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​Chapter 1: A Broom and a Burden
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Heroism, as a general rule, is a messy business. Bards rarely sing about the aftermath of a triumphant awakening of magical powers, primarily because nothing rhymes with "extensive structural damage to load-bearing stonework." They prefer to focus on the gleaming swords, the sudden bursts of inner light, and the winds of destiny blowing through perfectly conditioned hair. They do not mention the glitter.

Barnaby hated the glitter most of all.

He stood in the center of the Grand Courtyard of the Academy of High Magical Arts and Mild Sensibility, leaning heavily on a broom that had seen better centuries. The courtyard was currently paved not with its usual cobblestones, but with a thick, shimmering crust of pulverized masonry, shattered stained glass, and localized, sparkly hero-dust.

This was the direct result of yesterday’s "Destiny Manifestation Event." Chadwick the Chiseled, the officially recognized and fully permitted Chosen One of the current fiscal year, had finally unlocked his latent potential. The sudden influx of pure, unadulterated Main Character Energy had blown out the windows of the eastern wing, permanently deafened a flock of decorative doves, and coated the entire quadrangle in a substance that Barnaby knew from bitter experience was entirely resistant to standard soap.

Magical glitter did not simply stick to things. It formed a philosophical attachment to the surface it landed on. It looked at a stone slab and decided that it and the stone were now soulmates, bound together until the end of time or until someone applied a highly illegal acidic solvent.

Barnaby sighed, a deep, rattling sound that came from the bottom of his boots. He adjusted his grip on the broom. It was a Bristle-Stiffened Oakwood Sweeper, standard issue for the Custodial Arts Guild (Local Chapter 44). Over the decades, it had absorbed so much ambient magical radiation from sweeping up discarded potions, failed transmutations, and the occasional exploded student that it had developed a sullen, passive-aggressive sentience of its own. Right now, it was actively resisting the sweeping motion out of pure spite.

"Come on, you piece of kindling," Barnaby muttered to the wood. "The Headmaster wants this cleared before the midday bell. He says the shimmer is ruining the aesthetic of impending doom."

He pushed the broom forward, scraping a small pile of shattered blue glass and golden dust into a battered tin dustpan. Barnaby was a man built out of leftover parts of other, grumpier men. His skin had the texture and general flexibility of an old leather boot left out in the rain. His uniform, a faded grey tabard over practical canvas trousers, was a tapestry of unidentifiable stains. Some stains were from ordinary mud, while others were from substances that had briefly existed in five dimensions before settling on being sticky.

He was not a man who concerned himself with Prophecy. Prophecy was an administrative problem. Prophecy involved paperwork, budget allocations for dramatic lighting, and usually an increase in his workload regarding bloodstain removal. He much preferred reality, which was mostly about making sure the drains in the alchemy labs didn't back up and spawn sentient sludge-monsters on a Tuesday.

Chadwick’s little display yesterday had cost the Academy three gargoyles. Barnaby nudged a severed stone ear with the toe of his boot. The gargoyle had looked somewhat relieved to be put out of its misery; being forced to squat on a parapet in the freezing rain while wizards pontificated below was a terrible way to spend an eternity. Now, Barnaby would have to fill out a Requisition for Mythological Debris Removal (Form 7B) in triplicate, wait for the Department of Magical Compliance to approve it, and then cart the heavy stone chunks to the municipal disposal pit himself.

"Chosen One," Barnaby grunted, sweeping harder. "Chosen to be a massive pain in the neck, more like. If Destiny had any sense of workplace safety, it would choose someone who knew how to handle a broom."

He paused to wipe his brow with a rag that smelled faintly of turpentine and despair. The morning sun was struggling to penetrate the thick layer of dramatic, foreboding clouds that the weather-mages had installed for the upcoming World-Saving Event. The event was scheduled for next week. The catering had already been ordered.

As Barnaby prepared to attack a particularly stubborn patch of fused glitter and stone, the heavy brass bells of the Tower of Administrative Panic began to toll.

These were not the Doom Bells (which were reserved strictly for the actual arrival of the Dark Lord, or when the cafeteria ran out of coffee). These were the Urgent Assembly Bells. They had a frantic, bureaucratic clatter to them, a sound that suggested someone in middle management had just noticed a severe discrepancy in the ledgers.

Barnaby stopped sweeping. He leaned on his broom and watched as the heavy oak doors of the Great Hall burst open. A tide of students, wearing robes color-coded by their level of unearned arrogance, spilled out onto the balconies. Following them, moving with the flustered urgency of a frightened herd of sheep, came the faculty.

At the front of the balcony stood Headmaster Fizzlewick. The Headmaster was a man who believed that the primary function of a wizard was to have a very large beard and to look deeply concerned about the fabric of reality. His beard was currently twitching, which usually indicated a localized crisis or a misplaced muffin.

"Students! Faculty! Staff!" Fizzlewick’s magically amplified voice boomed across the courtyard, causing several remaining panes of glass to rattle in their frames. "And Barnaby," he added, squinting down at the lone figure in the courtyard.

Barnaby offered a half-hearted salute with two fingers, not bothering to remove his hat.

"We are faced with a crisis of unprecedented, nay, catastrophic proportions!" Fizzlewick declared, gripping the stone railing. "A tragedy that strikes at the very heart of our great institution, and more importantly, our quarterly funding!"

A murmur of genuine horror rippled through the faculty. The Dark Lord conquering the realm was one thing, but budget cuts were a tangible, terrifying reality.

"As you all know," the Headmaster continued, wiping a bead of sweat from his forehead with a sleeve made of crushed velvet, "the Prophecy of the Seventh Moon is slated to reach its climax in exactly four days. The stars have aligned. The omens have been verified by an independent auditing firm. The Dark Lord gathers his forces in the Obsidian Spire of Questionable Architecture."

Fizzlewick paused for dramatic effect. He was very good at pauses. He practiced them in front of a mirror.

"However," Fizzlewick choked out the word, "it appears our champion... our beacon of hope... our highly photogenic savior... is absent."

Silence descended upon the courtyard. It was a thick, heavy silence, broken only by the sound of Barnaby very slowly sweeping a single piece of gravel into his dustpan.

"What do you mean, absent?" demanded Professor Grimbold, the head of Theoretical Evocation, a man whose eyebrows looked like two angry caterpillars preparing for a turf war. "Is he meditating in the Astral Plane?"

"No," Fizzlewick said miserably. "His dorm room is empty. His trunk is gone. His entire collection of premium hair-care products has been completely cleared out. He left a note."

The Headmaster held up a piece of parchment. It was a very nice, heavy-stock parchment, the kind that cost three silver pieces a sheet.

"It reads," Fizzlewick adjusted his spectacles, "'Dear Academy. Have realized that fighting a millennia-old entity of pure evil sounds super stressful and bad for my pores. Also, I have a lucrative offer to do a theatrical tour in the Southern Isles. Sorry about the prophecy. Best of luck with the impending doom. XOXO, Chadwick.'"

Pandemonium erupted on the balcony.

Barnaby watched the chaos with the detached interest of a man watching an anthill that had just been stepped on. Wizards were generally useless in a crisis that could not be solved by throwing a fireball at it. And you could not throw a fireball at a broken contract.

"The catering!" shrieked the Head of Logistical Enchantments, tearing at her hair. "I’ve already paid the non-refundable deposit on five hundred tiny sausages on sticks! If there is no Victory Banquet, I’ll be ruined!"

"The bards have already written the first three verses of the ballad!" another professor wailed. "They rhymed his name with 'magical rad-wick'! It cost a fortune!"

"We have to find him!" Fizzlewick roared over the noise, attempting to restore order. "The Department of Destiny expects a Chosen One! The insurance premiums on the Academy alone require a registered hero on the premises to maintain our fire coverage! If the World-Saving Event is defaulted due to a no-show, the penalties will bankrupt us!"

Barnaby shook his head slowly. The world was allegedly ending, the sky was filled with dark, churning clouds of malice, and the sharpest minds of the generation were having a collective breakdown over liability insurance and cocktail sausages. It was, in Barnaby’s considered opinion, typical.

He decided that this was well above his pay grade. His job was to sweep the courtyard. If the courtyard was destined to be vaporized by the Dark Lord on Thursday, that was Thursday’s problem. Today was Monday, and the glitter was still here.

He turned away from the balcony, entirely dismissing the panic above, and resumed his war against the sparkly dust.

High above the screaming faculty, at the very peak of the Tower of Bureaucracy, something stirred.

The Tower of Bureaucracy was not a place of magic, at least not the fun kind of magic involving sparks and levitation. It was a place of deep, ancient, terrifying administrative magic. It was where the true power of the realm resided (in filing cabinets that stretched into the fourth dimension).

Deep within the highest vault, resting on a velvet cushion beneath a dome of reinforced, magically-resistant glass, sat the Quest Mandate.

It was a scroll of heavy vellum, crafted from the skin of an endangered bureaucratic sheep (a creature known for its naturally occurring watermarks). It was bound with a thick ribbon of red tape and sealed with three massive blobs of enchanted wax, representing the Departments of Fate, Destiny, and Accounting.

For centuries, it had waited. It was a legally binding document of epic proportions. When the current Chosen One had been identified (largely through a process involving a lot of paperwork and a standardized multiple-choice test), the Mandate had prepared itself. It was supposed to be ceremonially handed to Chadwick upon his graduation, officially activating the liability clauses of his heroism.

But Chadwick was gone. The cosmic scales were unbalanced. The deadline was approaching. The administrative magic embedded in the vellum grew restless. It did not care about hair-care products or theatrical tours. It cared only about compliance. A Quest had been filed. A Champion was required.

With a sound like a highly stressed librarian clearing her throat, the glass dome shattered.

The Quest Mandate floated into the air. It hummed with the terrifying power of impending litigation. It drifted out of the high window of the vault, caught on a sudden updraft of cold, uncaring wind.

It began its descent toward the courtyard below, seeking an aura.

Administrative magic is notoriously lazy. It does not look for the "best" candidate. It does not seek the purest heart or the strongest arm. It seeks the path of least resistance. It seeks proximity. It seeks whoever is currently standing closest to the center of the designated heroic drop zone who has not already filed a formal Exemption from Heroics form.

The Mandate drifted over the balcony. It ignored the Headmaster (his aura was entirely comprised of panic and unpaid invoices). It floated past the battle-mages (too violent, likely to damage the paperwork). It bypassed the divination students (they were all currently hiding under their desks, having foreseen the budget cuts).

It drifted down, down, into the glitter-strewn courtyard.

Barnaby was leaning heavily on his broom, pausing to dig a particularly stubborn piece of gravel out of the bristles. He had a very solid, practical aura. It was an aura that said, in no uncertain terms, that things needed to be cleaned up, sorted out, and put away properly so everyone could go home and have a cup of tea. It was an aura of getting the job done, regardless of how unpleasant the job was.

To the lazy, panicked administrative magic of the Mandate, this aura looked absolutely perfect. It looked like compliance.

The scroll dropped like a stone.

Barnaby heard the whistling sound just in time to look up. He saw a tube of yellowed parchment, trailing a ribbon of bright red tape, plummeting directly toward his head.

With the honed reflexes of a man who spent his life dodging rogue alchemy experiments and falling masonry, Barnaby side-stepped.

The Mandate missed his head by a fraction of an inch. Instead, it slammed directly into the bristled end of his oakwood sweeper.

There was a sound like a massive rubber stamp hitting a ledger (THWACK).

"What in the nine hells of poor sanitation—" Barnaby started to swear, but he cut himself off. He stared at his broom.

The scroll was stuck to the bristles. It was not just resting there; it had integrated itself. The red ribbon whipped around the wooden handle, tying itself into a perfectly symmetrical, legally binding knot.

"Get off," Barnaby grunted, shaking the broom violently. The scroll did not budge.

He dropped the dustpan and grabbed the parchment with his thick, calloused hands, planting a boot on the broom head and pulling with all his considerable strength. It was like trying to pull a shadow off a wall. The magic held fast.

Then, the vellum began to glow.

It was not the bright, inspiring golden glow of a holy sword. It was a sickly, fluorescent, bureaucratic green. It was the color of a form that tells you your application has been denied and you owe back taxes.

The green light pulsed, traveling from the scroll, up the wooden handle of the broom, and directly into Barnaby’s hands.

He let out a sharp grunt of pain as the light surged up his arm, burning right through the thick canvas of his sleeve. It felt like someone was pressing a hot branding iron made of paperwork against his skin.

He stumbled backward, dropping the broom. It clattered to the cobblestones, the scroll still firmly attached.

Barnaby ripped up his sleeve, staring at his right forearm.

Burned into his leathery skin, glowing with that same sickly green light, was a sequence of intricate, sharp-edged magical runes. Barnaby could not read High Arcane, but he had spent enough time cleaning the Department of Magical Law to recognize the shape of the letters.

It was a Binding Clause.

It was a localized, permanent, non-transferable magical tattoo that essentially read (Action Required: Save The World. Penalty for Failure: Immediate Liquidation of Assets and Soul).

Barnaby stood in the ruined courtyard, surrounded by glitter, the shouting of panicked academics echoing above him. He looked down at the glowing runes on his arm. He looked at the broom, which now bore the official seal of the Quest Mandate.

He let out a long, slow breath.

"I am definitely," Barnaby said to the empty air, "claiming double time-and-a-half for this."
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​Chapter 2: Explosions and Evictions
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True magic, as taught in the upper, well-ventilated echelons of the Academy of High Magical Arts and Mild Sensibility, was considered an elegant art. It involved dramatic sweeping gestures, precise incantations spoken in languages that had not paid taxes in three thousand years, and a great deal of posturing. It was clean, it was photogenic, and it looked fantastic on the promotional brochures handed out to wealthy prospective parents.

Alchemy, on the other hand, was not an art. Alchemy was a desperate, sweaty, highly volatile hostage negotiation with the fundamental laws of physics.

Elara Vance was currently negotiating very hard, and physics was refusing to compromise.

She stood in Sub-Basement 4, a room that had originally been designed as a root cellar before the Academy realized that carrots absorbed ambient necromancy and developed a tendency to bite the cooks. Since then, it had been repurposed as a laboratory for the Department of Applied Alchemical Sciences. It was a department consisting entirely of Elara, largely because she was the only one who had not either quit, been reassigned to something safer (like taming rabid manticores), or accidentally turned themselves into a fine, highly toxic mist.

The laboratory smelled violently of ozone, fermented sulfur, and the distinct, coppery tang of broken dreams. The walls were weeping a steady trickle of condensation that occasionally sparked when it touched the floor. The only light came from the erratic, sputtering green flames of the Bunsen-burners arrayed across her heavily scarred workbench.

Elara was twenty-eight years old, though a casual observer might have guessed she was a well-preserved forty who had recently survived a localized war. Her hair, which had once been a perfectly respectable shade of chestnut, was now a frizzy, multi-colored testament to various chemical miscalculations. It was currently tied back with a piece of insulated copper wire. She wore a heavy leather apron over a stained tunic, thick protective goggles perched on her forehead, and an expression of permanent, aggressive exhaustion.

She was currently holding a pair of iron tongs, using them to carefully suspend a solid block of cheap, mundane lead over a crucible bubbling with a liquid that looked dangerously like liquid hatred.

"Come on," Elara whispered, adjusting the flame beneath the crucible by a fraction of an inch. "Just a little structural realignment. You want to be gold. Deep down, at an atomic level, every base metal wants upward mobility. It is the fundamental drive of capitalism. Work with me here."

Her current experiment was not about greed. Elara did not care about acquiring gold to buy fancy robes or summer homes in the Elven Riviera. She needed gold to fund her actual research. Specifically, she was attempting a highly theoretical procedure to turn base lead directly into a Viable Academic Grant Proposal.

She figured that if she could transmute the lead into enough high-purity gold to bypass the Academy's Finance Department entirely, she could finally afford the ingredients needed to cure the weeping pox that was currently ravaging the lower districts of the city. The upper faculty did not care about the weeping pox because it only affected people who could not afford magical wards, which meant it was considered a "societal opportunity for character building" rather than a medical emergency.

The liquid in the crucible turned from a violent purple to a sickly, pale yellow. It began to hum. It was not a pleasant hum. It was the hum of an angry wasp trapped inside a tin can.

Elara tightened her grip on the tongs. According to the ancient text she had translated (and liberally corrected in the margins, because the ancient author clearly did not understand basic thermodynamics), the addition of the lead at this precise frequency should trigger a cascade of molecular restructuring.

She lowered the lead block until the very tip of it brushed the surface of the yellow liquid.

For a single, breathless second, it worked. The lead began to shimmer. A streak of brilliant, pure gold raced up the side of the grey metal. Elara’s heart leapt in her chest. She could see the cure for the pox. She could see a clean, well-lit laboratory with actual windows. She could see a future where she did not have to eat cold, leftover cabbage soup out of a chipped beaker.

Then, physics, having reviewed the terms of the negotiation, decided to abruptly leave the table.

The hum escalated into a shriek. The streak of gold turned a violently bright, angry red.

"Oh, for the love of—" Elara began, recognizing the immediate precursor to a Class 3 Alchemical Event.

She dropped the tongs, dove under the heavy oak workbench, and clamped her hands over the back of her neck.

The explosion was not a fiery, cinematic fireball. It was an alchemical implosion, which was much worse. It sounded like a giant inhaling a mattress, followed immediately by a concussive shockwave of purely localized, highly concentrated spite.

The heavy glass of the crucible shattered into a thousand pieces, embedding themselves deep into the stone walls. The liquid did not splash; it vaporized instantly into a thick, expanding cloud of dense, glittery soot that smelled overwhelmingly of burning paperwork and denied funding.

Beneath the desk, Elara coughed, tasting copper and ash. She waited for the sound of falling debris to stop. When the only noise left in the room was the gentle hissing of a melted Bunsen-burner, she slowly crawled out from her hiding spot.

She stood up, brushing a thick layer of grey, sparkling powder off her leather apron. She reached up and pulled her goggles down over her eyes, discovering that her face was completely coated in the soot, leaving two clean circles of pale skin around her eyes like an extremely annoyed raccoon.

She looked at her workbench. The lead block was gone. In its place, resting precisely where the crucible had been, was a perfectly formed, highly detailed sculpture of a turnip.

Elara stared at the turnip. The turnip sat there, radiating a faint aura of complete and utter uselessness.

"A turnip," Elara said, her voice flat and devoid of all hope. "Not even a potato. A root vegetable with zero magical conductivity. Brilliant. Just brilliant work, universe."

She picked up a heavy brass wrench and briefly considered beating the turnip to a pulp, but decided it would require more energy than she currently possessed. She dropped the wrench back onto the table with a heavy clatter.

Before she could begin the arduous process of sweeping up the alchemical failure, a small, sharp sound echoed through the damp basement.

Thwip.

Elara did not move. She knew that sound. Everyone in the Academy knew that sound. It was the sound of the internal pneumatic magical delivery system, a complex network of invisible tubes used by the administration to distribute bad news with maximum efficiency.

A small, perfectly folded paper dart, glowing with a faint, bureaucratic red light, materialized out of thin air near the ceiling. It circled the room once, like a vulture inspecting a dying animal, and then dive-bombed directly toward Elara.

It struck her squarely in the center of her forehead.

"Ow," she said, though the physical impact was minimal compared to the emotional damage she knew was coming.

The dart unfolded itself, hovering in the air at eye level. It cleared its throat. It was a terrifying quirk of the administrative magic that all official memos were endowed with a small, highly passive-aggressive voice that sounded exactly like a disappointed schoolmarm.

"Notification of Infraction," the memo read aloud, its voice echoing shrilly in the damp basement. "To: Elara Vance, Probationary Alchemist, Sub-Basement 4. From: The Department of Magical Compliance and Spatial Management. Subject: Unauthorized Detonations and Lack of Heroic Synergy."

Elara squeezed her eyes shut. "I had the blast shields up," she muttered defensively, though she knew arguing with a piece of paper was the first sign of creeping madness.

"Recent seismological readings indicate a Class 3 Alchemical Event originating from your designated workspace," the memo continued, entirely ignoring her. "This represents the fourth such event this fiscal quarter. Furthermore, it has been noted by the Committee for Aesthetic Heroism that your aura is, quote, 'depressingly pragmatic and lacking in marketable whimsy,' end quote."

"Marketable whimsy," Elara repeated, opening her eyes to glare at the hovering parchment. "I am trying to cure a plague. Plagues do not care about whimsy. Plagues do not respond to sparkles."

"Therefore," the memo stated, raising its volume to speak over her, "your tenancy in Sub-Basement 4 is hereby terminated, effective immediately. Your research grants, which currently total three copper pieces and a coupon for the cafeteria, are frozen. You are instructed to vacate the premises by sundown."

Elara stopped breathing. She stared at the paper. The basement was damp, it smelled terrible, and the rats occasionally tried to steal her shoes, but it was hers. It was her sanctuary from the smiling, useless wizards upstairs. It was the only place she could do the real work.

"Terminated?" she whispered. "You can't terminate my lab. I'm in the middle of a critical phase!"

"Please report to the Department of Magical Compliance, Office 402, to surrender your keys, your security badges, and any volatile compounds exceeding four ounces," the memo concluded. "Have a magical day."

The red glow faded, and the paper dart lost its sentience, fluttering lifelessly to the stone floor and landing next to the lead-turned-turnip.

Elara stood very still for a long time. The hissing of the broken burner was the only sound.

Anger, pure and bright and highly combustible, began to ignite in her chest. It was not the sudden, explosive anger of a failed experiment. It was a cold, slow-burning rage, the kind of rage that could power a small locomotive.

She was not going to be evicted by a piece of paper. She was not going to let a committee of bearded charlatans tell her that her work lacked "synergy." If they wanted her out, they were going to have to look her in her soot-stained face and explain exactly why the funding for a plague cure was being cut while the budget for the Chosen One's dramatic lighting was just increased by fifty percent.

She turned on her heel, her heavy boots crunching on the shattered glass of the crucible. She did not bother to wash her face. She did not bother to take off her heavy leather apron. She wanted them to see the soot. She wanted them to smell the ozone. She wanted them to know that while they were up in their towers contemplating the music of the spheres, she was down in the dirt, actually trying to fix things.

Elara marched out of the lab, slamming the heavy iron door behind her.

The journey from Sub-Basement 4 to the Tower of Bureaucracy was a geographical representation of class inequality within the Academy.

The sub-basements were rough-hewn stone, lit by sputtering torches that smelled of cheap pitch. As Elara climbed the spiraling service stairs, the stone gave way to polished marble. The torches were replaced by permanent, glowing orbs of soft, complimentary light. By the time she reached the fourth floor of the Tower of Bureaucracy, her boots were leaving distinct, grey footprints on plush, deep-pile crimson carpets that felt like walking on freshly baked bread.

She ignored the horrified stares of several junior clerks who flattened themselves against the walls to avoid touching her soot-stained apron.

She reached the heavy oak door of Office 402. A polished brass plaque on the door read: Department of Magical Compliance, Evictions, and Mild Chastisement.

Elara did not knock. She simply leaned into the door with her shoulder and pushed it open.

The waiting room was an exercise in psychological warfare. The walls were painted a color that could only be described as "Aggressive Beige." The chairs were designed by someone who harbored a deep, personal grudge against the human spine. A low, continuous ticking sound emanated from a grandfather clock in the corner, though the hands on the clock never actually moved. It was a room designed to break the human spirit before the actual bureaucratic process even began.

Behind a high, reinforced mahogany desk sat a clerk. The clerk was not human. He (or it) appeared to be a minor demon who had been summoned, trapped, and forced into administrative labor. He had pale, translucent skin, tiny horns protruding from a severely receding hairline, and eyes the color of old dishwater. His name tag read, simply, "Glim."

Glim did not look up when Elara entered. He was meticulously aligning a stack of forms using a small, brass ruler.

Elara marched up to the desk. She placed both her soot-covered hands flat on the polished mahogany, leaving two perfect, dirty handprints.

"I am here to dispute an eviction notice," Elara said, her voice tight and controlled.

Glim slowly stopped aligning the forms. He placed the brass ruler down with excruciating care. He adjusted his spectacles, which were perched on the very tip of a nose that looked like a sharpened pencil, and slowly raised his dishwater eyes to look at her.

He stared at the soot on her face. He stared at the handprints on his desk. He did not blink.

"Do you have an appointment, Citizen Vance?" Glim asked. His voice was like dry leaves scraping across a tombstone.

"I do not need an appointment to be unjustly thrown out of my laboratory," Elara countered, leaning over the desk. "I am in the middle of synthesizing a heavy-metal counteragent for the weeping pox. If I stop now, the compound will destabilize."

"The stabilization of your unauthorized compounds is not the concern of this department," Glim said, opening a massive, leather-bound ledger. He ran a long, spindly finger down a column of names. "Ah. Yes. Vance, Elara. Sub-Basement 4. Eviction mandated by the Committee for Aesthetic Heroism."

"The committee is composed of idiots who wouldn't know a viable alchemical formula if it bit them on their velvet-clad behinds," Elara snapped. "Why am I being evicted? My rent is paid. My safety wards, while occasionally strained, have never completely failed."

"Your eviction is not a matter of rent or safety," Glim said, closing the ledger with a soft thud. "It is a matter of resource reallocation."

"Reallocation?" Elara narrowed her eyes. "To what? What could possibly be more important than medical research?"

Glim let out a small, dry sigh, the sound of a bureaucrat forced to explain the obvious to a simpleton.

"As you are no doubt aware, the Prophecy of the Seventh Moon is reaching its climax," Glim recited, his voice devoid of any inflection. "The Academy is preparing for the World-Saving Event. However, a minor logistical hurdle has presented itself."

"I heard the bells," Elara said dismissively. "What does Chadwick the Chiseled having a tantrum have to do with my laboratory?"

"Mr. Chadwick is currently unavailable," Glim said, choosing his words with terrifying precision. "Due to his absence, the Academy is being forced to implement Emergency Protocol Alpha. We are reorganizing our internal spaces to project a maximum aura of calm, heroic readiness to the outside world, lest the auditors from the Department of Destiny realize we have lost our primary asset."

Elara stared at him. The sheer, concentrated stupidity of the statement was almost a physical weight pressing against her forehead.

"You are throwing me out," Elara said slowly, making sure she understood completely, "to project an aura?"

"Specifically," Glim corrected, "Sub-Basement 4 has been identified as having the ideal subterranean acoustics for a Heroic Meditation Suite. The stonework is considered very grounding. It is being converted immediately to serve as a calming environment for whoever is eventually forced to take up the Quest Mandate. Your explosive and highly un-photogenic alchemical equipment clashes with the required zen aesthetic."

Elara’s jaw dropped. She looked around the beige waiting room, half expecting this to be a complex, chemically induced hallucination caused by inhaling the fumes of the turnip.

"You are turning a functioning laboratory into a meditation spa for a hero who isn't even here?" she yelled, the carefully maintained control finally snapping. "People are dying of the pox in the lower city, and you need a zen aesthetic?"

"Volume control, Citizen Vance," Glim admonished, raising a single, pale finger. "Your lack of heroic synergy is exactly why this decision was finalized. You do not understand the optics of prophecy."

"I understand the optics of a structural failure!" Elara slammed her fist on the desk. "If you move my equipment without proper stabilization protocols, you will blow up the entire southern wing of the Academy! The volatile compounds in there require constant thermal monitoring!"

"The dismantling of your equipment will be handled by the Custodial Arts Guild," Glim said smoothly, entirely unbothered by the threat of explosive death. "They have been issued standard protective gloves and a large bucket of sand. I am sure it will be fine."

Elara felt the blood drain from her face. The Custodial Guild. They were going to send some poor, underpaid janitor down there with a bucket of sand to handle highly reactive alchemical acids. It was not just an eviction; it was a potential massacre caused by sheer, administrative ignorance.

"You cannot do this," Elara said, her voice dropping to a dangerous, quiet hiss. "I am filing an official grievance. I demand a hearing before the Headmaster."

Glim actually smiled. It was a terrifying sight. It looked like a crack appearing in a porcelain plate.

"You are entirely within your rights to file a grievance," Glim said, reaching under his desk. He produced a stack of paperwork roughly the thickness of a brick and dropped it heavily onto the mahogany surface.

"Please complete Form 892-Delta, Subsections A through Q, in triplicate," Glim instructed. "Attach a notarized statement of your magical lineage, three letters of recommendation from certified wizards, and a non-refundable processing fee of fifty silver pieces. Once submitted, your grievance will be reviewed by the Appeals Committee."

Elara stared at the mountain of paperwork. "When does the Appeals Committee next meet?" she asked, her voice hollow.

"Next year," Glim replied cheerfully. "Assuming it does not rain. They are very sensitive to dampness. In the meantime, you are required to vacate the premises by sundown. If you do not, the automated magical security systems will physically forcibly remove you and classify you as municipal waste."

Elara looked at Glim. She looked at the paperwork. She looked at the dirty handprints she had left on the desk.

She realized, with a cold, absolute certainty, that she could not win this fight here. Not with logic. Not with anger. Bureaucracy did not feel anger, and it was entirely immune to logic. It only understood forms, stamps, and regulations.

She needed to go over Glim's head. She needed to bypass the Department of Compliance entirely. She needed to find the central automated magical clerk, the ancient logic engine that governed the fundamental rules of the Academy, and input a grievance directly into its core processing runes. It was highly illegal, incredibly dangerous, and exactly the kind of thing she excelled at.

Elara slowly took a step back from the desk.

"I am not taking the paperwork," Elara said softly.

Glim blinked his dishwater eyes. "If you do not take the paperwork, you cannot file a grievance."

"I am going to file a grievance," Elara said, turning toward the door. She reached up and pulled her heavy goggles back over her eyes, snapping the strap against the back of her head. "I am just going to file it loudly."

She pushed through the heavy oak door and marched back out into the plush, crimson-carpeted hallway. She had less than four hours until sundown to find the automated clerk, bypass its security wards, and save her laboratory from being turned into a meditation suite.

She did not know that at this exact moment, down in the courtyard, a highly panicked administrative scroll was plummeting toward the head of a grumpy janitor. She did not know that the automated logic engine she was about to seek out was already under immense strain from the missing Chosen One.

All Elara Vance knew was that she was out of time, out of funding, and completely out of patience. And an alchemist entirely out of patience was a very dangerous thing indeed.
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​Chapter 3: The Binding Clause
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Filing a formal grievance with the universe is a notoriously difficult process. The universe is incredibly vast, exceptionally busy, and generally lacks a centralized customer service desk. Therefore, magical institutions had long ago decided to build their own.

At the Academy of High Magical Arts and Mild Sensibility, this took the form of the Central Automated Logic Engine and Destiny Registrar. It was located deep within the bowels of the Tower of Bureaucracy, in a circular chamber lined entirely with pigeonholes, pneumatic tubes, and an overwhelming smell of hot brass.

The Engine had been constructed three centuries prior by Archmage Ponderous the Pedantic. He was a man who firmly believed that the unpredictable, whimsical nature of magic could be entirely solved if one simply applied enough gears to it. He had died of a magical papercut shortly after completing the machine, but his legacy lived on. The Engine was a towering monstrosity of clicking cogs, hissing steam valves, and massive slots designed to accept standardized forms. It possessed the kind of ruthless, uncompromising intelligence usually found only in predatory fungi or tax collectors.

Currently, the Engine was having a very bad day.

It was attempting to reconcile the fact that the Prophecy of the Seventh Moon (File Reference: Doom-884-A) required a Chosen One, but the designated Chosen One had formally requested a transfer to the theatrical arts. The machine’s massive brass calculation drums were spinning so fast they were beginning to smoke.

Standing directly in front of the smoking machine, armed with a vial of highly corrosive alchemical acid and a heavy iron wrench, was Elara Vance.

"Listen to me, you oversized clock," Elara demanded, tapping the wrench aggressively against the machine’s primary intake slot. "I am overriding the eviction notice for Sub-Basement 4. I am inputting a Class-A Medical Research Exemption. Do you understand?"

The Engine clicked loudly, a sound like a giant snapping its metallic fingers. A slot opened near Elara’s knees, and a small, stiff piece of yellow parchment spat out onto the floor.

Elara picked it up. It read: (ERROR 404: Heroic Synergy Not Found. Please Submit Form 99-B For Re-Evaluation of Marketable Whimsy.)

"I do not have time for Form 99-B," Elara hissed through her teeth. Her face was still covered in alchemical soot, making her look like a particularly angry miner. "There is a plague. A real plague. It does not care about synergy. Now, open the manual override panel, or I am going to introduce this beaker of dissolving solution to your primary logic drive."

The Engine whirred, sounding distinctly offended. It possessed no actual feelings, but it had been programmed to simulate deep bureaucratic disappointment whenever it was threatened. Another piece of yellow parchment spat out.

(WARNING: Threatening the Logic Engine is a Class 2 Felony. Penalty: Immediate Transmutation into a Stapler.)

Elara raised the vial of acid, her patience having completely evaporated somewhere around the fourth floor waiting room. She was fully prepared to melt the intake slot and physically jam her exemption request into the gears.

Before she could commit a felony against municipal property, the heavy iron doors of the registry chamber burst open.

Elara spun around, dropping the wrench and hiding the acid vial behind her back. She expected a squad of magical security golems. Instead, she saw the Academy groundskeeper.

Barnaby did not look like a man who was having a good day. He marched into the room with heavy, thudding steps, leaving a faint trail of magical glitter behind him. He was holding his wooden sweeper directly out in front of him, as if it were a highly venomous snake that he had caught by the neck.

Wrapped tightly around the bristles of the broom, glowing with a nauseating, fluorescent green light, was the Quest Mandate. The red ribbon of the scroll was tied in a knot so complex it defied three-dimensional geometry. Furthermore, the sleeve of Barnaby’s right arm was entirely burned away, revealing a sprawling tattoo of intricate, glowing runes that pulsed in time with his heartbeat.

"Where," Barnaby roared, his voice echoing off the brass walls, "is the Complaint Receptacle?"

Elara took a step back, her eyes darting from the glowing scroll to the glowing arm. She recognized Barnaby. Everyone recognized Barnaby. He was the man who yelled at the students for leaving cursed artifacts on the lawn. He was also the man who had filed twelve noise complaints against her laboratory in the last month alone.

"The Complaint Receptacle is out of order," Elara said defensively. "And even if it wasn't, you can't bring a Class-1 Prophetic Document into the Logic Core without proper shielding. You're violating six different safety protocols just by standing there."

Barnaby stopped in the center of the room. He glared at Elara. He noted the soot, the goggles, and the heavy leather apron.

"You," Barnaby growled, pointing the glowing broom at her. "You're the explosion girl. The one who keeps shaking the foundation stones under the eastern wing. I had to re-grout the hydra pens because of you."

"I am conducting vital alchemical research," Elara corrected, standing up straighter. "And my name is Elara. And right now, I am attempting to file a grievance against an unjust eviction. So, if you don't mind taking your glowing cleaning supplies elsewhere, I have a machine to threaten."

"A grievance?" Barnaby let out a hollow, humorless laugh. He marched toward the massive brass Engine, dragging the glowing broom behind him. "You want to talk about grievances? Look at this!"

He shoved his right arm toward her. The green runes flared, illuminating the dimly lit chamber. They smelled strongly of singed hair and impending doom.

"A piece of administrative garbage fell out of the sky and glued itself to my broom," Barnaby explained, his voice vibrating with suppressed rage. "And then it burned a Binding Clause into my skin. It expects me to go slay a Dark Lord. Me. I am a janitor. My union contract specifically exempts me from battles involving anything larger than a dire-rat."

Elara stared at the runes. She leaned closer, her analytical mind immediately taking over. She pushed her goggles up onto her forehead, squinting at the sharp angles of the magical script.

"Fascinating," she murmured, temporarily forgetting her own eviction. "That is an absolute proximity bind. It bypassed all standard heroic vetting procedures. The administrative magic must be panicking because Chadwick abandoned his post. It just grabbed the nearest available biological entity with a registered Academy pulse."

"I don't care how it works," Barnaby said, slamming the base of the broom against the stone floor. The machine clicked nervously in response. "I want to know how to undo it. I came here to tell this oversized abacus to issue a retraction. I have a courtyard full of glitter to sweep, and I am not taking a leave of absence to go climb a mountain of skulls."

Elara shook her head slowly. "You can't issue a retraction for a primary Quest Mandate. The magic is legally binding on a cosmic level. If you don't complete the quest, the runes will eventually reach critical mass and liquidate your soul to pay the breach-of-contract fines."

Barnaby stared at her, the color slowly draining from his weathered face. "Liquidate?"

"Financially and literally," Elara confirmed. "It’s a very messy process. It usually requires a mop."

"I am the one who uses the mop!" Barnaby shouted at the ceiling. He turned his attention back to the massive, ticking Logic Engine. "Listen to me, you pile of scrap! Undo this! Transfer it! Give it to the explosion girl, she clearly likes dangerous situations!"

"Excuse me?" Elara bristled, taking a step toward him. "Do not drag me into your heroic liability issues. I am busy fighting an eviction notice from the Committee for Aesthetic Heroism."

"Aesthetic heroism?" Barnaby echoed, pausing his tirade. He looked at her closely. "Wait. Are they throwing you out of Sub-Basement 4?"

"Yes," Elara snapped. "They need it for a meditation suite because the Chosen One is stressed, which is ridiculous because the Chosen One is currently halfway to the Southern Isles on a luxury galleon."

Barnaby absorbed this information. A profound sense of shared, blue-collar exhaustion settled over him. They were entirely different people: one dealt with the physical mess of the Academy, the other dealt with the chemical mess. But they were both currently being crushed under the polished boots of the same bureaucracy.

"They told me the glitter was a priority," Barnaby muttered, rubbing his templar. "They want the courtyard clean for a victory banquet that isn't going to happen. And they're throwing you out to build a spa for a coward."

"Exactly," Elara said, glad someone finally understood the sheer stupidity of the situation.

Behind them, the Logic Engine let out a high-pitched whine. The massive calculation drums suddenly stopped spinning. The air in the room grew heavy, thick with the smell of ozone and burnt copper.

"What did you do?" Barnaby asked, taking a step back.

"I didn't do anything," Elara said, watching the machine warily. "I think... I think it’s processing."

The Logic Engine was, indeed, processing. It had been stuck in a logical loop for six hours. It needed a hero. It had found a janitor. A janitor was not mathematically sufficient to defeat a Dark Lord (the mortality algorithms gave him a zero-point-zero-two percent chance of survival, mostly relying on the Dark Lord choking on a dustball).

However, the machine’s sensors had just detected a second presence in the room. A presence that had engaged in direct, prolonged dialogue with the current Mandate holder. A presence with a registered Academy profile, a history of surviving highly volatile situations, and a current housing status of "Pending Eviction" (which made her extremely mobile).

The Engine did not care about the rules of storytelling. It did not care about narrative arcs or destiny. It only cared about balancing the ledger. The Prophecy required a specific quotient of heroic power. If one person did not possess that power, the Engine simply had to add more people to the equation until the math worked out.

(Proximity confirmed,) a mechanical voice chimed from deep within the brass cogs. It was a pleasant, totally soulless voice, like a receptionist informing you that your call was important while putting you on hold for eternity. (Calculating synergistic potential. Calculating combined lethality. Calculating available budget for travel expenses.)

"I don't like the sound of that," Barnaby said, gripping his cursed broom tighter.

"Run," Elara whispered, realizing exactly what the machine was doing.

It was too late.

The glowing green runes on Barnaby’s arm suddenly flared with blinding intensity. Barnaby yelled out in shock as a beam of solid green light shot from his arm, lashing across the room like a tangible whip.

Elara tried to dive out of the way, but she was entirely blocked by a row of filing cabinets. The green beam struck her directly in the center of the chest.

She gasped, the air completely knocked out of her lungs. It felt as though someone had poured ice water directly into her veins, followed immediately by boiling oil. The magical energy lifted her entirely off her feet, suspending her in mid-air for three agonizing seconds.

Barnaby was frozen in place, a conduit for the administrative magic. The glow from his broom, the glow from his arm, and the beam connecting him to Elara all pulsed in perfect synchronization.

"Override!" Elara choked out, struggling against the invisible bonds. "Command: Abort! Invalid target!"

The Logic Engine ignored her. It was busy updating its ledgers.

The green beam snapped. Elara crashed to the stone floor, landing hard on her hands and knees. The blinding light in the room instantly vanished, returning the chamber to the dim, sputtering illumination of the gas lamps.

Silence fell over the registry, broken only by the sound of Barnaby panting heavily and Elara coughing on the stone floor.

Slowly, Barnaby lowered his arm. The tattoo was still there, but it looked different. The runes had shifted. They were no longer a single, continuous block of text. They looked like half of a torn contract.

He looked over at Elara.

Elara pushed herself up into a sitting position. She groaned, rubbing her left shoulder. As she pulled her hand away, her eyes went wide. She violently pushed up the heavy leather sleeve of her apron and the stained fabric of her tunic beneath it.

Burned into the skin of her left forearm, glowing with that same sickly, bureaucratic green light, was a matching set of magical runes. It was the exact other half of the contract.

"No," Elara whispered, staring at her arm in sheer horror. "No, no, no. This is illegal. You cannot bind a civilian to a Class-1 Quest without a notarized consent form!"

(Update complete,) the Logic Engine chimed pleasantly.

A loud grinding noise came from the base of the machine. The primary out-tray slid open with a metallic screech. A single, long piece of stiff white parchment spooled out, landing on the floor between Barnaby and Elara. It looked exactly like a very long, very detailed grocery receipt.

Barnaby walked over and picked it up. He held it at arm's length, squinting at the fine print.

"What does it say?" Elara demanded, scrambling to her feet and dusting off her knees. Her left arm was throbbing with a dull, persistent ache, like a toothache in her muscles.

Barnaby cleared his throat. He read slowly, his voice flat.

"It says: Quest Mandate Amendment. Subject: The Prophecy of the Seventh Moon. Due to the absence of the Primary Asset, and the insufficient survival probability of the Secondary Target (that’s me), the Mandate has initiated a Co-Signer Clause."

Barnaby looked up at Elara, his expression caught somewhere between deep sympathy and profound irritation.

"Congratulations," Barnaby said dryly. "You are now officially my heroic co-signer."

"I am not going on a quest!" Elara shouted, marching over to the machine and kicking it solidly in the brass casing. "I have a plague to cure! I have beakers to wash! I do not have time to walk across a continent to fight a Dark Lord!"

"If you don't," Barnaby pointed out, gesturing to his own arm, "the machine liquidates us. Both of us. Our fates are tied together now. If I die, you default on the contract. If you die, I default."

Elara stopped kicking the machine. She stared at the receipt in Barnaby’s hand. She was a woman of science, of logic, of predictable alchemical reactions. This was the absolute opposite of predictable. This was a chaotic, legally binding nightmare.

"This is impossible," she muttered, pacing back and forth. "There has to be a loophole. A cancellation clause. A grace period."

"I don't think destiny offers a thirty-day money-back guarantee," Barnaby noted. He looked down at his broom. The Quest Mandate was still firmly tied to the bristles, but the intense
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