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Quibbletown was never a city that could be described in a single word. Many had tried. Generations of chroniclers and one enthusiastic cartographer (later turned into a squirrel due to an incident he preferred to keep quiet about) had searched for an adjective that didn't sound like a blatant lie. "Cozy" tripped over itself in the very first alley. "Peaceful" drowned in the nearest fountain, which periodically spewed hot chocolate. "Orderly" expired before the end of the sentence. At that moment, the most accurate description read: "in a magical rebellion against the postal system," although the chroniclers did not yet have the proper form for such a condition.

Three weeks had passed since the Great Magical Gardening Competition, and the town was finally enjoying a respite. Gardeners were packing away their bronze plaques. The feathered postal squadron—after a brief but solemn strike over misleading address signs—was back on duty. The hands of the underground parking meter pointed to "Free" so stubbornly that inspectors suspected sabotage and ordered an investigation in triplicate. Seraphina Leafvein, the former Third Councilor whose name was resurfacing in people's memories, inhabited a quiet downtown holding cell, accompanied by two semi-visible cats and one exceptionally bored security troll. This represented the maximum tranquility of which Quibbletown was capable.

The idyll lasted exactly until the eight-o'clock morning mail delivery.

First, the Saturday flyers vanished. Payment demands followed. Finally, the love letters disappeared—a rarity in a town where most romantic entanglements developed through poetry collections and potions, but enough to cause panic. However, the letters did not return to their senders; they ended up in the hands of complete strangers.

Mrs. Pickleton, magical gardening champion and creator of the singing Chomper, found an envelope in her mail addressed to 'The Dark Werewolf, 13 Tooth and Claw Street.' Inside waited a bill for crystals and a polite threat directed at her firstborn son. Mayor Bartholomew Puffendale, who had recently acquired a new ceremonial gavel, opened his mailbox and immediately slammed it shut. A love letter saturated with the stench of a swamp had flown out, softly crooning a ballad of affection to a pumpkin patch in The Rocky Void.

Archmage Tibbles, the eccentric city council member whose mantle of silver stars was methodically falling apart, found his magical energy bill in the stomach of an animated statue in Eternal Flame Square. The monument insisted on being called Mr. Parchment and roamed the streets, reciting citizens' financial obligations as epic poetry. People pelted it with minor hexes, and one young apprentice advised the statue to find a new agent.

The Postal Guild—a building with high towers crowned by fluttering bronze envelopes—usually met every crisis with meticulous composure. This time, however, the situation involved three simultaneously broken sorting machines, a junior clerk writing his resignation in a locked room, and a magical envelope stuck to the ceiling. The latter refused to come down on the pretext that there were no 'worthy recipients' below. In the central hall, hundreds of quills—former instruments for automated addressing—waltzed through the air. A postman ran down the staircase wielding a broom. Along the broom itself ran another, younger colleague, wearing the expression of a man who had just received highly unpleasant news from his own future.

Wilfred "Willy" Spellburn stood outside his small apartment on Crooked Chimney Street, trying his best to look like a wizard in control of the situation. The result was shaky. His hair resembled a nest where a pigeon had conducted an unfortunate architectural experiment. His robes, in an undefinable shade of 'wizarding gray,' might have once been dark blue. His socks remained true to themselves—one striped, the other embroidered with little dragons that periodically tried to fly off his ankle toward the eaves. On his chest hung a copper badge, slightly scorched at the bottom edge—the award for Honorary Defender of the City, confirmed by three councils. A small dragon perched on his shoulder. The animal did not yet have a name, but it possessed its own miniature badge made of melted bronze. The dragonling was snoring, letting out a thin stream of violet smoke.

In his left hand, Willy gripped a slightly bent magic wand—a cheap acquisition from a street vendor who claimed it was 'barely used.' He held it carefully, since just last week it had tried to set falling hail on fire. In his right hand, an envelope trembled. This worried him, because envelopes usually do not exhibit such nervousness unless they have a specific agenda.

"Timothy!" Willy called out to the figure sprinting down the street in an oversized postman's coat. "Timothy, stop for a second, please."

The young man halted. Timothy possessed eyes the size of postage stamps and a habit of asking questions that nobody wanted to answer. At the moment, he was being chased by a letter. The envelope, reeking of sludge, sang with an insistence characteristic only of lovestruck trolls and a specific breed of magical reciters. The paper had plastered itself to the back of his coat, declaiming in a deep tenor, "My heart of stone, come to me in the crater."

"Mr. Spellburn," Timothy gasped, panting like a blacksmith's bellows. "This is an on-the-job incident. Please do not interfere. There's a corresponding form."

"You can fill out the form after I unstick you from it," Willy noted.

"I'm not sure we're the kind of people who peel love letters off each other in the middle of the street," Timothy objected, dodging a silvery bag that was trying to crawl up his leg. "That would violate Article 19, Paragraph 5 of the Postal Code: unauthorized interference with magical transit lines."

"Timothy."

"Section five, sir."

"Timothy, it's singing."

"I'm singing too," Timothy replied grimly. "Internally."

Right now. Terrible. Help me.

Willy sighed. The habit had taken root in him—a sigh reminiscent of tea that had given up on boiling. He pondered. He could try something basic. He could also do nothing. Both options promised an equally average probability of success, but the first one, at least, would take effect faster. Besides—and this was becoming palpable—he now understood what he was doing. Three weeks ago, Tibbles had handed him a thin certificate that read, 'Chaotic Mage, Registered Under Special Conditions,' filled out in pencil without the Guild's knowledge. Willy still did not entirely believe the document meant anything, but whenever he took it out at night, a weight lifted off his chest.

"Stand still," he said.

"This is a bad idea," Archibald chimed in from the nearby railing. His posture looked like the result of prolonged negotiations with gravity. "For the record."

Archibald, a talking pigeon, former mage, and the resident critic of Willy's decisions, maintained his feathers in their usual semi-dignified state. When indignant, he ruffled them. When his anger peaked, he puffed them out even further, adding half an inch of pathos to his silhouette.

"Hello, Archibald." Willy nodded.

"Hello, Willy. Reciting spells again?"

"Yes."

"Then I would suggest," Archibald drawled in the tone of a veteran who had seen it all, including his own downfall, "that you do it near the fountain. Close to the water. Extinguishing fires has deep traditions in these parts."

Willy ignored him with all the respect the pigeon deserved. He raised his wand. The dragonling cracked one eye open. Timothy closed his.

"Chaos Maximus," Willy enunciated with a calm that surprised even him. "Postalis componendo."

In the past, Willy's spell would have caused an explosion, gaping portals, a troll issuing a fine, and a fountain of melted chocolate. Now, the result was less spectacular but significantly more unpleasant.

The love letter stuck to Timothy's back peeled off with a sound resembling the sigh of an old teacher who had just read an essay written by a foreigner. Then the envelope folded. It folded again. It creased diagonally, then once more, transforming into a small paper goose. The bird gave Willy a mildly offended look, bowed ironically, and waddled down the street—because geese always waddle, even when they are made of paper.

"I... um..." Willy stammered. "That actually worked."

"Not exactly," Archibald replied. "Look up."

Willy raised his eyes. Above the roofs of Quibbletown, right over the Postal Guild, the air shimmered. Not from heat, but in the way something prepared by someone else shimmers. The sensation felt like the moment at a traffic light when you suddenly realize it is making its own plans. A thin, silvery thread slashed the sky and instantly retracted, leaving behind the faint scent of scorched parchment and something far more ancient.

"Oh," Willy said.

"Exactly." Archibald nodded.

The dragonling opened its other eye. It puffed a little cloud of smoke—this time a deep orange. For the dragonling, this was the equivalent of taking notes.

Timothy turned around, noticed the goose, saw the sky, looked at Willy, and let his jaw drop. He never found out what he was going to say, because at that very moment, footsteps echoed down Crooked Chimney Street. They were the footsteps of a person who had never run a day in their life—not out of frailty, but because they had never encountered a situation where running was more expedient than careful, deliberate walking. They were the footsteps of Mrs. Envelope.

Mrs. Envelope, Senior Inquisitor of the Postal Guild, was simultaneously the most formidable and the most idiosyncratic figure in Quibbletown. Her hair, pulled into a meticulous bun, seemed like an integral part of her uniform. Her eyes had the color of a leaden summer sky and the piercing gaze of someone who has just discovered your mistake and is already drafting the appropriate write-up.

The sleeves of her robe were dotted with embroidered envelope-pockets, and the two operational stamp ribbons at her sides rustled with the quiet satisfaction typical of mechanisms doing their job flawlessly.

Her renown rested on three pillars. The first: in twenty-three years of service to the Guild, she had never dropped a single parcel. The second: she preferred to make deliveries personally in the event that a regular postman turned out to be sick, doomed, lost, on leave, or dead. The third pillar was a legend no one dared tell to the end—a tale of a storm, a dragon, and three letters that reached their recipients with slightly singed edges, but precisely on time. The citizens called her "Mrs. Envelope" with a tone in which awe and cautious retreat shook hands.

"Mr. Spellburn," she said.

"Mrs. Envelope."

"Mr. Spellburn, you just cast a spell on an active postal employee."

"Technically speaking," Archibald interjected, "he aimed it at the envelope located upon the employee. It's a matter of object hierarchy. There are strict rules."

Mrs. Envelope did not dignify the pigeon with a response, as she communicated exclusively with birds holding a valid license and paid-up membership dues. She followed the goose with her gaze as it waddled around the corner, then pulled out a notepad. She opened it to a page that seemed to be waiting for her.

"I note a violation of Article 19, Paragraph 5," she announced. "I am entering it into the ledger. Mr. Spellburn, you will have to come with me."

Willy gulped. His body had mastered this reflex after years of conversations that inevitably ended in a fine. He had at least five ready-made excuses, all variations on the theme of 'not my fault; the circumstances attacked me first.' This time, however, he used none of them.

"Mrs. Envelope," he said instead, "the sky over the Guild cracked. Do you see it?"

Mrs. Envelope looked at him. Then she looked up at the sky. Then she looked back at him. Her expression shifted—it did not soften, but rather recalibrated to a new task. She closed her notepad.

"I see it," she confirmed.

"And how will you respond?"

"That is exactly why you are here, Mr. Spellburn."

Willy blinked.

"Excuse me?"

"I did not come solely because of the envelope
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