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For Archus.

Who kept the space.

And for Gerald.
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"Day one. I am here. The shelves are empty. I will fill them."

— Archus, Chief Archivist, Thornback Repository. Age twenty-two. Four hundred years ago.
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"Day one. I am here. The shelves are not empty. I am home."

— Archus, Chief Archivist (Field). Age four hundred and twelve. Today.

––––––––
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"Damned toads."

— Doug. Also today. Repeatedly.
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Chapter 1
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The Wizard Who Came Down (Again)

Six years is a long time to spend in a tower the second time around.

The first time — three years — had been about becoming. About the particular alchemy of solitude applied to a restless mind. About books and silence and a crow on the windowsill and the slow accumulation of something that could not be rushed.

The second time was about waiting for the question marks to stop.

They appeared in the pie crumbs. The ones Doug left on the windowsill every morning — out of habit, out of something that was not quite hope and not quite grief and had settled quietly somewhere between the two. For five years the crumbs were simply crumbs. Offerings. Routine. A message to no one in particular.

Then, eight months before the morning he finally came down, the crumbs started forming question marks.

He did not notice he was doing it until the fourth morning. He noticed on the fourth morning. He kept doing it anyway.

Archus documented this. Entry forty-seven of the tower observation log. The log had fourteen sub-points regarding nocturnal acoustics alone. Point four was particularly detailed. Doug had spent six years pretending not to know this log existed and would spend considerably longer doing the same.

⁂

While Doug was in the tower, the world continued.

Not dramatically. The Minted Realms continued the way places continue when something enormous has just been set right and they are settling back into themselves — finding their edges, rediscovering what they are, the particular process of a world remembering how to be ordinary now that the extraordinary thing is done.

Voss came to the mill. He arrived one autumn morning with his sleeves already rolled up and an expression that Aldric would later describe as a man who needed to be useful more than he needed to be comfortable. He stood in the yard. He looked at the mill. He looked at the waterwheel turning.

He said: 'I don't know anything about milling.'

Aldric said: 'Nobody does until they do.'

He handed Voss a broom. Voss swept. It was the most genuinely humble thing he had done in two centuries — not performed humility, just a man with a broom doing a small useful thing in a yard that needed doing.

He came back the next morning. And the next. By spring he was fixing the waterwheel. By summer he was teaching Wren the shape of spells before they formed. By the following year he had become one of those presences that a place shapes itself around without anyone deciding to let it happen.

He taught her three things in six years. The first was patience. The second was how to read the architecture of a spell before it manifested — a skill that would save her life at least twice in years ahead. The third was how to make pie. Genuinely, quietly, its own kind of good. They never compared it to Marta's. Some truths are too dangerous to say aloud.

⁂

The dragons scattered the way dragons scatter when they have been in a vault for six centuries and are suddenly given the sky back — each following the particular logic of their own accumulated wondering.

Crest went north. He sent messages via a charmed raven: excellent weather, interesting formations, ruins that were definitely not going to be a problem. Everyone understood immediately that the ruins were going to be a problem. This unspoken agreement persisted for all six years, sustained by the collective decision that Crest deserved time to arrive at the inevitable at his own pace.

Sable stayed near Crestfall. Flying lessons happened every week without fail. What had begun as Wren learning to balance on copper scales became something else over six years — the knowledge you acquire from being near something ancient enough to not be in a hurry.

Vorn and Assel went south together, which they would have done regardless of compass direction. Their reports indicated the south was large, the pie shops were adequate but not comparable, and the kobold joke had been well received by three separate villages.

Mosswick pulsed through the coin periodically. The Ashenmoor was fine. The toads were fine. The soup was warm. The swamp was exactly as it should be.

⁂

Thessaly and Aldren built something near the running river. Not a house, exactly. A place where two people who had been not-in-the-same-place for three hundred years could practice being in the same place without either of them pretending it wasn't slightly strange at first and then gradually less strange and then eventually simply true.

Aldren baked occasionally. On mornings when the river was right and the light was right and the butter was room temperature. He did not compare it to anything. Both of them knew what it meant and neither of them said so, which was one of the things they were practicing.

⁂

Wren turned thirteen. Then fourteen. Then fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, eighteen.

She grew into herself the way people grow when they have good teachers and enough time and the particular grace of not being hurried. Her lights matured — not brighter, not changed, but more herself. The way a voice matures: the same instrument learning its own range.

She flew every week. She baked on Sundays. She kept the mill lights in order. She visited Voss every morning. They worked alongside each other in the way of people who have found a rhythm that suits both of them. He swept. She baked. Aldric ran the mill. The waterwheel turned. The river ran. The anchor held.

She waited. Not impatiently. With the particular readiness of someone who knows something is coming and has used the time to prepare.

⁂

The morning Doug came down was a Tuesday.

He had not planned it for a Tuesday. He woke, made tea, opened his books — and then sat looking at the question mark he had made in the pie crumbs on the windowsill.

He packed his bag. Picked up his spellbook — six years of tower study had added considerably to it. New spells properly understood now. Fireball. Hypnotic Pattern, which he had selected for reasons he felt were entirely valid and which had nothing whatsoever to do with toads.

He went down the tower stairs. He did not look back. He did not need to. It would still be there.

⁂

Archus was at the bottom of the hill. Both quills out. Volume Two open to page one.

'I estimated,' Archus said, 'that six years was approximately your limit.'

'What gave it away,' Doug said.

'You started leaving pie crumbs in the shape of question marks,' Archus said.

They walked toward Crestfall. The coin in Doug's pocket — warm for the first time in six years. Just warm. Not pulling. Awake.

'What did I miss,' Doug said. 'Summary.'

'Wren flies now. Voss sweeps. Crest found ruins that are going to be a problem. The river still runs. Marta's is still half price. There are some things that have been waiting for you specifically.'

'What kind of things.'

'The kind that don't announce themselves until the right person is in the room.'

The coin pulsed once. Warm. Awake. Like something patient for six years deciding patience was finished.

⁂

The mustached clerk at the Amber Compact — still mustached, more distinguished — produced a thick accumulated folder and a single notice from that morning. Very strange.

Doug read the notice. 'Marta's is closed,' he said.

'Three weeks ago,' the clerk said. 'Note on the door. Left the keys with old Henwick next door.' He reached under the desk. 'She left a parcel. With your name on it.'

Doug's name in Marta's handwriting. Beneath it: For when you came back down. I knew you would. — M.

He opened it. A pie. Still warm after three weeks on a shelf under a guild desk. Obviously.

On the back: The ripples reached the kitchen three years ago. The flour went bad the night of the wrong winter. I've been waiting for someone to come fix it. Took you long enough.

Inside the parcel, beneath the pie: a list in Marta's firm hand. Ten locations. One word beside each. The first word was: bakery.

Then Varanthos's note arrived in his hand. Old paper — the kind that doesn't age. Handwriting recognized the way you recognize a voice you haven't heard in six years. The unminting had caused ripples. Three destroyed vaults had left frayed threads. Ten sites needed reminting from nothing. Aldren knew how. Doug knew how to knock. Things had been left at each site. There might be pie. — V.

Doug folded both notes. Put them in his pocket with the coin.

'Here we go again, Archus,' Doug said. Not a complaint. 'One grumpy old wizard who loves pies and hates toads. Ten vaults needing to be reminted. And a snarky skeleton taking notes of it all.'

Archus wrote the heading of the first entry in Volume
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