

“Acceptable.”

He crossed his arms. “Long term, I’d need proper vent regulation,” he said. “Adjustable flow.”

“Variable control increases system efficiency.”

He smirked. “Yeah. Shame I wasn’t allowed to build it like that upstairs.”

Then he added, “…Down here, though?” He tapped one of the beams lightly. “We do things properly.”

“Observed.”

The shop owner glanced grinning at me again, then shook his head slightly. “Boy, boy,” he said. “Your friend would probably be pretty shocked if he saw how we’re spending time down here.”

“‘Friend’ is not a sufficiently accurate classification.”

The shop owner just grinned. “Yeah, figured.”

He moved on without pushing it further. We returned briefly to structural considerations. To load stability, material fatigue over extended occupancy and potential weak points if the number of people would theoretically increase further.

I responded and he adjusted. A functional and good exchange.

But something had changed internally. My legs began to register instability. The sensation resembled a support system receiving fluctuating load signals without a corresponding change in external conditions. No visible cause. No immediate corrective measure.

I paused. Then said, “I need to document the events of the day.”

The shop owner looked at me for a moment. “Yeah… alright.” He turned slightly. “Well then,” he said, “I’ll go check on my wife. Before I get reprimanded for not anticipating her needs.”

He gave a brief wave and left.

I returned to my previous position near the barrel and lowered myself to the ground again.

I checked if this was the most stable position and took out the notebook.

My internal instability persisted. Like a system maintaining function while internal tolerances begin to fluctuate beyond expected ranges.

I began writing.

 

Nicholas’ absence registered as a missing variable in an otherwise stable system.

The structure remained functional.

But no longer optimal.

Adjustments: Currently not available.

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Steckdose
                        

                    

                    Structural Addendum:

Max Mustermann’s ongoing integration into this world remains an evolving process.

If there are environments, conflicts, or systemic failures you would like to see examined, they may be proposed below.

Excessive inefficiency is especially encouraged.
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