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Chapter1: The Outcast Skill, Starter Gear
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The appraisal crystal cracked with a sound like ice under a boot.

Not a real crack. I knew that much. The guild clerk behind the table did not jump, and the gray-haired appraiser only narrowed his eyes as pale blue light crawled across the crystal's cloudy center. Still, the sound made the room go quiet.

For half a breath, no one laughed.

I stood with my palm flat on the cold stone plate, my fingers spread where the appraiser had told me to put them. The plate had shallow grooves for each finger. Too many hands had gone through this room before mine. Some had left sweat in the grooves. Some had left scratches from rings, claws, or nerves.

My own hand looked plain against the white stone.

No rings. No family crest. No sword calluses worth bragging about. A healing cut on my thumb from sharpening a kitchen knife last week. A dark mark near my wrist where a rope had burned me during the wagon ride to the capital.

The crystal flashed.

Letters gathered on the guild card beside my palm.

Name: Dane Whitlock

Age: 18

Class: Unassigned

Level: 1

Adventurer Rank: Pending

Skills: Starter Gear

Effect: Grants basic equipment.

The silence held for one more breath.

Then someone at the back snorted.

It spread faster than spilled oil.

A boy in polished leather slapped a hand over his mouth and failed to hide his grin. Two girls in matching blue cloaks leaned into each other, shoulders shaking. A heavyset man wearing a new iron breastplate looked at my card, looked at my face, and barked a laugh as if I had tripped on the way in.

"Starter Gear?"

"That's a skill?"

"Does it give him a lunch sack too?"

"Maybe it summons socks."

The appraiser cleared his throat. "Quiet in the appraisal room."

His voice had the shape of authority but none of the weight. The laughter only lowered. It did not stop.

I kept my hand on the plate until he tapped the table twice.

"You may remove your hand."

I did.

The guild card was warm when he slid it toward me. Thin metal, pale gray, with my name and shame etched cleanly across it. Starter Gear. Grants basic equipment. The words sat there as if they were proud of themselves.

I picked the card up.

It fit between two fingers. Small enough to hide. Too official to ignore.

Behind me, someone whispered, "Fodder."

That one did not bother lowering his voice.

The appraisal room of the Royal Capital Adventurer's Guild had been built to impress people before they had a chance to ask questions. White pillars. Brass lamps fed by blue magic flame. A ceiling painted with old heroes standing over slain monsters. Along the far wall hung framed guild cards of famous adventurers, each under glass, each engraved with titles that looked heavy enough to break a weaker neck.

There was a card for Victor Harrow.

I had noticed it while waiting.

Gold-edged. A-rank. Noble birth. Level thirty-two, if the small letters under the glass were current. He had three titles listed there, and each one had been polished by some clerk who knew how to make ink bow.

The real man stood near the door now.

I recognized him because he looked exactly like the kind of man who would have his own card framed while he was still young enough to enjoy people staring at it.

Victor Harrow wore white half-plate traced in gold lines. A blue cloak hung from one shoulder, pinned with a silver hawk. His sword rested at his hip in a scabbard too beautiful for any blade that had seen real mud. The hilt had a mana stone set into the guard, clear and bright, worth more than my whole village road during harvest week.

He had not been in the line with the rest of us. He had entered through the side door, spoken with a senior clerk, and remained because people liked remaining where they were admired.

His eyes moved over my boots, my old shirt, my belt pouch with the broken buckle, and finally the guild card in my hand.

"Starter Gear," he said.

The room quieted properly this time.

Victor's mouth curved a little. Not much. He did not need much. Everyone already understood what they were supposed to do with his amusement.

He stepped closer.

"Tell me, Whitlock, was it?" He glanced at the appraiser as if the name was something unpleasant stuck to a plate. "Do you intend to face monsters with whatever scraps the guild throws at you?"

I held the card against my palm. The metal edge pressed into my skin.

"If that is what I have."

A fresh ripple moved through the room.

Victor laughed once, soft and clean.

"What sort of fool walks toward a monster in starter gear?"

I thought of a yellow line painted on concrete.

A pallet stacked too high.

A new worker with gloves too loose at the fingers, looking embarrassed because everyone else moved faster than him.

My thumb rubbed the edge of the card.

"The kind who has no better gear yet."

Victor tilted his head. "Then the kind who dies early."

The appraiser shifted behind the table. The clerk beside him stared at the floor. No one told Victor to be quiet.

I looked past him instead of at the shine on his armor.

The side door behind Victor was open a hand's width. Beyond it, a hall ran toward the offices. A man in a dark guild coat stood there with a folder tucked under one arm. Broad face. Neatly trimmed beard. The badge at his collar showed three crossed keys under the guild crest.

He looked at my card in my hand, then at me.

Not curious.

Measuring.

The clerk near the door noticed him and stiffened.

"Branch Chief Crowe," she murmured.

The man did not enter. He only turned away down the hall, boots clicking once, twice, then fading under the noise of the room.

Martin Crowe.

I had heard the name downstairs while waiting. Branch chief of the royal capital guild office. The sort of man who did not need to shout because other people rushed to guess what he wanted before his mouth opened.

Victor's voice pulled me back.

"Well?" he said. "Are you going to thank the guild for granting you a career measured in hours?"

I slipped the card into my belt pouch.

The buckle gave way, as usual. I caught the pouch before it fell.

More laughter.

My ears warmed. My jaw wanted to tighten. I made it move instead.

"Is registration finished?"

The appraiser blinked, maybe surprised I had asked him and not Victor.

"Ah. Yes. Take your card to the reception counter. Rank assignment and starter issue will be handled there."

"Thank you."

I stepped around Victor.

He did not move at first. He let me come close enough to smell the faint oil on his armor, something expensive with flowers in it, wrong for a room full of sweat and old nerves.

Then he shifted aside.

"Try not to bleed on the front steps," he said. "It stains the stone."

I walked out before my hand did something stupid.

The hallway outside the appraisal room was colder than it should have been. Magic lamps burned blue along the walls, and every bit of white stone made the place feel cleaner than the people inside it. New adventurers stood in knots, checking their guild cards, comparing skills, bragging too loudly.

A girl with a fire spell had three strangers asking to party with her before she reached the stairs.

A boy with Stone Skin kept flexing his arms while his friends punched him in the shoulder.

Someone else had Beast Tamer and was already being told which noble houses might hire him.

I kept my card in the broken pouch and my hand over the flap.

No one asked to party with me.

The reception hall below was worse.

It was wide enough to hold a market. Request boards covered the left wall, divided by rank. F-rank boards were closest to the entrance, with thin wooden tags hanging from hooks. E and D were farther in. C-rank requests had red cords around them. Beyond those, the higher boards stood near a raised counter guarded by men and women whose gear looked used, not decorative.

The floor smelled of wet boots, wax, iron, stew from the guild canteen, and the sharp herbal bite of cheap healing salve.

I liked that smell better than the appraisal room. It was honest.

A short line had formed at the first counter. I joined it.

The young woman working there had brown hair tied back with a ribbon that had been re-tied too many times. A small ink stain sat near the base of her thumb. She checked cards, stamped forms, pointed people toward equipment issue, and answered the same questions with the careful patience of someone whose feet hurt.

When my turn came, she reached for my card.

"Guild card, please."

I handed it over.

Her eyes moved across it.

They stopped.

Not long. Long enough.

She looked up at me, then back at the card.

"Dane Whitlock?"

"Yes."

"I am June Arwell. Reception desk three handles new F-rank assignments today." Her voice was professional, but a little softer than before. "Your rank has been set to F. That is standard for untested applicants regardless of level or skill."

"Understood."

She took a stamp from the ink pad and pressed it to a registration sheet.

F

The mark looked bigger than it needed to be.

June slid the paper toward me. "Sign here. It confirms you understand guild rules, injury responsibility, request penalties, monster part ownership, and rank restrictions."

I took the pen.

The tip scratched hard. Cheap paper. Too much grit in the ink.

My name came out uneven.

June accepted the sheet and placed it in a tray. "You are permitted to take F-rank requests only. No solo engagement with known E-rank threats. No dungeon entry. No noble escort work. No accepting requests from boards above your rank without written approval."

"Sounds reasonable."

A man behind me muttered, "He'll need permission to cross the street."

June's mouth tightened.

Not much. Enough for me to see she had heard it.

She opened a drawer and removed a small wooden token stamped with an equipment mark. The token had been handled so much the edges had turned black.

"Take this to the issue window on the right. They will provide your beginner's set."

The words came out flat, practiced.

Then she paused.

Her fingers remained on the token.

I looked at them. The nails were short. One had cracked near the edge. There was ink in the crack.

"Is something wrong?" I asked.

June's eyes flicked toward the line behind me.

"No," she said quickly.

Too quickly.

She pushed the token across the counter.

"Check the straps before leaving the city. Make sure the shield grip is tied tight. If the sword catches in the scabbard, ask them to exchange the scabbard, not the sword."

"Not the sword?"

Her gaze dropped to the card again.

"Sometimes they say there are no replacements. Ask anyway."

The man behind me sighed loudly.

I picked up the token. "Thanks."

June nodded once.

It was not a smile. More like an apology she could not afford to say.

The issue window was set into a side wall near the stables entrance. It had no brass trim, no blue lamps, no painted heroes. Just shelves, crates, and a bored quartermaster with a gray mustache and a ledger thick as a paving stone.

He took my token, looked at the mark, then jerked his thumb toward a pile of gear.

"Beginner's set."

I waited.

He did not move.

"Do I choose?"

He snorted. "You get what is on top."

On top was a sword in a cracked leather scabbard, a wooden shield with a split near the rim, a pair of brown boots creased white at the ankles, a plain leather vest that smelled of damp storage, and a small pouch with one good seam and three bad ones.

I lifted the sword first.

It was light.

Too light for its length.

When I drew it a few inches, rust showed along the fuller like dried blood. The edge was dull enough that I could press my thumb against it without cutting skin. Someone had wiped oil over the rust instead of removing it.

Behind me, two new adventurers waiting for gear laughed.

"Careful. Might give the monster tetanus."

"Monster might die of pity."

The quartermaster slapped a form onto the counter. "Rusted Starter Sword. Cracked Wooden Shield. Worn Traveler Boots. Plain Leather Vest. Small Beginner's Pouch. Sign."

I looked at the sword again.

Rusted Starter Sword.

The official name was worse than the thing itself.

My hand closed around the grip.

For one beat, the room changed.

Not visibly. No light. No shout from the gods. The quartermaster did not gasp, and the laughing boys did not stop laughing.

But something moved under my palm.

A pulse.

Faint.

Like the handle had a heartbeat buried too deep in old iron to be heard unless my skin touched it.

I went still.

The sword remained a sword. Rusted. Dull. Cheap. Useless, if the room had any say.

I tightened my fingers.

The pulse did not come again.

"Problem?" the quartermaster asked.

"No."

I slid the blade back into the scabbard and signed.

The shield came next. Its front had once been painted, maybe with a guild mark, but most of it had peeled away. The crack near the rim ran two fingers long. I put my hand through the strap and pulled. The leather creaked.

Too dry. It would tear under a hard hit unless reinforced.

"Do you have spare leather strips?" I asked.

The quartermaster stared at me.

"What?"

"For the grip. It needs wrapping."

"It's starter issue. Not custom."

"It will fail if someone blocks with it."

"Then don't block."

More laughter behind me.

I breathed in through my nose.

Old dust. Leather rot. Oiled rust. The sour stink of a damp crate.

There had been a shelf in another life that smelled like this. Old safety helmets with cracked chin straps. Gloves with holes at the fingertips. A supervisor saying they were still usable because the budget had already been approved. A new kid nodding because he did not know how to argue yet.

My fingers dug into the shield strap.

"Do you have spare strips?"

The quartermaster rolled his eyes, reached under the counter, and tossed three short pieces of scrap leather at me. "There. Happy?"

I picked them up before they slid off the counter.

"Thanks."

The boots were next.

One sole had been patched. Badly. A nail head inside the left boot stuck up just enough to tear a sock or skin. I pressed it down with the flat of the sword hilt until it bent. The boys behind me stopped laughing long enough to watch.

The leather vest fit after I pulled the side cords as tight as they would go. It did not cover enough. It might stop a branch. A claw would open it like wet paper.

The pouch was almost empty. A coil of cheap string. Two folded cloths. A tiny dull knife for cutting herbs. No flint. No needle. No bandage worth the name.

Beginner's set.

The first tools they put in a person's hands before sending him beyond the walls.

I tied the pouch to my belt and fixed the broken buckle with one of the scrap strips. Then I sat on a bench near the wall and rewrapped the shield grip myself.

The hall moved around me.

People came and went. Boots thudded. Requests were called. Someone cheered after receiving a party invitation. A clerk shouted that no one below D-rank was allowed to apply for the wyvern road escort no matter how confident they felt.

I worked the leather through the shield grip, pulled it tight, knotted it, tested it, then pulled again.

The wood creaked.

The crack did not spread.

Good enough for a first mistake.

A shadow fell over the bench.

Victor Harrow stood there with two companions behind him. One had a spear with silver fittings. The other wore gloves sewn with mana thread. Neither looked at my face. They looked at the gear laid across my knees.

Victor's gaze rested on the shield grip I had just tied.

"Repairing trash before using it. That is almost touching."

I kept the strip between my teeth and tightened the knot.

"If it is trash, no one else needs to care."

"But we do care." He glanced toward his companions, and they smiled on cue. "The guild's reputation suffers when people drag scrap metal through the front hall."

I spat the strip end out and cut the excess with the herb knife.

The cut was ragged.

"Then I will use the side door."

The spear wielder laughed.

Victor's smile thinned.

"Do you know why starter gear is issued, Whitlock?"

"So beginners have something."

"No. It is issued because the guild must pretend every life has been given a fair chance." He touched the hilt of his sword. "In practice, those with futures arrive prepared. Those without futures collect rust at that window and call it hope."

A few nearby adventurers had turned to listen.

June, at the reception counter, looked our way. Her lips parted, then closed again as a senior clerk stepped beside her and placed a stack of forms down.

I stood.

The shield strap sat better now. The sword hung poorly from my belt, but it hung. The boots pinched near the toes. The vest shifted when I breathed.

"I came for work," I said. "Not a future handed to me."

Victor's eyes cooled.

"You mistake mockery for advice."

"No. I know the difference."

The hall noise dipped around us.

My fingers rested near the sword hilt. I did not draw. I was not stupid.

Victor noticed anyway.

"Careful," he said. "That blade may break if you threaten someone with it."

"Then I will find out before I meet a monster."

His companions moved a little. Not much. Enough.

Before anything could snap, June's voice cut across the space.

"Dane Whitlock. Your first request is ready."

I looked away from Victor first.

It cost me something. Not pride. Pride was too expensive for an F-rank with no coins. It cost heat. The kind that wanted to climb into my arms and make decisions before my head could stop it.

I walked to the counter.

June had a thin wooden request tag in hand. Her face was calm. Her fingers were not. They held the tag too tightly.

"F-rank retrieval," she said. "Escaped cart donkey. Owner is a vegetable seller named Hobb Fenton. Last seen near the south road ditch past the old mile marker. No monster engagement expected. Payment is four copper coins, plus one copper if the animal is returned uninjured."

A donkey.

Behind me, someone laughed again.

This time it did not spread far. Maybe everyone had already gotten what they wanted from my humiliation.

June placed the request slip on the counter and lowered her voice.

"Stay on the road. If you see monster tracks, return and report. Do not engage."

I looked at the slip.

F-rank Retrieval: Find and return missing donkey.

Area: South road, old mile marker.

Threat estimate: None.

Required: One adventurer.

Reward: 4 copper.

A simple job.

The kind people mocked because it did not shine.

The kind that put food in someone's cart, kept a family from losing a week's trade, and taught a beginner how to read a road without dying.

"Any known hazards?" I asked.

June glanced toward the office hall.

"No official hazards."

"Unofficial?"

Her thumb moved along the edge of the request tag.

"Stay on the road," she repeated.

That was an answer.

I took the slip and tucked it into my pouch.

The pouch seam stretched. I would need to sew it tonight if I had thread by then.

Victor spoke from behind me.

"Try not to be outwitted by the donkey."

I did not turn around.

"Depends on the donkey."

That got one laugh from somewhere near the canteen. A real one, surprised and quickly swallowed.

June's eyes flickered. Almost a smile. Gone before it settled.

She stamped my card with temporary request acceptance.

"Return before dusk if possible."

"If not?"

"Return before the gates close."

The stamp ink dried dark across the card.

My first official mark.

It should have felt better.

I stepped out through the guild's front doors into the capital sun with a rusted sword at my hip, a cracked shield on my arm, bad boots on my feet, and four copper coins waiting somewhere behind a missing donkey.

The Royal Capital of Valmere did not care.

Carriages rattled past the guild square. Magic lamps stood unlit along the broad avenue, their glass globes catching daylight. White stone buildings climbed in clean lines toward the castle hill, where the royal palace rose above everything like a promise made by someone who had never walked the alleys below.

Nobles rode in lacquered carriages with curtains thin enough to show they were not hiding, only choosing not to look.

Merchants shouted prices.

A priest in silver-trimmed robes blessed a knight's new spear while a barefoot boy swept mud away from the temple steps.

Adventurers moved through it all in layers. The high-ranked ones were easy to spot. Better armor. Cleaner cloaks. Weapons with enchantment stones. People gave them room.

The low-ranked ones looked like me.

Too many straps. Too many patched elbows. Eyes that kept checking the road, the purse, the sky, the nearest guard, all at once.

At the south gate, a guard looked at my gear and smirked.

"First day?"

"Yes."

"Donkey run?"

I stopped. "You know?"

"Half the F-ranks start with that or sewer moss." He waved me through. "If it bites, bite back."

"Do donkeys here bite often?"

"Only the smart ones."

The gate opened onto the south road.

The capital's white stone ended fast.

Past the outer wall, the world became ruts, grass, ditch water, cart tracks, and wind. The road ran between low fields and scrubby patches of trees. Spring mud clung to the edges where wagon wheels had chewed the ground. Farther out, the old mile marker leaned near a bend, its carved numbers worn almost smooth.

I loosened my shoulders as I walked.

The shield bumped my forearm wrong, so I adjusted the strap. The sword scabbard slapped my thigh until I moved it back. The boots rubbed at the heel. I stopped twice to check the left sole and once to pull a pebble from under the patch.

Bad gear taught fast.

Good gear forgave mistakes.

Bad gear made every mistake loud.

I preferred loud over dead.

A cart passed me going toward the city. The driver looked at my card tag and lifted his chin.

"Guild?"

"Yes. Looking for a donkey."

"Brown one? Torn rope?"

"Probably."

"Saw tracks by the ditch. Thought about grabbing it, but my mule hates competition."

"Any monsters?"

He scratched his cheek. "Hares in the field. Maybe a Mud Gremlin by the creek last week. Nothing big."

"Thanks."

He clicked his tongue and rolled on.

I kept walking.

The old mile marker came into view after the road dipped and rose. A willow leaned over the ditch beside it. Cart tracks cut deep near the soft edge where something had swerved. Broken vegetable leaves lay scattered in the mud. Cabbage, mostly. One crushed turnip. A rope end dragged through the muck and disappeared into the grass.

I crouched.

The road smelled of wet earth and donkey dung.

Good. That part fit.

A donkey had stood here. More than stood. It had dug in its hooves, twisted, then bolted off the road. The rope had snapped or been cut against the edge of the cart. The prints led toward the ditch, then up the other side where the grass grew tall.

I moved closer.

"Come on," I muttered. "Make this easy."

The donkey had not made it easy.

Its hoofprints scattered in the grass, panicked and uneven. Something had spooked it. Maybe a snake, maybe a biting insect, maybe the cart shifted.

I followed the trail with my shield lifted enough not to catch on weeds.

Ten steps in, I stopped.

There were other marks.

Not donkey.

Not human.

Three toes. Deep front pressure. Claw tips sharp enough to cut the mud instead of pressing it. The prints crossed the donkey's trail, then circled back.

Small monster?

I crouched lower.

The toes were long. The heel pad narrow. Stride too stretched for a Horn Hare. Too clean for a Mud Gremlin. No hand drag. No belly mark. Whatever made them moved low, but not clumsy.

I looked back toward the road.

The capital wall stood in the distance, bright and solid. Close enough to see. Too far to help quickly.

June's voice sat in my ear.

If you see monster tracks, return and report. Do not engage.

I should have gone back.

That was the rule.

A beginner alone did not chase unknown tracks into grass taller than his knees. A beginner with Level 1 on his card and a sword that might not cut rope did not act like the painted heroes on the guild ceiling.

I stood there with mud on my fingers and the wind pushing grass against my boots.

Then I saw the second set of tracks.

Smaller.

Human.

A child's shoes, maybe. One sole worn smooth on the outside edge. The steps were too far apart in places, as if the child had been running. They followed the donkey trail first, then veered after the claw marks.

My mouth went dry.

"No."

The word came out thin.

I scanned the grass.

A strip of blue cloth hung on a thorn branch ahead.

Not old. The torn edge was fresh.

I pulled my shield higher.

The cracked wood looked even worse out here. In the guild hall, under blue lamps, it had been embarrassing. Under open sky, between me and something with claws, it looked personal.

I drew the sword.

Rust scraped inside the scabbard.

The blade came free with a rough sound that made my teeth want to close.

Dull edge. Bad balance. Grip too worn.

Still in my hand.

The same faint pulse moved once under my palm.

I froze.

The wind pressed the grass flat for a heartbeat, and the pulse vanished.

"Not now," I whispered.

My own voice sounded wrong.

I was talking to a sword.

Great start.

I moved forward anyway.

One step. Stop. Listen.

Grass hissed. A crow called from somewhere near the willow. Farther away, a cart wheel creaked along the main road. No donkey bray. No child.

Another step.

The claw marks deepened near a patch of soft mud. I knelt, keeping the shield between me and the grass ahead. The print was clearer here.

Three toes.

Long claws.

A faint drag where the outer claw had cut sideways.

I had seen a drawing like it on a warning board when I was twelve, before I fully understood why the adults in my village lowered their voices near certain roads.

Hollow Wolf.

No.

Not right.

Hollow Wolves hunted deeper near ruined woods and old barrows. Not this close to the capital road. Not on an F-rank donkey retrieval.

I looked at the request slip again even though I remembered every word.

Threat estimate: None.

The paper shook slightly.

I folded it and put it away.

A memory pushed up before I could stop it.

Not a clean memory. More like a smell and a sound. Metal shelving. Dust. Someone shouting, "Move." A young worker's eyes going wide under a loose helmet. My hand closing around a pair of cheap safety gloves because they were all I had grabbed before the pallet shifted.

Cheap gear. First day. Someone saying it was fine.

Then weight.

Then nothing.

The grass ahead snapped.

I came up fast, shield raised.

Nothing came out.

My breathing had gone loud. I forced it down. In through the nose. Hold. Out slow.

The child tracks cut left toward a line of low bushes. The claw marks followed.

The donkey's hoofprints scattered right, deeper into the field.

Four copper for the donkey.

A child in the grass.

I did not think about the reward again.

The bushes grew around a shallow ditch hidden under weeds. I nearly stepped into it. My left boot slid on the mud, but the patched sole caught on a root at the last second.

I stopped with one knee bent, sword out, heart slamming against my ribs.

The root held.

The old boot held.

"Okay," I breathed.

The ditch bottom was damp. Something had moved through it recently. Water still clouded where mud had been stirred. The child's footprints slipped down one side and climbed the other. One handprint marked the mud where they had fallen.

Small fingers.

I gripped the sword harder.

The rusted blade did not look better when held tight.

On the far side of the ditch, the grass was flattened in a wide patch. The claw marks became messy there. Circling. Lunging. Pulling back.

The child had hidden in the bushes.

The wolf had tried to get in.

I found a scrap of rope. Donkey lead rope. Chewed halfway through.

The donkey had come this way. The child must have chased it. Maybe the owner sent him. Maybe he thought he could help. Maybe he did not understand the tracks until the grass started moving behind him.

My stomach tightened.

"Milo," I said before I meant to.

The name landed in the ditch and stayed there.

For a second I saw a different boy with dirt on his cheek and a wooden practice sword over one shoulder, grinning because he had saved three copper for an adventurer badge. Milo Fern had been smaller than me then, but always faster to laugh. He used to polish old nails and call them throwing spikes. He used to say the capital guild would have proper gear, not village scrap.

He went out on a herb job with beginner equipment and did not come back.

The adults said accident.

The guild paper said inexperience.

The grave had said nothing.

A thin sound came from beyond the bushes.

Not a scream.

A breath caught wrong.

I stepped out of the ditch.

The sword's grip shifted in my sweaty palm.

No. Fix it.

I wiped my hand on my trousers one finger at a time without lowering the shield. Then I adjusted the grip, thumb set along the worn leather, wrist straight.

First tool in hand. Use it right or get someone hurt.

A low growl rolled through the grass.

My skin went tight from neck to wrist.

The bushes ahead trembled.

I could not see the child yet. I could see the shadow under the leaves. Something pale. A sleeve maybe.

The growl came again, closer to the ground than I expected.

I stepped left, trying to get an angle.

The grass parted twenty paces ahead.

For half a heartbeat, I saw it.

Gray hide stretched over ribs too sharply. Long forelegs. A head narrow as a skull, with black hollows where normal wolves had bright eyes. Its mouth opened, and the inside looked wrong, too dark even in daylight.

Hollow Wolf.

My sword hand wanted to loosen.

It did not.

The grip stayed locked under my fingers.

A strange warmth crawled from the sword hilt into my palm, so faint I could almost pretend it was blood returning to numb skin.

The wolf vanished back into the grass.

It had seen me.

Good.

Bad.

Both.

"Hey!" I shouted.

The grass stopped moving.

My voice came out rougher than I expected.

"Over here!"

Something shifted behind the bushes. A small face turned. I caught one wide eye, dirty cheek, a cap pulled crooked.

A child.

Alive.

The Hollow Wolf lunged from the side.

Not at me.

At the bushes.

I moved before I had a plan.

Mud sucked at my boots. Grass whipped my knees. The shield came up wrong, too low, so I shoved it higher with my shoulder and slammed forward.

The wolf's head struck the shield.

The crack in the wood screamed.

Pain shot through my forearm.

The impact drove me back one step, then another. My heel hit a buried stone. I nearly went down.

Teeth snapped over the shield rim, inches from my face.

The breath that hit me stank of old blood and wet leaves.

I shoved.

The wolf dropped away, light and fast, landing with claws spread.

My arm buzzed from wrist to elbow.

The shield had held.

The crack was wider.

Still held.

The child made a small broken sound behind the bushes.

"Stay down," I said.

My voice shook. I hated that. I said it again harder.

"Stay down."

The Hollow Wolf paced sideways.

I kept the shield between us and raised the rusted sword.

The blade looked thin against the wolf's teeth.

My guild card, tucked in the pouch at my belt, suddenly grew warm through the leather.

I did not look down.

Could not.

The wolf lowered its head.

Its shoulders bunched.

There.

The movement came before the leap.

A warning in the joints. Weight forward. Left foreclaw digging deeper than the right.

I saw it the way I had once seen a stack starting to tilt before anyone else heard the first box slide.

"Come on," I whispered.

The wolf sprang.

A child's scream tore out from the grass behind it.

Not from the bushes.

Farther in.

Another child.

The sound cut across the field, high and raw, and the Hollow Wolf's ears snapped toward it.

My blood went cold.

The scream came again from beyond the next rise, swallowed by grass and wind.

I turned my head before I could stop myself.

The wolf hit the ground in front of me and twisted toward the sound.

Somewhere in the tall grass, a child was still screaming.
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Chapter2: The Rusted Sword’s First Fight
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The second scream came from deeper in the grass.

Not the boy behind the bushes.

Another child.

My head turned just enough for the Hollow Wolf to blur at the edge of my sight.

Stupid.

The wolf hit low.

Its shoulder slammed into my shield with a wet, bony force that drove the rim into my wrist. Pain jumped up my arm. My boots tore through the mud. I caught myself on my back foot, but the patched sole slipped, and for one ugly moment the sky tilted.

The wolf's jaws snapped over the shield.

Wood groaned.

The crack widened.

I shoved with everything I had.

The wolf skidded back, claws carving black lines through the wet ground. Its hollow eyes stayed on me now. Not on the bushes. Not on the scream. Me.

Good.

My left arm shook hard enough that the shield rim rattled against my knuckles.

"Stay hidden," I said.

The boy in the bushes made a tiny sound.

I did not look at him. I could not afford to look at him.

The grass beyond the wolf stirred again. A smaller shape stumbled through it, then vanished. A girl, maybe seven or eight, with a torn sleeve and pale hair stuck to her cheek. She dropped out of sight behind a rise.

The Hollow Wolf's ears twitched.

"No," I muttered.

It turned.

I moved.

The first step nearly killed me.

My left boot sank ankle-deep in a muddy patch hidden under the grass. The wolf was already running, body stretched long and low, heading toward the girl. I yanked my foot free. Mud tried to keep the boot. The old leather held. My heel scraped, but the boot stayed on.

I ran after it.

The rusted sword felt wrong in my hand. Too light at the tip. Too dull. Too worn. It bounced with each stride, and I had to grip harder to keep it from twisting.

The wolf was faster.

Of course it was faster.

It crossed the rise in three bounds.

The girl screamed again, closer now, from the other side.

I had no time to think of a clean attack. No stance. No heroic angle. I threw myself down the slope and crashed into the wolf's side with the shield first.

The impact knocked air from my lungs.

The wolf rolled. I rolled with it. Grass, mud, gray ribs, teeth, the sky. My shoulder struck a stone. White pain burst behind my eyes.

The wolf came up before I did.

I got the shield between us as it lunged.

Its front claws hit the wood and scraped down. One claw hooked the widened crack. The shield pulled sideways. My arm went with it.

For half a second, the leather strap held me trapped.

The wolf's mouth opened.

I saw the dark inside of it.

No tongue. No wet pink flesh. Only a black hollow lined with long teeth.

My hand tightened on the sword.

Not from courage.

From panic.

The grip did not slip.

A flash of pale light ran across my guild card through the pouch at my belt.

Skill Acquired: Steady Grip

The words burned against my hip without my eyes touching them.

My fingers locked around the sword hilt.

The fear stayed. My legs still shook. My mouth still tasted like copper and mud.

But the sword did not leave my hand.

I drove the blade forward.

The edge struck the wolf's shoulder and scraped off with a shriek of rust against bone.

It did not cut.

The force still made the wolf flinch.

I yanked the shield strap down and tore my arm free. The claw ripped a strip from the wood where my wrist had been. I stumbled back, sword up, shield half lowered, chest heaving.

The girl lay ten paces behind me, one foot caught in a tangle of roots. Her eyes were round and dry with terror. She had stopped screaming because there was no breath left for it.

"Don't move," I said.

She moved anyway, clawing at the root.

The wolf heard her.

I stepped into its path.

It growled.

The sound did not come from its throat. It came from the hollows in its face, a low whistle through empty places.

I had seen wolves from far away before. Real ones. Living ones. They watched, weighed, and decided.

This thing did not feel like it was deciding.

It felt hungry in a way hunger had no right to be.

My shield arm throbbed. The cracked wood hung heavier now. Mud crawled down my boot into my sock. My shoulder burned where I had hit the stone.

The wolf circled.

I turned with it.

Too slow.

It feinted right. My shield followed. Its body twisted left, claws cutting for my exposed side.

I jerked back.

The claws grazed the leather vest.

The vest split.

Heat opened across my ribs.

I swung.

The sword struck its foreleg with a flat, useless smack. Rust flaked away. The wolf's leg buckled for a heartbeat, not from the cut, but from the weight of the blow.

It was enough.

I shoved the shield into its face and stepped between it and the girl.

"Get your foot loose," I said.

"I can't," she choked.

"Pull the root toward you, then slide your heel sideways."

She stared at me.

"Now."

Her hands shook as she grabbed the root.

The wolf lunged again.

I raised the shield.

The impact came high this time. Teeth clamped over the top edge. The wood bent. Splinters snapped into my cheek. I smelled rot in the old boards, but the shield did not break.

The wolf tried to wrench it away.

I let it pull for half a step.

Then I stepped in.

Not back.

In.

My knee hit its chest. The shield jammed deeper into its mouth. Its teeth scraped the wood and stuck in the cracked rim.

I brought the sword down on the side of its neck.

Once.

Dull scrape.

Twice.

A thin black line opened.

Not enough.

The wolf jerked free and slammed its head into my arm. My fingers numbed. The shield dropped low. It came at my face.

I twisted aside.

Teeth grazed my collar. Cold pain bit near my neck.

I stumbled, swung too wide, and missed.

The wolf's paw struck my thigh.

My leg folded.

I hit the ground on one knee.

Mud splashed into my mouth.

The girl screamed my name.

I had not told her my name.

No, she screamed something that only sounded like it. Just noise. Fear. A child's voice breaking around breath.

The wolf gathered itself above me.

Its shoulders bunched.

Left foreclaw dug deeper.

The same small sign.

The same weight shift.

My body moved before the rest of me caught up.

I dropped flat.

The wolf sailed over my back.

Its rear paw kicked my shoulder as it passed. Pain cracked through me. I rolled, came up badly, and saw it land between me and the girl.

No.

I threw the sword.

It was a terrible throw.

The blade spun once and hit the wolf hilt-first in the ribs.

The wolf stopped.

So did I.

My hand was empty.

Cold rushed up my arm.

The wolf turned its head toward me.

Its black hollows narrowed.

The sword lay in the grass beside it.

I had thrown away my only weapon.

My fingers opened and closed around nothing.

Then the sword twitched.

Once.

The hilt dragged through the grass as if pulled by a string.

It slid half an inch.

The wolf looked down.

The blade jerked harder.

It shot across the mud and slapped into my open palm.

I nearly dropped it from shock.

Steady Grip bit down.

My fingers locked.

The wolf sprang.

I had no time to raise the shield properly. I swung from the ground, ugly and short, with my knees in mud and my shoulder half dead.

The rusted blade met the wolf's open mouth.

It should have snapped.

It did not.

The teeth closed on the blade.

Iron screamed.

My arms shook.

The wolf drove forward, jaws clamped around the sword, pushing the dull edge toward my face.

I pushed back with both hands.

The hilt dug into my palm. The guard cut skin at the base of my thumb. The wolf's breath poured over me, cold and foul.

Behind it, the girl yanked her foot free.

"Run," I said through my teeth.

She crawled backward.

"Run!"

She ran.

The wolf tried to turn after her.

I twisted the sword.

The blade scraped along its teeth and jammed sideways in its mouth.

The wolf thrashed.

My wrists felt ready to break.

The shield hung from my left arm by one strap. I slammed it into the side of the wolf's head.

Once.

Twice.

The second hit cracked the shield from rim to center.

The wolf staggered.

I ripped the sword free and rolled away.

The blade came out with a wet black smear along the dull edge.

Not blood. Not like any blood I knew.

It smoked where it touched the rust.

The wolf shook its head.

The boy from the bushes cried out.

I looked back.

He had crawled out. He was trying to reach the girl. His leg dragged behind him wrong, not broken maybe, but twisted. He held a piece of donkey rope in one hand.

The wolf saw him.

It ran.

My legs moved after it.

Too slow again.

Always too slow.

The boy froze as the wolf came at him.

I would not reach him with the sword.

I grabbed the shield strap with both hands and threw the shield.

It spun like a broken door.

The rim hit the wolf's hind legs.

Not hard enough to injure. Hard enough to tangle.

The wolf stumbled.

The boy rolled aside as its jaws snapped where his head had been.

I crashed into the wolf from behind.

We hit the ground together.

My chest landed across its spine. It bucked under me. Claws tore mud. I smelled its hide, dry and rotten, like something dead stored in an empty cellar.

I raised the sword.

The wolf twisted.

My strike missed its neck and scraped across its back.

Still no deep cut.

But the rust flared hot under my hand.

The blade bit a finger's width into gray hide.

The wolf shrieked.

Not a howl. A shriek, thin and wrong, like air forced through a cracked pipe.

I yanked the blade free.

More rust fell away near the edge.

The metal underneath was not bright. Not yet. Just less dead.

The wolf threw me off.

I landed on my back.

The sky flashed white with sun. My ribs screamed when I breathed in. The sword stayed in my hand. My fingers would not let go even when I wanted them to open.

The wolf turned toward me.

Its shoulder sagged on the side I had cut. Black smoke leaked from the wound and vanished in the wind.

I forced myself up.

The shield lay too far away. Split, muddy, useless-looking.

The children were behind me now. Both of them. The girl had come back for the boy instead of running to the road.

"Keep going," I said.

"We can't," the boy said.

His voice shook. He could not have been more than ten. Dirt covered half his face. "My sister—"

"I said keep going."

"My sister came for me!"

"Then take her with you."

The wolf lunged before I finished.

I stepped to meet it.

Not because I was brave.

Because if I stepped back, it reached them.

Its claws came first. I angled the sword down with both hands, more bar than blade, catching the strike on the flat. The force knocked my arms aside. Its head followed.

I dropped my shoulder and slammed into its chest.

Bad idea.

It was heavier than it looked.

The impact drove my breath out and lifted my heels. Teeth snapped beside my ear. I felt one tooth cut the skin under my jaw.

I shoved the sword up between us.

The edge pressed under the wolf's throat.

It did not cut deep enough.

The wolf's weight forced me back.

Step.

Step.

The ground dipped behind me.

The hidden ditch.

I felt empty air under my heel.

If I fell, the children were open.

I let my back foot drop into the ditch and used the lower ground.

The wolf pushed down.

I pushed up.

For a heartbeat, we were locked there, its front legs on the bank, my boots sliding in ditch mud, sword jammed under its throat.

My arms trembled.

The sword hilt burned.

My guild card burned hotter.

The wolf's claws scraped for my face.

I turned my head. A claw tore my cheek. Warm blood ran into my mouth.

My grip stayed.

The blade shook.

A thin line of rust peeled from the edge near the tip and lifted like a dead leaf in the wind.

Under it, dark iron showed.

The wolf's throat pressed harder.

The blade sank.

Just a little.

Enough.

The wolf jerked back.

I followed.

One step up the ditch wall. Mud gave way. My knee hit the bank. I drove the sword forward with both hands.

The point punched into the hollow below its jaw.

Not smooth.

Not clean.

I felt every inch fight me.

The blade slid through hide, scraped bone, and stuck.

The wolf screamed in my face.

I shoved harder.

Something inside the sword pulsed.

This time I did not imagine it.

The rust along the blade heated under the black smear. It flaked away in a line no wider than a thread. The sword sank deeper.

The wolf's scream broke.

Its body went rigid.

Then its weight collapsed onto me.

I fell backward into the ditch with the wolf on top of me.

Mud swallowed my shoulder. Water splashed into my ear. The sword hilt slammed into my chest. I could not breathe. The wolf's ribs pressed down, sharp and dead-heavy.

I shoved.

Nothing.

I shoved again.

The children were shouting. I heard them, but the words came through water and my own blood pounding.

My left arm found the wolf's shoulder. My right hand still held the sword.

Steady Grip refused to let me let go.

"Let go," I snarled at my own hand.

It did not.

I planted both boots against the ditch wall and pushed with my legs.

The wolf shifted.

Air scraped into my lungs.

Again.

The body rolled enough for me to drag one shoulder free. Mud sucked at my back. My left hand slipped twice. I spat dirty water and shoved until the wolf slid off me and lay twisted in the ditch.

It did not move.

I stayed on my back with the sword across my chest, staring at the grass overhead.

The sky was too bright.

My arm hurt. My ribs hurt. My cheek burned. My neck was wet. My thigh throbbed where the claws had hit. My hands would not stop shaking even with the grip locked tight.

A donkey brayed somewhere far off.

The sound came so normal and offended that I laughed once.

It hurt.

I stopped.

The girl peered over the ditch edge.

"Mister?"

"Don't come down," I said.

My voice came out thin and muddy.

"Is it dead?"

I turned my head.

The Hollow Wolf lay with the rusted sword still buried under its jaw. The black hollows in its face had gone flat. Smoke leaked from its mouth and faded before it reached the grass.

"Yes."

The boy appeared beside her, leaning hard against her shoulder.

"Are you dead?"

"Not if I can answer."

He nodded like that made sense, then sat down too fast and grabbed his leg.

I forced my fingers open one by one.

Steady Grip released slowly, almost reluctantly.

The moment my hand came off the hilt, pain arrived properly.

I swallowed a sound and sat up.

The ditch tilted.

I waited until it stopped.

Then I put one hand on the wolf's side and pulled the sword free.

The blade came out with a rough scrape.

A piece of rust near the cutting edge peeled away and fell into the mud.

I stared at the exposed strip.

It was small. Barely the length of my thumb.

But the metal underneath had an edge.

A real one.

Not sharp like Victor's polished magic sword. Not shining. Not clean.

But real.

My pouch snapped open by itself.

The guild card slid halfway out.

Pale letters crawled across its surface.

Level Up

Dane Whitlock

Level: 1 → 3

Skill Active: Steady Grip

Effect: Fear and impact cannot force weapon release while protecting a first step.

Records Updated:

Protected civilians from Hollow Wolf.

Defeated Hollow Wolf beyond assigned threat estimate.

A second line formed beneath the first, slower, as if cut into the card by an invisible point.

Rusted Starter Sword

Grade: Common

Awakening: 1%

Condition: Unbroken

Trait: Cuts what threatens a first step.

I read it once.

Then again.

The children stared from above.

"What is it?" the girl asked.

I closed my hand over the card before she could see too much.

"Guild card update."

"You killed it," the boy whispered.

"Almost got eaten by it."

"But you killed it."

I looked at the sword.

The strip of real edge caught a weak flash of sunlight through mud and black smoke.

"Yes."

The word did not feel like victory.

It felt heavy and late.

I wiped the blade on the grass as best I could and pushed myself to my feet. The world swayed again. I waited, jaw tight, until my knees remembered their job.

The shield lay near the bank.

One strap torn. Front split nearly through. Deep tooth marks along the rim.

I picked it up.

The wood should have come apart in my hand.

It did not.

The crack was ugly. The shield was still one piece.

"Both of you hurt?" I asked.

The girl shook her head too quickly.

The boy did not.

"My ankle," he said. "I fell. Then it came. We were looking for Turnip."

"Turnip?"

"The donkey."

Of course.

I pressed my fingers against my cheek and checked the blood. Not spurting. Good enough.

"Names?"

The girl straightened a little. "Pella."

The boy swallowed. "Tobin."

"Your uncle is Hobb Fenton?"

He nodded.

I looked at the request slip in my pouch.

Escaped cart donkey. Owner: Hobb Fenton.

"You chased his donkey into wolf grass."

The boy looked down.

"Turnip had the money pouch tied to his saddle. Uncle said stay by the cart, but I thought I could catch him before he got far. Pella followed me."

"I didn't want him to go alone," Pella said.

I closed my eyes for half a breath.

Children and donkeys. F-rank retrieval. No monsters expected.

I looked at the Hollow Wolf.

"What happened before you saw it?"

Tobin rubbed his nose with his sleeve. "Turnip was pulling the cart. Then something ran across the road. I didn't see it. Turnip kicked and broke loose. Uncle fell and hit his head on the wheel. He told me stay, but Turnip ran with the pouch, so I—"

"So you ran."

He nodded.

Pella pointed past the ditch. "It was watching him. Before he saw it. In the grass."

"Did it chase the donkey first?"

"No. It wanted us."

The wind moved through the grass. My skin crawled.

A Hollow Wolf stalking children this close to the capital road.

Not a wrong turn. Not a random encounter.

"Have you seen one before?" I asked.

Both children shook their heads.

Then Tobin hesitated.

"Not one like that."

My hand tightened on the shield strap. "What does that mean?"

"There was another monster on the road before. Not today. Before." He looked toward the city wall, then at the dead wolf. "Uncle said don't talk about it because guild folk get angry."

My throat dried.

"What happened?"

Pella answered, quiet. "A beginner adventurer went missing. Last harvest. People said he got lost. But old Joren found blood near the same ditch."

Tobin kicked at the mud with his good foot, then winced. "There were tracks. My uncle said they were too big for a hare."

I looked at the ditch.

The mud. The grass. The place where a child could vanish ten steps from a road and leave only a neat line on a form.

"What was the adventurer's name?" I asked.

Tobin shook his head. "I don't know."

Pella's face pinched. "He had a little copper badge. I remember because he showed it to my brother. Said he was real guild now."

My hand went numb around the shield.

A copper badge.

Lots of beginners had copper badges. It did not have to mean him.

It did not have to.

The dead wolf smoked quietly in the ditch.

I reached down and cut one of its long ear tips with the sword. Proof of kill. The blade resisted at first, then slid through. Not easily, but better than before.

Pella made a small sick sound and turned away.

"Sorry," I said.

"We need proof."

"For the guild?" Tobin asked.

"Yes."

"They didn't listen last time."

The words came too fast.

Then he looked scared, as if he had insulted someone powerful enough to hear from the road.

I crouched carefully and tied the ear tip in one of the cloths from my pouch. The cloth stained black right away.

"They will hear this time," I said.

The moment the words left my mouth, they felt too clean.

The capital wall looked very bright in the distance.

I was Level 3. F-rank. Bleeding through a torn leather vest. My proof was a smoking monster ear wrapped in cheap cloth. My witnesses were two muddy children and one missing donkey.

The guild had white stone, framed cards, polished nobles, and men like Martin Crowe behind closed doors.

I stood anyway.

"First, we find your uncle."

"And Turnip?" Tobin asked.

"If Turnip is smarter than all of us, he ran back to the road."

Turnip had not run back to the road.

He had wedged himself in a patch of thorn bushes twenty paces from the ditch, rope tangled around a branch, ears flat, eyes rolling with deep personal betrayal. The money pouch still hung from the saddle. So did a torn cabbage leaf stuck to his mane.

The donkey brayed when he saw us.

I did not speak donkey, but the meaning carried.

"You ran too," I told him.

He tried to bite my sleeve.

Pella laughed, then clapped both hands over her mouth like the sound might bring the wolf back.

Tobin leaned against my shoulder while I cut the rope free. He was too light. Too warm with feverish fear. His ankle had swollen under the sock. I checked it with my fingers, careful.

"Not broken," I said.

He hissed through his teeth. "Feels broken."

"Sprains like to brag."

He blinked. "What?"

"Nothing."

I tore one of the folded cloths into strips and wrapped his ankle tight enough to hold, not tight enough to stop blood. My hands knew that work better than this world did. Pressure. Support. Check the toes. Ask if he can feel them.

He could.

Pella watched every move.

"Are you a healer?"

"No."

"You know how."

"People get hurt."

That was enough answer for her.

Getting Tobin back to the road took too long. I carried him part of the way until my ribs refused. Then he rode Turnip, who objected to every breath but kept walking once Pella held a cabbage leaf in front of his nose.

Hobb Fenton was exactly where the tracks had started. He sat beside his damaged cart with a bloody cloth pressed to his forehead and a face like old flour. When he saw the children, he tried to stand and nearly fell.

Pella ran to him.

Tobin slid off the donkey badly, hopped once, and got caught in his uncle's arms.

The man shook so hard his hat fell off.

"You foolish little turnips," he whispered. "You foolish, foolish—"

His voice broke.

I looked away and checked the cart.

One wheel rim cracked. Not beyond repair. A crate had spilled. Most vegetables bruised, not ruined. Harness usable. Donkey angry but alive.

Small things.

Not grand.

Still someone's week. Someone's meal. Someone's rent.

Hobb Fenton wiped his face with the same cloth he had used on his head. "You the guild lad?"

"Yes."

"Where's the other one?"

"What other one?"

"The guild usually sends two if there is road trouble."

I said nothing.

His face changed.

"They wrote no trouble, didn't they?"

I looked at him.

The vegetable seller's jaw worked. He glanced at the children, then lowered his voice.

"I told them. Last month. Tracks near the ditch. Something took a goat from the field. I went to the desk. Paid two copper for a hazard note."

"A hazard note?"

"Clerk said it would mark the road for review." He looked toward the capital. "Maybe I paid the wrong clerk."

The cloth-wrapped ear tip grew heavier in my pouch.

"Can you say that at the guild?"

Hobb Fenton's eyes flicked to my sword, my torn vest, the blood on my cheek.

Then toward the city again.

"I sell inside the south market twice a week. Guild guards inspect carts. Permits can get lost."

"Your niece and nephew were almost killed."

His mouth tightened.

He looked at the children.

Pella had her arms around Turnip's neck. Tobin sat on the cart step, ankle wrapped, face gray.

The vegetable seller closed his eyes.

"I'll say what I saw," he said. "But I won't call anyone a thief. Not unless you have someone bigger listening."

"I have a dead Hollow Wolf ear."

He gave me a tired look. "Lad, sometimes dead things listen better than guild men."

I had no answer for that.

We fixed the cart enough to move. I used the bad rope and some of the string from my pouch. The knot was ugly but held. The left wheel complained every turn, so we walked slow.

By the time the capital gate came close, my cuts had stiffened. Blood dried tight on my cheek. My side burned under the split leather. The sword dragged at my belt, heavier now, though it had no reason to be. Or maybe I was just tired enough for iron to remember what it was.

The guard at the south gate straightened when he saw the wolf ear.

"That from a Hollow?"

"Yes."

His smirk was gone.

He stepped closer and looked at the children, the cart, the torn gear.

"This was outside?"

"Old mile marker. South road ditch."

"That road is F-rank listed."

"I know."

He swore under his breath and waved another guard over. "Get a runner to the guild."

"No," I said.

Both guards looked at me.

"I am going there now."

The older guard frowned. "You need a healer."

"I need the report logged before anyone decides the road was safe after all."

Hobb Fenton made a rough sound, not quite agreement, not quite fear.

The guard looked from me to the children.

Then he stepped aside.

"Go straight there."

"I plan to."

The guild hall noticed us before we reached the counter.

It was hard not to.

Turnip refused to enter and planted himself outside the front steps, braying loud enough to shame royal trumpets. Pella stayed with him. Hobb Fenton carried his nephew because the boy's ankle had swollen more on the road. I walked beside them with the cracked shield, torn vest, and cloth-wrapped proof in my hand.

The hall's noise thinned.

Faces turned.

Someone near the request boards whispered, "Is that blood?"

A man at the canteen said, "Beginner got chewed already."

Then he saw the cloth.

Black smoke leaked through the weave.

His cup stopped halfway to his mouth.

June was at desk three.

When she saw me, the stamp fell from her hand and rolled under the counter.

She came around the desk fast.

"Dane?"

"I need to file a hazard report."

Her eyes moved over my face, throat, ribs, shield, then the children.

"What happened?"

"Hollow Wolf. South road. Old mile marker. It attacked two children during the donkey retrieval."

The color left her face.

"That request was listed no threat."

"Yes."

I placed the cloth on the counter and unfolded it.

The ear tip lay there black and narrow, still smoking along the cut.

The nearest adventurers stepped back.

June stared at it.

Then she grabbed a blank report form.

Her hand shook as she dipped the pen.

"Tell me everything."

I did.

Not well.

My mouth kept drying. My ribs made me stop between sentences. Hobb Fenton filled the parts I had not seen. He spoke carefully at first, then harder when he got to the hazard note he had paid for. Tobin told June about the wolf stalking him. Pella stood on tiptoe and said the monster had ignored Turnip and gone for them.

June wrote fast.

Too fast for neat letters.

Twice, another clerk came close and looked over her shoulder. Twice, June shifted her body between him and the form.

"Classification," she murmured. "Hollow Wolf. Confirmed by kill proof. Civilian witnesses. Adventurer record update."

She held out her hand. "Your card."

I gave it to her.

Her eyes stopped on the new lines.

She read them.

Her throat moved once.

"You reached Level 3."

"Yes."

"And your sword—"

"Write the monster first."

She looked at me.

I looked back.

June nodded and pressed the card to a small brass reader set into the counter. Blue light spread under it. Letters appeared on the thin slate beside her station.

Her fingers hovered.

"What is it?" I asked.

"The kill registered." She swallowed. "The threat estimate was wrong."

"Good. Put that in."

"I am."

A door opened above the hall.

Not loud.

The sound still cut through the room.

At the top of the short stair leading to the inner offices stood Martin Crowe.

He had the same dark guild coat as before, same badge with crossed keys, same neat beard. His eyes passed over the hall, the gathered adventurers, the children, the smoking ear, and finally me.

He came down slowly.

No one spoke while he descended.

June's pen stopped.

Martin reached the counter and held out his hand.

"Report."

June's fingers tightened around the paper.

"Branch Chief, this is an active hazard correction. A Hollow Wolf was confirmed on an F-rank route. There are civilian witnesses and a registered kill update."

"Report," he repeated.

Her jaw tightened.

She handed it over.

Martin did not read it.

He looked at the first line, maybe. Not even that. His eyes barely moved.

Then he looked at me.

"You are the new F-rank with Starter Gear."

My cuts pulsed.

"Yes."

"You left the assigned retrieval area."

"The tracks led from the road. Children were being attacked."

"Did the request instruct you to pursue unknown monster signs?"

"No."

A few people shifted around us.

June spoke quickly. "Sir, the civilian witnesses confirm immediate danger. The wolf was already within the route boundary. The request estimate—"

Martin lifted one finger.

June went silent.

He turned the report sideways in his hand, as if checking whether the paper itself had offended him.

"A beginner enters tall grass, finds a frightened animal, panics, mistakes an uncommon scavenger for a Hollow Wolf, and damages guild-issued equipment."

The hall stayed quiet.

The smoking ear sat on the counter between us.

I touched the cloth with two fingers and pushed it closer to him.

"That is from its head."

Martin glanced at it.

"Monster remains decay strangely when cut by unverified skills."

My hand closed.

The sword hilt pressed against my hip.

Steady Grip was not active.

I felt my fingers want it anyway.

Hobb Fenton stepped forward, still holding his nephew. "Sir, that thing went for the children. I told your desk last month there were tracks."

Martin's eyes moved to him.

"And you are?"

"Hobb Fenton. South market permit. Cart number forty-two."

"Then I suggest you take care how you speak in a royal guild hall, Mr. Fenton. Panic after a road accident often changes memory."

Hobb's mouth opened.

The boy in his arms shook his head fast, frightened.

Hobb closed his mouth.

Pella stood by the entrance with Turnip's rope in both hands, eyes wide.

I heard my own breathing.

Too loud.

Too hot.

June's face had gone white with anger she could not spend.

"Branch Chief," she said carefully, "the card record cannot be altered by memory."

Martin smiled without warmth.

"The record says he fought something. It does not say the request was improperly ranked."

"Sir—"

"This report will be reviewed."

He folded the paper once.

June's hand twitched.

"By whom?" I asked.

Martin looked at me again.

The hall drew in around us. Even Victor Harrow, near the far boards with his polished companions, had turned to watch.

Martin's eyes were flat.

"By people who understand the difference between evidence and beginner excitement."

He folded the report a second time.

The crease cut straight through June's cramped writing.

Then he dropped it into the tray at the corner of the counter.

Rejected.

The word was stamped on the tray in red.

The smoking ear hissed softly between us.

Martin adjusted his cuff.

"Have your wounds treated, Mr. Whitlock. And next time, stay within the limits of your rank."
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