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The line of hyper-active, sugar-addicted goblins stretched completely out the heavy oak doors of the Blackened Crust Bakery and wrapped around the bubbling trout fountain in the village square.

It was barely six in the morning, and the newly rebuilt storefront was already a beautifully chaotic, flour-dusted warzone. The air was thick, suffocatingly rich with the heavy scent of caramelized butter, toasted yeast, and aggressive capitalism. Hearthglen’s economic ecosystem had completely shifted over the last month. The displaced Shadowkin of the Whispering Woods hadn't marched on the village to conquer it; they had arrived to spend their scavenged copper on laminated pastries. They were the most fiercely loyal, wildly impatient demographic Dave had ever encountered.

"Maintain the single-file perimeter!" Gribble shrieked, pacing furiously atop the reinforced glass of the primary display case. The one-eared goblin pointed a sticky, frosting-covered wooden spatula at a pair of scuffling patrons. "No cutting in the queue! Have your municipal currency ready for exact change, or you will be forcefully relegated to the back of the line!"

Dave stood behind the massive, polished river-stone prep counter, a towering, seven-foot-two behemoth of obsidian muscle completely encased in a bright yellow floral apron.

He didn't yell. He didn't unleash an aura of terror. He moved with the terrifying, unyielding, mechanical efficiency of a senior tax auditor facing a midnight deadline. His massive, heavily scarred hands blurred over the stone. He took a local silver coin from a trembling halfling farmer, deposited it into the heavy iron lockbox, slid a warm, crusty sourdough boule across the counter, and immediately pivoted back to the massive slab of chilled dough resting on his cutting board.

Block. Slice. Fold. Turn.

The rhythm was deeply ingrained in his marrow now, but the physiological cost was absolutely agonizing.

Dave pressed the heavy, hand-sanded Maple Rolling Pin of Torment into the cold dough, pushing forward to laminate the thick block of premium butter into the layers. A sharp, searing cramp violently seized his right bicep. He gritted his teeth, his glowing red eyes narrowing as a bead of sweat rolled down his cheek, stinging the thick, pale scars on his face.

He wasn't fighting the ambient magic of the flour anymore. He was fighting his own sudden, terrifying mortality.

The apocalyptic, thermobaric caramel explosion that had saved the village from General Kraal’s horde had come with a permanent, devastating invoice. The violent expulsion of raw hellfire had completely, irreversibly burned out his dark mana core. The suffocating ocean of apocalyptic energy that used to pool in his chest was gone, leaving behind an incredibly large, entirely empty vessel. He couldn't summon frost to chill his mixing bowls. He couldn't channel dark lightning to ignite his ovens.

He was just a giant. A giant with unconditioned stabilizer muscles that screamed in absolute, visceral protest every time he applied the hundreds of pounds of kinetic force required to fold a commercial batch of croissant dough without tearing the fragile gluten network.

He leaned his heavy weight onto the rolling pin, forcing the stubborn dough to yield to the agonizing laws of mundane physics.

He missed the spreadsheets. He missed the sterile, heavily air-conditioned hum of his old Ohio cubicle, where the heaviest thing he had to lift was a jammed stapler. Running a bakery in Aethelgard wasn't a whimsical, cozy retreat. It was a brutal, grueling manufacturing job that operated on razor-thin margins of time, temperature, and joint mobility. If he stopped moving, the butter would melt. If the butter melted, the lamination was ruined. If the lamination was ruined, the goblins would riot.

"Boss," Gribble whispered, dropping nimbly from the display case and landing on the freshly swept floorboards beside Dave's spiked boots.

Dave didn't stop rolling. "Status, Gribble. Are we out of the sea-salt tarts?"

"The tart reserves are holding at fifteen percent," Gribble reported, his mismatched eyes darting nervously toward the heavy oak doors at the front of the shop. "But we have a critical logistical failure approaching the threshold. The Bone-Crusher is officially three hours past his designated delivery window. The storage hoppers are entirely empty."

Dave froze, the heavy maple rolling pin coming to a dead, sudden halt.

The chaotic noise of the crowded bakery seemed to entirely mute itself. He looked past the towering stack of cooling racks, locking his gaze onto the massive, wood-fired brick dome at the rear of the kitchen. The mundane fire roared inside, consuming timber at a terrifying rate. The oven was hot, the schedule was set, and without fresh flour, the entire morning production cycle was about to violently derail. Balthazar was never late. The Orc miller treated his delivery schedule with the same fanatical, religious devotion a paladin applied to a holy crusade.

Before Dave could issue a contingency order, the heavy oak doors of the bakery were shoved violently inward.

The cheerful brass entrance bell screamed in protest as it slammed against the doorframe. The line of chattering, sugar-high goblins violently parted, scrambling out of the way as a massive, towering shadow eclipsed the morning sun pouring through the windows.

Balthazar the Bone-Crusher stumbled into the sweltering heat of the storefront.

The eight-foot-tall Orc miller was a terrifying sight. His faded denim overalls were completely soaked through with dark, heavy sweat. His usually neat, braided beard was tangled and wild with loose twigs and mud. He was panting so heavily that his massive, scarred chest heaved like a bellows, and his yellow eyes darted around the room with an uncharacteristic, frantic panic.

But it wasn't the Orc's exhaustion that sent a cold, sharp spike of absolute dread directly into Dave’s accountant heart.

It was the miller's thick, green hands.

They were completely, terrifyingly empty.

There was no wooden handcart. There were no massive, hundred-pound burlap sacks of freshly stone-ground winter wheat resting on his broad shoulders. He had arrived at the busiest bakery in the Verdant Expanse with absolutely nothing to sell.

Dave completely abandoned the prep counter.

He didn't wipe the flour from his hands. He let the heavy maple rolling pin clatter against the stone bench and marched directly through the swinging wooden half-door that separated the kitchen from the retail floor. His towering, seven-foot-two frame easily pushed through the crowd of complaining customers.

"Gribble, comp the next five customers and lock the front door!" Dave barked, his deep voice carrying a terrifying, unyielding authority that instantly silenced the room.

He reached the exhausted Orc, grabbing Balthazar by his thick, denim-clad bicep to steady him. Dave practically dragged the massive miller through the swinging doors and into the relative privacy of the sweltering kitchen, away from the prying eyes of the village.

"Balthazar," Dave rumbled, his voice low and tight with suppressed panic. He kicked a wooden stool toward the Orc. "Sit down. Breathe. Where is the cart? Were you attacked by Vanguard patrols on the river road?"

Balthazar collapsed onto the wooden stool. The sturdy furniture groaned violently under his immense weight. The Orc rested his elbows on his knees, burying his scarred face in his massive hands. He didn't recite a poetic verse about the resilience of the grain or the singing of the stones.

When Balthazar finally looked up, his yellow eyes were hollow with absolute, devastating defeat.

"There is no cart, Head Chef," Balthazar wheezed, his voice thick with a profound, terrifying sorrow. "There is no delivery. The stones of my mill are completely silent."

Dave felt the blood drain entirely from his face. "Did the millwheel break? We can fix a gear. I have industrial twine."

"It is not the machinery, Davion," Balthazar whispered, shaking his massive head. He reached into the pocket of his overalls and pulled out a handful of empty, dry chaff, letting it fall uselessly onto the freshly swept floorboards. "The river barges never arrived. The granaries to the north are entirely empty. A catastrophic shortage has struck the valley. There is no premium winter wheat left in the Expanse."

Dave stared at the dry chaff resting on his clean floor.

The heat of the roaring brick oven suddenly felt incredibly suffocating. Without flour, there was no dough. Without dough, the bakery was just a very hot, very expensive room. His meticulously balanced production schedule, the fragile, grueling foundation of the quiet life he had literally burned his magic to secure, had just ground to a complete, irreversible, and absolutely devastating halt.
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The sheer, unadulterated volume of fifty sugar-starved goblins vibrating in an enclosed space was a physical force.

It pressed against the heavy stone walls of the newly built Blackened Crust Bakery, a chaotic, high-pitched symphony of clinking coins, squeaking boots, and aggressive demands for laminated dough. The morning sun was barely cresting the pastel rooftops of Hearthglen, casting long, golden beams through the freshly glazed windows, but the retail floor was already operating at maximum, terrifying capacity. The displaced Shadowkin of the Whispering Woods had entirely abandoned their raiding culture in favor of a profound, aggressively loyal addiction to premium carbohydrates.

Dave stood behind the polished river-stone prep counter, looking entirely out of place yet completely in his element.

He was a towering, seven-foot-two mountain of obsidian muscle and jagged horns. He wore a bright yellow floral apron stretched tight across his broad chest, the strings tied securely behind his back. He didn't roar. He didn't emit a suffocating aura of apocalyptic despair. He moved with the relentless, unyielding efficiency of a man who had spent a decade auditing corporate tax returns before deciding to bake bread.

His heavily scarred hands blurred over the stone.

He took a battered copper piece from a bouncing goblin wearing a stolen, oversized hat. He dropped the coin into the heavy iron lockbox, slid a perfectly glazed, still-warm cinnamon roll across the counter in a wax-paper sleeve, and offered a curt, completely deadpan nod.

"Next," Dave rumbled, his deep, chest-rattling voice effortlessly cutting through the noise of the room.

The physical toll of the morning rush was absolutely agonizing. During his brief, catastrophic tenure as Lord Malakor, his demonic biology had been fueled by a massive, pulsing core of dark magic that negated physical fatigue. But that core was entirely gone now. The apocalyptic thermobaric blast he had unleashed to save the village the previous month had permanently burned his magical reserves to ash. He was entirely mundane. He felt every single ounce of the four hundred pounds of mass he carried.

A sharp, searing cramp shot up his right forearm. The thick, pale scars across his palm—a permanent receipt for the hellfire he had wrestled—throbbed with a dull, radiating ache. The repetitive motion of folding, slicing, and lifting heavy trays of dough was tearing his unconditioned stabilizer muscles to shreds. He was a retired heavyweight boxer forced to work an assembly line, and his joints were screaming in protest.

But he didn't stop. He couldn't stop. The bakery operated on a razor-thin margin of time and temperature. If he stopped moving, the butter would melt. If the butter melted, the croissants would turn into dense, inedible bricks.

"Maintain the perimeter!" Gribble shrieked, pacing furiously atop the reinforced glass of the primary display case.

The one-eared goblin minion wore a heavily starched, slightly scorched white chef's coat. Gribble pointed a sticky, frosting-covered wooden spatula at a pair of goblins attempting to cut the line near the doorway. "Unauthorized lateral movement is strictly prohibited! The queue is sacred! Have your municipal currency ready for exact change, or you will be forcefully relegated to the back of the line and denied access to the sea-salt tarts!"

The line obediently shuffled forward.

Dave reached for the massive slab of chilled dough resting on his cutting board. He gripped the Maple Rolling Pin of Torment—a beautifully hand-sanded replacement for the ruined iron mace he had used in the battle for the square. He leaned his heavy weight onto the pin, forcing the stubborn, hyper-resistant dough to yield.

A highly irregular, entirely unsettling presence suddenly stepped up to the counter.

Dave paused mid-roll, his glowing red eyes flickering upward beneath his heavy brow.

The goblin standing on the other side of the polished stone was not vibrating with the usual, aggressive enthusiasm of a morning customer. He was entirely still. He was wearing a ragged, mud-stained cloak pulled tightly around his narrow shoulders, despite the sweltering heat radiating from the wood-fired brick dome oven at the rear of the kitchen.

The goblin was shivering violently.

His mismatched, bloodshot eyes darted frantically around the crowded bakery, checking the shattered windows, the rafters, and the heavy oak front doors. He looked like a creature that had been hunted for days, finally stepping into the light but utterly unconvinced of his own safety.

"Welcome to the Blackened Crust," Dave said, his abyssal voice dropping to a low, cautious rumble. He didn't smile. He didn't have the facial muscles for customer service. "What can I get for you?"

The twitchy goblin swallowed hard, his Adam's apple bobbing. He leaned forward, pressing his small, dirty hands flat against the cool river stone of the counter.

"A tart," the goblin whispered, his voice cracking, barely audible over the din of the room. "The dark chocolate. With the salt."

"That will be two silver pieces," Dave replied smoothly.

The goblin didn't reach for a coin purse. He didn't dig through his ragged pockets. He simply opened his tightly clenched right fist and slid a single piece of currency across the polished stone.

The item made a dull, hollow clicking sound as it hit the counter, spinning slowly before coming to a dead stop directly in front of Dave’s apron.

Dave looked down.

It was not a silver coin minted in the capital. It was not a rough-hewn copper piece from the local agricultural markets. It was completely pale, polished to a dull, matte finish, and perfectly circular.

Dave reached out with his scarred, massive fingers and picked it up.

The tactile sensation was instantly, viscerally wrong. The material was unnaturally freezing, leeching the warmth directly from his callouses. It felt porous, yet incredibly dense. He rubbed his thumb across the surface, feeling the faint, microscopic grooves of marrow.

It was carved from a single, polished slice of human bone.

Dave froze. The heavy maple rolling pin slipped slightly in his left hand, tapping against the cutting board.

He brought the bone coin closer to his face, his glowing red eyes narrowing in the ambient light of the bakery. The moment he lifted it, the smell hit him. It cut entirely through the heavy, intoxicating aroma of caramelized butter and toasted yeast.

It smelled of raw, crackling ozone and stagnant, rotting earth.

It was the unmistakable, metallic tang of the Darklands.

Dave’s heart slammed violently against his ribs. His breath hitched, stalling in his massive chest. He didn't have a mana core anymore. He couldn't sense the subtle, vibrating frequencies of the magical weave. But his memory was perfectly intact. He knew exactly what this smell meant. It wasn't the chaotic, bloodthirsty scent of Kraal's Orcish vanguard. It was colder. It was far more calculating.

It was the distinct, horrific signature of high-tier necromancy.

His mind violently snapped back to the sterile, terrifying ledgers of the Obsidian Spire. This wasn't local currency. Bone coins were entirely illegal in the Verdant Expanse. They were used exclusively by the undead cartels operating in the deep ash-fields, often acting as tracking beacons, scrying lenses, or vessels for localized curses.

The twitchy goblin hadn't just paid for a pastry. He had smuggled a piece of hostile, enemy surveillance directly onto Dave’s prep counter.

"Where did you get this?" Dave demanded.

His voice didn't rise in volume, but the terrifying, undeniable authority of the Dark Lord completely bled through the domestic facade. The ambient chatter of the goblins nearest the counter instantly died.

The twitchy goblin recoiled as if he had been physically struck. He pulled his ragged cloak tighter around his neck, his eyes wide with absolute, unadulterated terror.

"The river," the goblin squeaked, taking a frantic step backward toward the crowded door. "The water is freezing. The boats aren't moving. The toll is bone. The toll is bone!"

Before Dave could reach across the counter to grab the goblin by his ragged collar, a catastrophic, high-pitched screech tore through the sweltering heat of the kitchen.

"Boss! We have a critical thermal failure!" Gribble abandoned his post on the display case, sprinting across the retail floor and diving under the swinging wooden half-door. The goblin slid to a halt near the roaring brick dome oven, frantically waving his sticky wooden spatula.

"The core temperature has dropped beneath the acceptable threshold!" Gribble shrieked, his voice laced with genuine, operational panic. "The birch wood is burning too fast! The thermal mass is destabilizing!"

Dave snapped his head toward the oven.

The heavy, cast-iron thermometer he had meticulously mounted to the exterior bricks was visibly dropping. The needle was dipping dangerously close to the dreaded 'Soggy Bottom' zone. He had twenty massive sourdough boules actively proofing on the back benches. If the oven lost its heat now, the entire batch would overproof, the gluten structure would collapse, and he would lose an entire day's profit.

"And the dairy emulsion is breaking!" Gribble continued, pointing a trembling finger at a massive copper bowl resting near the window. "The ambient humidity is melting the butter! The croissants are in critical danger!"

The line of goblins on the retail floor, sensing the sudden hesitation in the production line, began to aggressively murmur. The chaotic, cheerful energy violently shifted toward the dangerous, volatile edge of a carbohydrate riot.

"I have been waiting forty-five minutes for a laminated pastry!" a large goblin in the back yelled, slamming his fist against the doorframe. "If the butter melts, we burn this place to the ground!"

Dave’s accountant brain was violently torn in half.

In his right hand, he held a piece of pure, unadulterated dark magic. It was a clear, undeniable sign that the violent, terrifying world he had tried to leave behind was actively creeping back into his valley. It demanded immediate investigation. It demanded that he close the shop, interrogate the smuggler, and prepare for a magical siege.

But in his left hand, he held the Maple Rolling Pin of Torment.

The bakery was his life now. He had literally traded his immortality for the right to stand behind this counter. The roaring fire, the delicate dough, the screeching goblin manager—this was the messy, grueling, beautiful reality he had chosen.

If he acknowledged the bone coin, if he stopped the line to chase a shadow, he was letting the Darklands dictate his schedule. He was letting the fear win.

Dave looked back down at the twitchy goblin.

The space where the paranoid patron had been standing was completely empty. The goblin had vanished into the chaotic, surging crowd the moment Dave turned his head, slipping out the heavy oak doors and disappearing into the bustling cobblestone square of Hearthglen.

The interrogation was over before it began.

Dave stared at the freezing, polished piece of bone resting in his scarred palm.

He made a deliberate, highly flawed, intensely human choice.

He didn't sound the alarm. He didn't alert Mayor Bella Thistle or Sir Vane. He refused to let the ghost of a war he didn't want ruin his morning rush.

Dave turned to the heavy iron lockbox resting on the counter. He opened the heavy lid. He completely bypassed the neat stacks of local silver and copper. He tossed the bone coin into a dark, isolated compartment at the very back of the till, letting it clatter harmlessly against the iron.

He slammed the lid shut with a deafening CLACK.

"Gribble, load three logs of dense oak into the firebox to stabilize the core temperature," Dave commanded, his voice returning to its steady, unyielding corporate rumble. "Rotate the copper bowl to the coolest corner of the stone bench and hit it with the whisk."

Dave grabbed a fresh, perfectly glazed Dark Chocolate Sea-Salt Tart from the cooling rack. He slid it into a wax-paper sleeve and slammed it down onto the counter.

"Next customer," Dave bellowed, picking up his rolling pin and aggressively attacking the chilled dough.

He buried his massive head in the sand of his daily routine, entirely ignoring the faint, lingering smell of rotting earth that completely refused to fade from the bakery air.
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The massive mound of dark, locally sourced rye dough sat on the polished river-stone prep counter like a physical insult.

Dave stared down at the gray, unyielding mass. The air in the Blackened Crust Bakery was already sweltering, the wood-fired brick dome oven roaring at the back of the kitchen, but Dave felt a cold, sharp knot of anxiety tightening in his chest. With Balthazar’s premium winter wheat supply entirely cut off, this coarse, stubborn grain was the only viable carbohydrate left in the Hearthglen agricultural reserves. It smelled intensely of damp earth and aggressive, bitter responsibility. It lacked the sweet, intoxicating promise of the high-protein flour he had spent weeks mastering.

He reached out with his massive, heavily scarred hands and pressed his palms flat against the dough.

There was absolutely no give. The gluten network was tight, defensive, and entirely uncooperative.

Dave leaned his four-hundred-pound frame forward, driving his body weight directly into the heels of his hands.

The physical resistance was agonizing. During his brief tenure as a magical entity, the ambient, suffocating heat of his dark mana core had passively warmed his ingredients, coaxing the proteins to relax and expand. But that core was dead. He was a mundane giant forced to rely entirely on the brutal laws of physical mechanics. The thick, pale scars across his right hand—the permanent receipt for wrestling hellfire—throbbed with a sharp, radiating ache.

He pushed. He folded. He rotated the mass.

Stretch. Tear. Curse.

The evolutionary slope of his culinary journey had violently stalled. Every time he attempted to stretch the rye to build the delicate layers required for a croissant, the dough simply snapped, the coarse grains shredding the fragile internal webbing. Lactic acid violently flooded Dave’s broad shoulders. His unconditioned stabilizer muscles, accustomed to the smooth, compliant glide of winter wheat, screamed in absolute protest under the grinding friction of the rye.

He grabbed the heavy Maple Rolling Pin of Torment with a white-knuckled grip and brought it down hard.

The wooden cylinder smacked against the dough with a dull, heavy thud that rattled the cooling racks. Dave forced the pin forward, sweat pouring down his forehead and stinging his glowing red eyes beneath his heavy brow. He was beating the bread into submission. It was an ugly, desperate, and intensely physical brawl. By the time he managed to cut the dough into crude, uneven triangles and shove the baking sheets into the roaring oven, he was panting heavily, his bright yellow floral apron completely soaked through.

The cheerful, brass entrance bell at the front of the shop suddenly chimed, ringing with a sharp clarity long before the official opening hour.

Dave didn't bother wiping the flour from his face. He pushed through the swinging wooden half-door that separated the kitchen from the retail floor.

Mayor Bella Thistle stood in the center of the freshly swept floorboards, tapping her heavy steel-toed boot against the wood.

The tiny halfling wore a bright patchwork dress of clashing emerald greens and mustard yellows. She smelled distinctly of dried lavender and the terrifying, unyielding authority of municipal bureaucracy. She did not look at the menu board. She did not look at the empty display cases. Her bright green eyes locked directly onto Dave’s exhausted, towering silhouette.

"The sun is up, Baker," Bella announced, her syrupy voice laced with the sharp edge of a seasoned tax collector. "I am here for the municipal levy. A thriving commercial enterprise is the lifeblood of this valley, and the Mayor requires her Friday morning almond croissant to properly audit the town ledgers."

Dave walked slowly to the stone counter. His massive boots felt heavier than usual.

"The menu has been temporarily restructured, Mayor Thistle," Dave rumbled, his abyssal voice dropping into a low, apologetic register.

He turned back to the kitchen, grabbed a pair of iron tongs, and pulled a single, piping-hot pastry from the cooling rack. He placed it onto a delicate porcelain plate and slid it across the polished stone counter.

Bella looked down at the plate.

It was not a light, airy, golden-brown crescent of flaky perfection. It was a dark, dense, slightly asymmetrical lump of baked rye. It looked less like a pastry and more like a highly polished cobblestone.

Bella reached out, picking up the heavy pastry with a deeply skeptical frown.

She took a small, cautious bite. The crunch was undeniably loud, echoing in the quiet storefront. She chewed slowly. Her freckled face remained perfectly still for three agonizing seconds before her features violently contorted.

"Davion," Bella said, swallowing the dense bite with visible, physical effort. "This tastes like a highly nutritious punishment."

"It is a rustic rye integration," Dave deflected, relying on the deadpan, emotionless corporate terminology that had always served him in boardrooms. "We are experiencing a temporary, localized supply chain disruption regarding the winter wheat. We are leaning into the hearty, traditional grains of the lower valley."

Bella placed the half-eaten rye lump back onto the porcelain plate. The sound it made hitting the ceramic was uncomfortably solid.

"You do not understand the macroeconomic fragility of this village," Bella snapped, stepping closer to the counter and pointing a tiny, accusing finger directly at Dave’s floral apron. "Hearthglen was a sleepy, unprofitable agricultural outpost until you blew up the square and replaced the local tavern culture with premium carbohydrates. The goblins out there are not here for the scenery. They are here because you gave them a localized sugar dependency."

She tapped her steel-toed boot again, the rhythm sharp and demanding.

"If you start feeding them dense, fibrous health foods," Bella warned, her green eyes narrowing, "the economic bubble will pop. They will stop spending their scavenged copper. They will get irritable. An irritable goblin is a raiding goblin, Davion. You are the structural load-bearing pillar of Hearthglen's peace treaty. Fix the flour, or we will have a riot on our hands by Tuesday."

Bella turned on her heel and marched toward the heavy oak doors, completely abandoning the ruined pastry on the counter. "I will expect my proper taxes in arrears once you resolve your 'rustic integration'!" she called out, slamming the door behind her.

Dave stared at the heavy, gray lump on the plate. He was grasping at straws, trying to plug a massive hole in a sinking ship with substandard ingredients.

Ten minutes later, the brass bell screamed continuously as the front doors were thrown wide open.

The morning rush hit the Blackened Crust Bakery with the force of a tidal wave. Dozens of displaced Whispering Woods goblins flooded the retail floor, their mismatched eyes wide, their hands clutching dirty copper coins. They vibrated with a frantic, aggressive energy, entirely accustomed to the daily, euphoric rush of perfectly laminated winter wheat.

Gribble hopped onto the primary display case, his stolen white chef's coat puffing out importantly.

"Welcome, patrons, to a new era of culinary fortitude!" Gribble shrieked, gesturing broadly toward the glass cases filled entirely with dense, dark brown rye muffins, rye scones, and rye croissants. "Today, the Head Chef has orchestrated a masterpiece of structural density! Prepare your palates for the unyielding, earthy resilience of the lower valley harvest!"

The line of goblins stopped dead.

The cheerful, chaotic chatter of the crowd instantly died, replaced by a heavy, suffocating silence. A goblin near the front, wearing a patchwork leather vest, leaned his long nose against the glass display case. He squinted at the dark, heavy lumps sitting on the baking trays.

"Where are the flaky layers?" the goblin demanded, his voice dropping into a dangerous, suspicious growl. "Where is the glossy, golden sheen of the butter trapped in the gluten webbing?"

"The layers are internal!" Gribble lied flawlessly, sweating profusely beneath his chef's hat. "The density traps the flavor! It is highly efficient!"

The goblin in the leather vest slammed his fist against the reinforced glass.

"This looks like mud baked in the sun!" the goblin shouted, turning back to the restless crowd. "They are cutting the product! They are selling us filler!"

An angry, high-pitched murmur immediately rippled through the queue. The goblins began to push against each other. The sugar withdrawal was instantaneous and violently aggressive. A few of the patrons in the back drew small, rusted daggers, using them to angrily tap against the wooden support pillars of the bakery.

Dave realized the situation was spiraling entirely out of control.

He stepped out from the kitchen, ducking his massive, horned head under the swinging wooden half-door.

He didn't have his dark magic. He couldn't flood the room with his Aura of the Abyss to drop the ambient temperature and paralyze them with supernatural terror. He had to rely strictly on the biological reality of his terrifying, seven-foot-two physique.

Dave planted his heavy spiked boots on the floorboards directly behind Gribble. He crossed his massive, obsidian arms over his bright yellow floral apron. He leaned forward, his glowing red eyes burning into the goblin in the leather vest.

He didn't speak. He just loomed.

The sheer, undeniable physical gravity of the giant immediately sucked the volatile energy right out of the room. The goblin in the vest swallowed hard, slowly lowering his fist from the glass. The rusted daggers in the back of the line quickly vanished beneath dirty cloaks.

"The menu is set for the day," Dave rumbled, his voice incredibly deep, vibrating the floorboards. "If you do not wish to purchase the hearty rye, you are free to exit the premises quietly. If you damage my display case, I will use your kneecaps as paperweights."

The crowd nervously shuffled. They were furious, they were sugar-starved, but none of them were willing to physically challenge the behemoth behind the counter. Grumbling aggressively under their breath, the goblins began sliding their copper coins across the stone, begrudgingly accepting the heavy, rock-hard pastries wrapped in wax paper.

Dave felt a profound, crushing exhaustion wash over his broad shoulders.

Maintaining the peace without magic was a grueling, constant performance of physical intimidation. He couldn't keep doing this every single morning. He turned his back on the retail floor, leaving Gribble to manage the hostile transactions, and retreated into the dark, quiet sanctuary of the ingredient vault.

The vault was a newly constructed subterranean room lined with heavy lead and thick river stone. It was blissfully cool. Dave walked to a small wooden desk tucked into the corner and pulled out his heavy, thick troll-hide ledger.

He sat down on a groaning wooden stool, pulling an inkwell and a quill toward him.

He opened the ledger to a fresh page. He was an accountant. When the world became chaotic and uncontrollable, he grounded himself in the absolute, undeniable logic of mathematics. If the supply chain was broken, he just needed to find a new variable.

Dave’s scarred fingers moved the quill rapidly across the rough parchment, charting columns of data.

He cross-referenced the agricultural outputs of the neighboring halfling settlements to the south. He calculated the travel time of merchant caravans from the High King’s capital. He factored in the exorbitant shipping tariffs, the spoilage rates of unrefined flour on the open road, and the sheer volume of grain required to satisfy Hearthglen’s daily consumption.

The scratching of the quill was the only sound in the cool vault.

Ten minutes later, Dave set the quill down. He stared at the ink drying on the page.

The numbers did not lie. They did not offer comfort or false hope. The halfling settlements only grew soft pastry wheat, which lacked the protein structure necessary for his sourdough. The caravans from the capital would take three weeks to arrive, and the shipping costs would completely obliterate his profit margins.

There was no loophole. There was no clever accounting trick to fix this deficit.

The mathematics clearly dictated that the Blackened Crust Bakery would be entirely, irrevocably bankrupt within seven days.

Dave closed the heavy troll-hide ledger. The dull, heavy
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