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Introduction  
The CardForge cast was authored to embody the curriculum, not decorate around it. 
Each of the 11 characters you'll meet in this book teaches a specific primitive — 
a particular tactic, a particular technique, a particular way of seeing. 
Together they form an ensemble: the cast IS the curriculum.

Read in any order. Each chapter stands alone. 
Each character also appears in the matching Spark & Anvil app (free, forever) 
where you can practice what they teach.

— The editors at Spark & Anvil



Bluffer and Reader  
information-asymmetry pair — Bluffer holds private information and chooses what to reveal. Reader observes signals to infer 
what the other holds. Together they teach the game-thinking primitive of strategic information sharing.

The Cardforge Club room smelled faintly of cardboard and cinnamon. In the center of a small wooden table, a single card 
lay face-up. It was the ‘Glimmering Grimoire,’ its painted cover shimmering under the warm lamp light. On one side of the 
table sat Bluffer, holding a fan of three cards so close to their chest that the edges almost touched their nose. A tiny, 
unreadable smile played on their lips.

Across from them sat Reader. Reader wasn’t looking at the Grimoire. They weren’t even looking at the cards in Bluffer’s 
hand. They were looking at Bluffer’s knuckles, which were a little too white from gripping the cards so tightly. Reader 
leaned forward, chin resting on a cupped hand. The air was thick with silence, a silence that asked a single, important 
question: what was in that hand?

“Any day now,” Reader said, their voice a low, thoughtful hum. “The Grimoire isn’t going to open itself.”

Bluffer’s smile widened just a little. “Patience, my friend,” Bluffer said, their eyes twinkling. “A good forger knows when to 
wait for the metal to heat up. And a good player knows when to let their opponent think.” The unspoken challenge hung 
between them: Go on. Guess what I’m thinking.



Bluffer’s mind was a whirl of possibilities. In their hand, they held three cards: the ‘Soggy Shoelace,’ the ‘Polished Pebble,’ 
and the one that truly mattered—the ‘Rusted Key.’ The Key was the only card in this teaching deck that could unlock the 
Glimmering Grimoire and win the hand. The other two were completely useless. The whole point of the game was for 
Reader to figure out if Bluffer held the Key.

If I play the Pebble, Bluffer thought, it’s a safe, boring move. It doesn’t say anything. Reader might think I’m just waiting, that I 
don’t have the Key at all. That’s not bad.

But if I play the Shoelace… Bluffer’s eyes flicked up to meet Reader’s calm gaze. The Soggy Shoelace is so useless, so silly, it’s a 
LOUD move. It shouts, ‘Look at me! I’m playing a terrible card!’ It’s a distraction. A bit of razzle-dazzle. It might make Reader think 
I’m trying to trick them into believing I have nothing, which in turn might make them suspect I have everything.

It was a delicious puzzle. The best move wasn’t about the card itself, but about the story the card would tell. Bluffer 
decided on the story of misdirection. With a dramatic flourish, they plucked the Soggy Shoelace from their hand and slid it 
onto the table. “There,” Bluffer declared, leaning back with an air of immense satisfaction. “Your move.”



Reader’s eyes narrowed, not at the card, but at the performance. The flourish. The confident lean-back. It was all part of 
the signal. The card itself, the Soggy Shoelace, was meaningless. It had no power, no special ability. It was game-clutter. So 
why play it?

“Hmm, a shoelace,” Reader murmured, tapping a finger on the table. “And a soggy one at that. Not very useful for opening 
a magical book.”

Reader considered the facts. Bluffer could have played the Pebble, a quiet and neutral move. Instead, Bluffer chose the 
loudest, silliest card in their hand. It was like a magician waving a bright red scarf with their left hand to keep you from 
seeing the coin hidden in their right. The Shoelace was the red scarf. It was meant to draw all of Reader’s attention.

Bluffer wants me to think about the Shoelace, Reader reasoned. They want me to ask, ‘Why would they play such a bad card?’ 
They want me to get confused. But the simplest answer is often the right one. Reader concluded, The Shoelace is a smokescreen. 
It’s a big, floppy distraction to hide the small, important thing they’re actually holding. The answer became suddenly, perfectly 
clear.



“A very bold move,” Reader said, their voice betraying no emotion. They didn’t play a card to counter the Shoelace. They 
didn’t need to. Instead, Reader reached for one of their own cards, one they had placed on the table earlier. It was the 
‘Watchful Owl.’ Reader gently tapped the Owl card.

“My Owl will keep an eye on the Grimoire,” Reader announced softly. This action did nothing to the Soggy Shoelace, but it 
sent a clear message back to Bluffer: I’m not looking at your distraction. I’m looking at the real prize. And I know you want it.

Bluffer’s confident smile faltered for just a heartbeat. Theatrics hadn’t worked. The big, flashy signal had been ignored. 
Reader hadn’t taken the bait. Now the pressure was back on Bluffer. If they used the Rusted Key now, Reader’s Watchful 
Owl would trigger a special rule, giving Reader an extra turn. Bluffer’s clever plan had been seen, understood, and neatly 
countered, all without a single direct challenge. The game was no longer about what was hidden, but about what they both 
now knew.



Bluffer let out a long, slow sigh and tipped their cards over for Reader to see. There it was: the Polished Pebble and the 
Rusted Key.

“The red scarf,” Reader said with a gentle smile. “The Soggy Shoelace was too much. It made me look for what you were 
hiding.”

“I thought the spectacle might dazzle you,” Bluffer admitted, shuffling the cards back into the deck. “I sent too strong a 
signal. If I had played the quiet Pebble, you might have been left wondering.”

“Exactly,” Reader agreed. “Sometimes, what you don’t say is more important. Your loud play told me everything I needed to 
know. It told me you definitely had the Key.” They gathered the cards and began to set up the example again.

“So the lesson is,” Bluffer said, picking up their new hand, “every action sends a message, even the silly ones.”

“Especially the silly ones,” Reader corrected warmly. They both looked across the table, ready for the next puzzle. The 
Grimoire gleamed between them, waiting for a new story to be told.

Listen along + meet more of the cast at:



https://spark-and-anvil.com/cast/cardforge/bluffer-reader



The Bluffer  
BLUFFER — bet a hand you don't have so they fold the one they do. The card-craft primitive of strategic deception: your bets tell a 
story and the story can be a lie.

"II"

"IV"



"VI"

"VIII"



"X"

"XI"

"XII"

Listen along + meet more of the cast at:

https://spark-and-anvil.com/cast/cardforge/bluffer



The Counter  
COUNTER — cards played are cards gone. memory is the whole game. The card-craft primitive of MEMORY-TURNS-UNCERTAINTY-
INTO-CERTAINTY.
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Chapter 12 — The Counter and the Abacus of 
Absences

 

The Counter sat alone in the Archive of Echoes, a library where nothing was written down. Instead, every sound ever made 
was stored in thin, glass-like cards. She held a deck labeled "Sparrow Flock, First Flight, Last Tuesday." She closed her eyes, 
listening not with her ears, but with her memory. A quiet chorus of chirps, wing-flutters, and tiny squabbles filled her mind. 
On the low table beside her sat a simple wooden abacus, its beads carved from polished river stones.

She fanned the sound-cards, her fingers tracing their smooth edges. One chirp, a bead slid. A flutter, another bead. Click. 
Clack. Click. The sounds were a song she had heard only once, when the flock passed her window last Tuesday, but once 
was enough. The song had 74 notes. She held 73 cards.

Her eyes opened. The calm in the room was now punctuated by the single empty space on her abacus wire. One bead had 
not been moved. One sound was missing. She knew its exact tone: a short, questioning peep, the kind a young sparrow 
makes when it sees its very first worm. She pictured the small bird, its head cocked to one side. A card played is a card 
gone. A sound uttered is a sound that has been. To know what remains, you must first honor what has passed. She stood 
and walked to the archives, her footsteps silent. She knew exactly which shelf to check: "Sounds That Slipped Away."



The Counter wasn't always The Counter. She was once a girl named Elara who lived with her grandfather in a shop filled 
with a thousand clocks. Big grandfather clocks boomed in the corners, tiny cuckoo clocks chirped from the walls, and 
delicate pocket watches ticked softly from velvet-lined trays. To most people, the sound was a roaring, chaotic mess. To 
Elara, it was a symphony. Her grandfather, a man whose hands were as intricate as the gears he fixed, had taught her to 
listen.

One afternoon, a deep quiet fell over the shop. It wasn't silence, not really. Hundreds of clocks still ticked and chimed. But 
it was a flawed quiet. A gap in the music. Her grandfather sighed, polishing a monocle. "One of my little soldiers has fallen 
silent," he said. He gestured to a wall of identical mantel clocks, each with a tiny, painted soldier that marched back and 
forth. "Finding the one that has stopped... it will take all afternoon."

But Elara just closed her eyes. She didn't look for the still soldier. She listened for the missing tick. Each clock had its own 
voice. The big oak one had a deep, slow tock. The little silver one had a quick, tinny tik-tik-tik. She let the familiar orchestra 
of sounds wash over her, and she focused on the hole. There. A steady, proud tick-tock that should have been right by the 
window was gone. She walked directly to a clock on the far wall, one her grandfather had already passed. "This one," she 
said, her voice soft. Her grandfather looked, and saw the tiny painted soldier had stopped, his little arm raised halfway. He 
smiled, a slow, wonderful grin. "Ah," he said. "You did not find the broken clock. You found the shape of its silence."

The day The Counter arrived at Cardforge Academy, the Head Forgemaester met her at the gates. They walked through the 
Great Hall, where decks of cards grew on vines and hung from trees like strange fruit. The Forgemaester was immensely 
proud of his collection. He led her to a glass case lit by a single, soft beam of light. Inside rested a deck called the "First 
Edition Whispering Deck."

"Perfectly complete," the Forgemaester boomed. "All fifty-two original cards, each imbued with a unique, silent whisper." 
He unlocked the case and handed the deck to The Counter.

She took the small stack of cards in her hands. They felt cool and smooth. She did not look at their faces. She did not try to 
hear their whispers. She simply held them, closed her eyes, and felt their presence in her palms. She gave the deck a 
single, expert riffle. The cards made a soft thrum as they interlaced, a sound like autumn leaves skittering across 
pavement. She frowned slightly. She handed the deck back.

"The Two of Sighs is a forgery," she said calmly.



The Forgemaester sputtered. "Impossible! This deck has been certified by—"

"The original card," The Counter interrupted gently, "was made from birchwood paper. It was lighter. The deck's center of 
gravity is off by a millimeter. The sound of your riffle is a fraction of a tone too low." She pointed to the Two of Sighs, which 
the Forgemaester had now drawn. "That one is made of pine paper. It remembers being a different tree." The 
Forgemaester stared at her, his mouth agape. He knew she was right. She hadn't seen the cards, but she remembered the 
one that wasn't there.

In The Counter's classroom, there were no desks, only low tables with worn, felt tops. A young student named Leo 
slumped in his seat, glaring at a ten-card deck. The game was "Fallen Stars," a simple exercise. Five cards were Comets, five 
were Moons. The dealer laid five cards face-down. The player had to guess if the next card turned over would be a Comet 
or a Moon.

"It's just guessing," Leo complained, after getting it wrong three times in a row. "It's all random. There's no skill."

The Counter sat opposite him. She placed her abacus between them. "Let us play again," she said. "But this time, we will 
watch. We will remember."

She turned over the first card. It was a Comet. Click. The Counter slid a single stone bead on her abacus. She turned over 
the second card. A Moon. Clack. She slid a bead on a different wire. The third was a Comet. Click. The fourth, a Comet. Click. 
Four cards were now face-up on the table. Three Comets, one Moon. Six cards remained face-down.

"Now," The Counter said, her voice even. "Tell me what we know for certain."

Leo looked at the abacus. "Three Comets are gone," he said slowly. "And one Moon is gone."

Listen along + meet more of the cast at:



https://spark-and-anvil.com/cast/cardforge/counter



The Discarder  
DISCARDER — the right card to throw away is the move that wins the hand. The card-craft primitive of KNOWING WHAT TO LET GO 
OF.
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Chapter 3 — The Discarder and the Bottomless 
Satchel

 

The Discarder sat on a low stool in her workshop, humming a tune that sounded like a sleepy bumblebee. Sunlight 
streamed through a large, round window, illuminating dust motes dancing in the air. Before her was a mountain of objects
—not junk, but things that had finished their jobs. There was a gear from a clock that had ticked its last tock, a perfectly 
smooth stone that had been skipped across a pond exactly once, and a key for a lock that no longer existed. Her workshop 
was tidy, with mostly empty shelves lining the walls, making the pile on the floor seem like a temporary visitor.

She picked up a single, brilliant red autumn leaf. She turned it over in her palm, tracing its veins with her finger. “You were 
a wonderful blanket for a sleeping seed,” she whispered to it. Then, with a small, fond smile, she dropped it into the worn 
leather satchel by her side. The satchel didn't bulge. It didn’t get heavier. It simply accepted the leaf. Next, she picked up a 
chipped teacup. “You held so much warmth,” she said, and placed it gently into the satchel’s opening. It vanished without a 
sound. One by one, she considered each object, gave it a quiet word of thanks, and let it go. This was not cleaning. It was a 
ceremony of happy endings.

Years ago, when she was a small girl with pockets always full of treasures, she played a game with her grandmother called 
Hilltop King. The goal was to be the first to carry a special flag to the top of the tallest hill in the valley. The path was steep 
and winding. On her first try, the girl loaded her pockets with her favorite things: a sparkling piece of quartz, a bird’s 
feather, a handful of shiny acorns, and a tiny whistle carved from wood. They were all so wonderful, she couldn't imagine 
leaving any of them behind. But the weight slowed her down. The quartz dug into her hip, and she kept stopping to make 
sure the feather wasn't bent.

Her grandmother, whose own pockets were empty, reached the top with ease. She found the girl halfway up the path, 
sitting on a rock and looking sadly at her heavy collection. “Some things are lovely to hold for a moment,” her grandmother 
said, her voice as soft as moss, “but a burden to carry for a mile.” She pointed to the heavy, beautiful quartz. “That one is 
very bright. But is its job to be bright in your pocket, or bright in the sunshine on the path?” The girl thought about it. 



Carefully, she placed the quartz on a stump where the sun made it glitter. She left the acorns for a squirrel. Her pockets 
felt strangely light. On her next try, she ran up the hill, feeling fast and free, and won the game easily.

On her first day at the Cardforge Academy, Headmaster Eldrin led The Discarder to her new workshop. The previous 
instructor, a man known only as The Collector, had left it in a state of magnificent chaos. Stacks of half-finished decks 
teetered on every surface. Dusty scrolls of abandoned rulesets curled in the corners. A complicated machine designed to 
shuffle twelve decks at once sat in the middle of the room, hopelessly jammed. Headmaster Eldrin sighed, looking at the 
mess. “It may take a few weeks to sort through all this,” he said apologetically.

The Discarder just smiled. She set her leather satchel on the floor. It looked small and unassuming against the clutter. She 
walked to the jammed shuffling machine. “This tried its very best to do a big job,” she murmured, patting its metal side. 
Then, she opened her satchel. Instead of trying to fix the broken machine, she began to carefully dismantle it, placing each 
gear and spring inside her bag. She did the same with a deck of cards that had been drawn with a wobbly hand. “This 
taught someone how to draw a straight line,” she said, and fed the cards into the satchel. Within an hour, the room was 
half-empty. She wasn't throwing things away; she was thanking them for their service and giving them a place to rest. 
Headmaster Eldrin watched, amazed, as she made room for new ideas.

Listen along + meet more of the cast at:



https://spark-and-anvil.com/cast/cardforge/discarder



The Endplayer  
ENDPLAY — give them a trick they don't want — they must lead into your strength. The card-craft primitive of GIVING-THEM-A-
TRICK-TO-WIN-TWO.
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Chapter 7 — The Endplayer and the Last Slice of 
Cake

 

The Great Hall of the Cardforge Academy buzzed with the clatter of forks and the murmur of a hundred conversations. But 
around one small table, there was a circle of perfect silence. In the center of the table sat a single, abandoned plate. On 
that plate sat the last slice of Chef Fumble's Galactic Gâteau. It was a tower of blue sponge cake, held together by a 
questionable green jelly, and topped with a single, wobbling candied star.



From her quiet corner, The Endplayer watched with a gentle smile. She saw Maya edge toward the table, then pretend to 
tie her shoe. She saw Finn boldly march up to it, only to lose his nerve and grab a napkin instead. They were all stuck. The 
cake was a trick no one wanted to win. The Endplayer picked up her empty teacup and stood. She needed a fresh cup of 
ginger tea from the dispenser, which was, of course, right behind the cake table.

She walked calmly toward the standoff. As she passed Finn, she murmured, "Oh, Finn, what excellent timing. Could you 
possibly hold my cup for a moment?" Finn, surprised, took the cup automatically. Now his hands were full. The Endplayer 
then turned to Maya, who was still pretending to fuss with her shoelace. "Maya," she said warmly, "that is a magnificent 
star. It would be a shame to let it go to waste."

Maya looked up, flustered. Finn stood nearby, unable to act with his hands full of teacup. All eyes were on Maya. Pinned by 
politeness, Maya sighed, picked up the plate with the wobbly cake, and took the final slice. As she began her slow, sticky 
march to the kitchens, The Endplayer retrieved her teacup from a grateful Finn. The path to the tea dispenser was now 
perfectly clear. She had given Maya the trick, and in doing so, had won her own.

The Endplayer hadn't always understood this path. When she was small, she played a game called Star Gazer with her 
grandmother at a small, sun-bleached table in the garden. The cards were old and soft, the pictures of constellations faded 
from a thousand shuffles. One afternoon, she was losing badly. She had one card left, the “Little Bear,” which she knew her 
grandmother needed to complete her set and win the game. But her grandmother held the “North Star,” the very card the 
young Endplayer needed to win herself.

"I'm stuck, Nana," she had said, laying her cards down in frustration. "If I ask for the North Star, you'll know I have all the 
other stars in that family. But you need my Little Bear to win right now."



Her grandmother had simply smiled, her eyes crinkling like old paper. "What happens if you just... give it to her?" she’d 
asked.

"I will," her grandmother agreed, tapping the deck. "But then it will be my turn to lead. I will have to play a new card, from a 
new family. I will have to show you my plan. Are you sure that giving me one small win is the same as letting me win the 
whole game?"

Frowning, the young girl thought about it. It felt wrong. It felt like losing. But she trusted her grandmother. On her next 
turn, she didn't ask for a card. Instead, she laid down the Little Bear and passed her turn. Her grandmother’s eyes twinkled. 
She took the card, completed her set with a flourish, and laid it down. She had won the hand, just as the girl had feared. 
But now, as promised, she had to lead. She played a card from a family the girl hadn't even started collecting. It gave the 
girl perfect information. She knew what to ask for next. And the next. She won the next three hands in a row, and with 
them, the game. Her grandmother had just smiled and poured them both a glass of lemonade.

Her arrival at the Cardforge Academy was just as quiet. She carried a single bag and a small, polished wooden box. Dean 
Finesse, a woman whose hair was somehow both perfectly coiffed and exploding in ten directions at once, met her at the 
main entrance. The Dean was in a state of low-grade panic. A delivery of rare, shimmering card stock had been placed 
directly in front of the main auditorium, blocking the entrance for the annual student orientation. Two groundskeepers, 
burly men named Gus and Stan, were arguing about how to move it.

"If we push it left," Gus grumbled, "it'll block the library."

"And if we push it right," Stan countered, "it'll block the dorms. We're stuck."

The Endplayer set down her bag. She walked not to the delivery, but to a small, forgotten service trolley parked by a nearby 
hedge. It had one wobbly wheel and was covered in leaves. "Excuse me," she said to Gus, her voice calm and clear. "Would 
you mind helping me with this? I think if we push it over here, it might be useful."



Stan stared. "But... you've just blocked the path to the dorms yourself!"

"Have I?" she asked. Now there was only one clear path to move the big delivery: left, toward the library. With no other 
choice, Gus and Stan shoved the heavy card stock to the left. It was hard work, but it was a decision. The entrance to the 
auditorium was now clear. Dean Finesse watched, her chaotic hair seeming to settle for the first time all day. The 
Endplayer hadn't solved their problem. She had simply given them a new, worse problem, which made the original 
solution the only one possible. She had made them lead right where she wanted.

In her workshop, which smelled of old books and chamomile tea, a student named Leo slumped in his chair. He was 
playing a practice duel against a training automaton, and his side of the board was a disaster. The automaton had a huge 
creature, the Gilded Griffin, ready to attack. Leo had nothing but a few weak cards. "It's over," he sighed, reaching to scoop 
up his cards.

"Is it?" a soft voice asked. The Endplayer stood behind him, observing the board. She pointed a long, elegant finger at one 
of Leo's cards. It was a simple utility card called "Gift of the Magpie." All it did was let his opponent draw an extra card. It 
was useless. Worse than useless.

"You want me to play that?" Leo asked, bewildered. "That just helps it! The Griffin will attack, I'll lose my last shield, and 
then it gets another card? I'll lose twice!"

Listen along + meet more of the cast at:



https://spark-and-anvil.com/cast/cardforge/endplayer



The Finesseur  
FINESSE — force the high card down by sitting in the right seat. The card-craft primitive of POSITIONAL WINS through forcing 
opponents to play at the wrong time.
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Chapter 7 — The Finesseur and the Stubborn 
Biscuit Tin

 

The Finesseur stood perfectly still, her hands clasped behind her back. She was observing a biscuit tin. It was not a 
particularly interesting tin—a bit faded, with a picture of a smiling badger on it—but it was in a very interesting place. It sat 
on the highest shelf of the Grand Pantry, a shelf so high it seemed to have more in common with the clouds than the 
checkered floor. And inside that tin was the last Shrewsbury biscuit.

Beside her, a large man named Grummel, the academy’s official Thing-Getter, was having a very bad time. He had a ladder, 
but it was wobbly. He had a long hooked pole, but it was clumsy. He grunted and shoved the pole toward the tin. The pole 
clanged against the shelf, making dust rain down. The tin wobbled dangerously but did not fall.

"It's stuck!" Grummel boomed, his voice echoing among the jars of pickled onions. "Glued to the spot, it is!"

The Finesseur said nothing. She simply watched the slight tremor that ran through the shelf each time Grummel’s pole 
struck it. She noted the way the tin shifted, just a millimeter to the left, then back. She was not watching the tin so much as 
she was watching the space around the tin. Grummel heaved the pole again, missing entirely and knocking over a bag of 
flour, which erupted in a soft white puff.

While he was coughing and sputtering, another pantry worker bustled past, pushing a cart loaded with potatoes. The cart 
had one squeaky, off-balance wheel, and as it rumbled by, the entire floor vibrated for a moment. In that exact moment, 
The Finesseur raised her own slender, silver-tipped cane, not with force, but with the gentle precision of a watchmaker. 
She didn’t hit the tin. She tapped the shelf, just behind it. The vibration from the cart, combined with her tiny, perfectly 
timed tap, was enough. The badger-adorned tin slid smoothly forward and tilted. It did not crash to the floor. It landed 
softly in The Finesseur’s waiting, outstretched hands.



"How...?" he stammered.

"The cart did most of the work," The Finesseur said softly, offering him the tin. "I just showed it where to go."

Years and years ago, when she was a small girl with two perfectly braided pigtails, there was a picnic. It was a glorious 
afternoon, full of sunshine, scratchy blankets, and the drone of happy bees. There was also only one remaining jam tart. It 
sat on a paper plate, a perfect circle of glistening red in a buttery crust. And her older brother, Barnaby, had claimed it.

"It's mine," Barnaby declared, puffing out his chest. He was bigger, louder, and always got to the last of anything first.

The little girl knew she could not win by arguing. She could not win by being faster or stronger. Barnaby had the tart, and 
he was sitting right next to it. That was his position. It was a very strong position. But she had a different one. She was 
sitting across from him, and she could see things he couldn't.

She saw, for instance, a fat, sleepy wasp buzzing around the open bottle of lemonade. Barnaby was terrified of wasps. A 
direct appeal would fail. A tantrum would fail. But a wasp was a force of nature.



Her mother, happy to oblige, picked up the bottle and poured. The sudden movement disturbed the air. The wasp, startled 
from its sugary dreams, rose into the air and made a direct flight path for the next sweetest thing it could smell: the jam 
tart. It landed right in the center of the glistening red.

Barnaby shrieked. It was a high, piercing sound, like a teakettle. He leaped to his feet, waving his arms wildly and knocking 
the paper plate into the air. The jam tart flew in a perfect arc and landed, jam-side up, on the grass right in front of the little 
girl. Barnaby, still swatting at imaginary insects, ran toward the safety of the car. The Finesseur calmly picked up the tart, 
brushed off a single blade of grass, and took a thoughtful bite. She hadn't defeated her brother. She had simply let the 
wasp play first.

The Finesseur’s arrival at the Cardforge Academy was quiet. There was no grand announcement, only a meeting with the 
Headmistress in the main entrance hall. The hall was famous for one thing: its enormous, enchanted double doors. They 
were meant to be automatic, gliding open for arriving students and staff, but they were notoriously stubborn.

"They have a mind of their own," the Headmistress said with a sigh. She was a tall, stern woman with spectacles that 
seemed to magnify her disappointment. "They only open when they feel like it. Some of our greatest minds have tried to 
solve them."

As she spoke, the Professor of Brute Force arrived. He ran at the doors full-tilt, bouncing off with a loud OOF. Next came 
the Master of Complex Patterns, who tried a series of intricate hand-waves and secret knocks, to no effect. The doors 
remained shut. They all stood there, looking defeated.

The Finesseur, however, was not looking at the doors. She was looking at the floor. She noticed the faint, rhythmic 
vibration that pulsed through the marble tiles every few minutes. She tilted her head, listening. It sounded like a deep, 
mechanical hum from the basement below. It was the academy’s ancient plumbing system, which shuddered into life every 
time the water tanks refilled.

She waited. The Professor of Brute Force was preparing for another charge. The Master of Patterns was consulting a dusty 
book. The Headmistress was about to suggest they all use the side entrance. Then, The Finesseur felt it—the deep, familiar 
rumble starting beneath her feet. Just as the vibration reached its peak, she walked calmly toward the doors. She didn't 
touch them. She didn't even look at them. She simply approached at that precise moment, and they slid open with a 
gentle, welcoming whoosh.



The Headmistress lowered her spectacles. "Remarkable," she whispered.

A young student named Pip slumped over the game table in The Finesseur’s classroom. "It's impossible," he groaned. 
"Every time, I lose to the King of Clubs. I have the Ace and the Queen. I should win!"

The Finesseur looked at the cards laid out. Pip was sitting to the right of the player who held the King. A terrible seat. "You 
are trying to shout at the King," she said gently. "You are playing your Ace, and that is a very loud card. The King just hides."

Pip looked confused. "But the Ace is the strongest!"

"Strongest is not always best," The Finesseur said. She picked up two teacups and a sugar bowl. "Imagine this sugar bowl is 
a grumpy badger who won't come out of his den. This cup is you. This other cup is your friend, Leo, who is sitting right next 
to the badger's den." She placed the sugar bowl (the badger) next to one cup (Leo). She placed Pip’s cup on the other side.

"You want the badger out," she continued. "If you run at the den yelling, he will stay inside forever. But what if you ask your 
friend Leo to make a little noise first? What if Leo just taps on the wall of the den?"

She nudged Leo’s teacup. "Leo doesn't have a big stick. He just has a small stone. He plays his little card." Pip’s eyes 
widened. "The grumpy badger will have to peek out to see what the noise is," Pip said, understanding.

"Exactly," The Finesseur confirmed. "And when he peeks his head out..." She slid the sugar bowl forward. "...then you can 
catch him. Don't play your Ace first. Lead a small club. Force Leo to play. He probably has no clubs, which means the player 
with the King must play it. He will be forced to come out of his den before he is ready. And your Queen, which looked so 
small before, will be waiting to win."
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The Forcer  
FORCER — they freely choose the card you wanted them to choose. The card-craft primitive of THE-DESIGNED-CHOICE: making 
chosen-feel-free what is in fact pre-arranged.
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Chapter 7 — The Forcer and the Three Silver Coins  
The Forcer’s classroom wasn’t like the others at Cardforge Academy. It had no desks, only comfortable chairs and low 
tables scattered like islands in a calm sea. The walls were lined not with rulebooks, but with curiosities: hourglasses filled 
with shimmering blue sand, maps of roads that spiraled into themselves, and dozens of polished wooden boxes, each with 
a different, intriguing latch. At the center of the room, The Forcer sat with a young student named Elara, who was staring at 
a tray of snacks with the focused frown of a world champion thinker.



The Forcer smiled gently. Her voice was like the soft hum of a spinning top. "A choice is a story you tell yourself about the 
future," she said, her gaze drifting toward the window. "Some stories are about comfort. Others are about discovery. I 
remember my grandfather used to say the shiniest things often hide the sweetest secrets." She subtly adjusted a silver tray 
on the table, and for a moment, the morning light caught the glaze of the apple tart, making it gleam.

Elara’s eyes followed the flash of light. Her frown melted away. “The tart,” she said, her voice suddenly certain. “I feel like an 
adventure today.” She took the tart and bit into it, her eyes widening at the taste of spiced apple and apricot jam. “Wow. 
This is the best one. How did I know?”

"You listened," The Forcer said, her smile never wavering. "You always know. You just have to listen for the right story."

The Forcer hadn't always understood about the stories inside choices. When she was a girl, she lived with her grandfather, 
a watchmaker whose workshop smelled of oil and old wood and time itself. One afternoon, he called her over to his 
workbench. Sunlight streamed through the dusty window, illuminating two tiny brass gears lying on a piece of dark velvet. 
They looked exactly the same.



She stared at the gears. They were perfect twins. How could she possibly know? She felt a flutter of panic. But then, she 
quieted her mind and just… looked. Her grandfather hummed a little tune, a wandering, happy melody. As he did, he used 
a pair of tweezers to nudge the right-hand gear just a millimeter forward. It was a tiny movement, almost nothing. But it 
was a movement toward her. It made the gear seem more present, more expectant. It was a story. A beginning.

Her hand moved without thinking. She picked up the right-hand gear.

Her grandfather’s humming stopped. He fitted the gear into the clock’s intricate metal heart, and with a gentle click, a tiny 
wooden bird popped out and sang a cheerful, perfect note. She beamed with pride. “How did you know?” she asked him 
later, after the clock was fixed.

He polished his spectacles. “I didn’t,” he said, which confused her. “Both gears were correct. I just wanted to see if you 
could feel which one I was hoping you’d choose. I gave it a little nudge, made it a little more important in the moment. The 
choice was always yours, my dear. I just helped you feel good about making it.”

Her arrival at Cardforge Academy was quiet. She carried only a small leather satchel containing three silver coins and a 
book of blank pages. The Headmaster, a tall woman named Dean Elmsworth with spectacles perched on her nose, greeted 
her in a grand office that smelled of old paper and beeswax. The Dean was known for being direct, and she didn't waste 
time. She pushed a thick employment contract across her polished oak desk.

“Your methods are… unusual, I’m told,” Dean Elmsworth said, her tone perfectly neutral. She gestured to two pens lying 
beside the contract. One was a magnificent goose-feather quill with a silver nib. The other was a simple, modern black pen. 
“You can sign with either.”

The Forcer looked at the pens, then at the Headmaster. “The quill is beautiful,” she said warmly. “It speaks of tradition, of 
history. It makes one think of long, careful work.” She paused, letting the words settle in the quiet room. “The black pen, 
though,” she continued, her voice becoming a little more crisp, “is for getting things done. For a clear, bold line. For starting 
something new without delay.”

Dean Elmsworth’s hand had been drifting toward the fancy quill, but now it stopped. Her eyes flickered from the quill to 
the plain black pen. She thought of the mountain of work she had to do, the new semester that needed a bold start. 
Without another word, she picked up the black pen. Its click was loud in the silence as she signed her name with a flourish.



In her classroom, The Forcer taught a single student at a time. Today it was Leo, a boy with restless hands who loved the 
idea of making games but got tangled up in giving players too many confusing options. The Forcer placed three old silver 
coins on the dark wood of the table between them.

“Each of these coins is different,” she said. “One has a ship, for a journey. One has a star, for a destination. And one has a 
tree, for staying home. I’m going to turn around. I want you to look at them, and then just pick one up. Don’t overthink it. 
Just choose.”

She turned her back, her posture calm and still. “Sometimes,” she said to the wall, “we think a game is about the big, flashy 
prize at the end. We look up at the sky, hoping for a sign, for a single point of light to guide us.” She waited a beat. “But 
other times, the real fun is just being on the water, feeling the boat move, not even knowing where you’re going.”

She heard a faint clink of metal as Leo picked up a coin. She turned back around. Leo’s hand was closed in a fist.
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The Long-Suit  
LONG-SUIT — play out the opponent's cards in your long suit, then your small cards win. The card-craft primitive of LONG-AT-THE-
FINISH: exhausting opponents' suit so your last small cards become winners.
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The Long-Suit sat on the longest park bench in the Cardforge Academy courtyard, knitting. The bench, a proud oak 
monstrosity named "The F marathon," snaked around the entire central lawn. So did The Long-Suit’s scarf. It was the color 
of a deep blue evening sky, and it pooled in neat coils at her feet before stretching out along the bench, following its every 
curve and corner. It disappeared behind a grumpy-looking gargoyle, reappeared on the other side of the sundial, and 
finally vanished into the distant hedge maze.

Two students, bustling with the hurried energy of a game just won, skidded to a stop nearby. One of them, a boy with a 
shock of red hair, pointed. "She's still knitting that thing," he whispered, not quite quietly enough. "It must be miles long by 
now."

The Long-Suit’s needles gave a gentle click-clack. She didn’t look up. She was a tall, serene figure, whose movements were 
never rushed. Her focus was on the simple, steady loop and pull of the yarn. The boy’s friend nudged him. "Come on, 
Fidget. We'll be late for The Ruff’s lecture on aggressive plays."

"But what's the point?" Fidget asked, his voice now aimed directly at The Long-Suit. "Of a scarf so long? Who could ever 
wear it?"

The Long-Suit paused her knitting for a single beat. She looked toward the far-off hedge maze where the end of her work 
lay hidden. A small, knowing smile touched her lips. "Oh, it's not about the beginning," she said, her voice as soft as the 
yarn in her hands. "It's not even about the middle. It's about the very, very end. The part no one else has the patience to 
reach."



She remembered being small, sitting on a wooden stool in her grandmother’s kitchen. The air smelled of cinnamon and 
drying herbs. Her task was to sort a giant basket of river stones they had collected that morning. Her grandmother wanted 
to build a long, winding border for her garden path. "Put the biggest, prettiest ones aside for the entrance," her 
grandmother had instructed, her hands dusty with soil.

Young Suit did as she was told. She pulled out the large, smooth, speckled stones. Then the medium, interestingly shaped 
ones. Soon, all that was left was a heap of small, plain, grey pebbles. They seemed boring. Useless. Her shoulders slumped. 
"What about these, Nana?" she had asked. "They're just little ones. They're not special."

Her Nana wiped her hands on her apron and came over. She picked up a handful of the small grey stones. "Ah, but these 
are the most important," she said, her eyes twinkling. "The big stones make the start of the path grand. But there are only 
a few of them. These little ones? There are so many. They will make up the whole rest of the journey. They will go on and 
on, long after the fancy ones are all used up. By the end of the path, they are the only stones left. And that makes them the 
winners." She poured the pebbles from one hand to the other, a cascade of quiet clicks. "Patience," she had murmured, 
"makes the little things mighty."

On her first day at the Cardforge Academy, The Long-Suit didn't carry a fancy briefcase or a stack of glowing tablets. She 
carried a large wicker basket, from which spilled the beginning of her deep blue scarf. The Head Dean, a stern but fair 
woman known only as The Finesse, met her in the Great Hall. The Dean’s eyes scanned The Long-Suit’s simple attire and 
her singular, strange accessory.

"Your application was... brief," The Finesse said, her voice echoing slightly off the high stone ceilings. "It just said, 'I teach 
the finish.'"

"That's right," The Long-Suit replied calmly.

"Cardforge is about complex strategy. Daring plays. Swift victories," The Finesse continued, beginning to walk down the 
hall. "We need instructors who can demonstrate immediate value."

The Long-Suit said nothing. She simply opened her basket and let the scarf unspool onto the polished floor. As The Finesse 
walked, the scarf followed, a silent blue river chasing her heels. The Dean walked the entire length of the hall, turned the 
corner, and continued down another long corridor toward her office. The scarf kept coming. When The Finesse finally 
stopped at her oaken door, she turned to see the blue yarn stretching all the way back to the entrance, a single, unbroken 



line. The Long-Suit was standing at the very end of it, holding up the final, tiny stitch before she tied it off. "It is also about 
endurance," The Long-Suit said gently. "It is about outlasting everyone else. It's about making your last, smallest piece the 
one that wins the day, simply because no one else has any pieces left."

A young student named Pip sat slumped over a table in The Long-Suit’s classroom. The room was long and narrow, with 
windows that looked out over the winding garden paths. Pip’s cards were fanned out, showing a frustrating hand: seven 
Hearts, but most of them were low. A two, a three, a five, a six. The only good ones were the King and the Jack.

"This hand is terrible," Pip sighed. "It's full of useless little cards. I'll lose every trick."

The Long-Suit pulled up a chair. Her own knitting rested in her lap, the blue scarf trailing around the legs of the table. 
"Show me useless," she said softly. She gestured to an opponent simulator across the table. "Play a hand with me. But do 
exactly as I say. Lead your highest Heart."

Pip, skeptical, played the King of Hearts. The simulator played the Ace, winning the trick. "See?" Pip said. "Lost."
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The Shuffler  
SHUFFLER — the deck looks random. the order is yours. The card-craft primitive of HIDING ORDER INSIDE WHAT LOOKS LIKE A 
MESS: keeping a stacked deck secret while appearing to shuffle.

The Shuffler did not use a rake. Not in the typical sense. Standing in the middle of the Cardforge Academy's main 
courtyard, she held two long, fan-like rakes made of polished bamboo. A swirling ocean of autumn leaves, every shade 
from fiery crimson to dusty gold, surrounded her ankles. A young student, clutching a book to his chest, watched from the 
stone steps. He’d seen groundskeepers tidy leaves before. They made neat, boring piles. This was different.

With a motion as smooth as pouring tea, The Shuffler began to move. She didn't push the leaves. She lifted and tossed 
them, her rakes crossing and uncrossing in a quiet rhythm. A flurry of red and orange leaves would fly into the air, only to 
land in a slightly different place. It looked like she was just making a bigger, more glorious mess. The student squinted, 
certain she was playing some kind of game. But as she worked her way across the lawn, a pattern began to emerge from 
the chaos. The noisy, crunchy mess was becoming a quiet, flowing river of color, a perfect spiral that coiled into the center 
of the courtyard, with the deepest reds on the outside flowing seamlessly into the palest yellows at the heart of the design. 
She hadn't collected a single leaf. She had simply rearranged the mess into a masterpiece.



Long before she came to the academy, The Shuffler had learned her craft in a library that smelled of old paper and dust 
motes dancing in sunbeams. It wasn’t a tidy library. Books overflowed from shelves, living in teetering stacks that rose 
from the floor like ancient trees. Her grandmother, the Head Librarian, never seemed worried by the clutter. "It's not a 
mess, my dear," she would say, her voice a low hum. "It's just resting."

One afternoon, a man in a hurry asked for a very specific book: Turtles and Their Peculiar Notions of Time. It hadn't been 
checked out in fifty years. The Shuffler’s grandmother simply nodded. "My granddaughter will find it." The young Shuffler 
looked at the thousand-book towers with wide eyes. But her grandmother knelt beside her and whispered, not a location, 
but a rhythm. A sequence. "Two from the top of the poetry pile, slide them under the history stack by the window. Then 
three from that stack, move them to the fables corner. Go."

To the man, it looked like a child making a game of shuffling books. She moved stacks, slid volumes, and spun piles around 
with a focused, playful energy. The towers of books shifted and settled. But she wasn't being random. She was following 
the path her grandmother had whispered. After a minute of this frantic, yet graceful, reorganization, she stopped. She 
walked to a tall, wobbly stack of biographies, reached two-thirds of the way down, and pulled. The book slid out as if it had 
been waiting there for her. Turtles and Their Peculiar Notions of Time. Her grandmother smiled. "You see?" she murmured 
later, "Chaos is just a story you haven't learned to read yet. We just taught it a new chapter."



The Shuffler’s arrival at the Cardforge Academy was a quiet affair. She carried a single leather satchel that seemed to 
contain nothing but decks of cards. The Headmaster, a stern man named The Caliper who valued straight lines and sharp 
corners above all else, greeted her in his office. His desk was buried under a mountain of student application files. He 
sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. "It will take me all night to sort these," The Caliper said, gesturing to the paper 
chaos. "A necessary evil. We must impose order."

The Shuffler set her satchel down. "Perhaps the order is already there," she said softly. "It's just hiding." The Caliper raised 
a skeptical eyebrow. With a nod of permission from him, she approached the desk. She did not read the files. She simply 
gathered the towering pile into her arms. Then, in a series of movements too quick and fluid to follow, she began to shuffle 
them. Not like cards, but like a baker kneading dough. The pile was split, folded, merged, and fanned in a flurry of paper. It 
looked utterly destructive. The Caliper winced, certain his entire filing system was now ruined.

After a few moments, she stopped. She calmly dealt the files into three distinct, perfectly squared-off piles on his once-
cluttered desk. "Accepted," she said, tapping the largest pile. "Wait-listed," she said, tapping the medium one. "And these," 
she finished, touching the smallest, "are the interesting ones. The ones you'll want to read twice." The Caliper stared, then 
picked one at random from the "Accepted" pile. It was his top candidate. He picked another. His second choice. He looked 
at The Shuffler, his rigid posture softening just a little. "Welcome to the Academy," he said.



"It's just luck," said a student named Leo, slumping in his chair. "I build the perfect deck, but the cards come out in the 
wrong order every single time. It's useless." They were in The Shuffler's classroom, a cozy room that felt more like a den, 
with mismatched chairs and shelves filled with card boxes of every shape and size.

The Shuffler picked up Leo's deck. "You think the cards are in charge," she said, her voice gentle. She held the deck in her 
hands and began to shuffle. It wasn't a fancy magician's shuffle. It was a comfortable, slightly messy one. A few riffles that 
didn't perfectly interlace, an overhand shuffle where some clumps seemed to fall at random, and a simple cut. It looked 
exactly like the way Leo's dad shuffled when they played Go Fish. It looked, for all the world, completely and totally 
random.

She placed the deck back in front of him. "Don't draw," she instructed. "Just close your eyes. Imagine your first five turns. 
What cards do you need to see?"

Leo sighed but did as she asked. He imagined his first turn, needing his little resource card, the Sun-Stone. Then the Sky-
Serpent on turn two. The Shield of Glass on turn three. The Twin-Feather Amulet and the Mountain-Caller on turns four 
and five. It was the perfect opening. An unstoppable sequence he’d never once drawn.

"Okay, I've imagined it," Leo said, opening his eyes.

"Good," The Shuffler said with a small smile. "Now, turn over the top five cards."

Leo did. There was the Sun-Stone. Then the Sky-Serpent. The Shield of Glass. The Twin-Feather Amulet. And the Mountain-
Caller. They were all there, in the exact order of his perfect dream. His mouth fell open. "But... you shuffled it," he 
whispered, his voice full of awe. "I saw you. It was a mess."

The Shuffler’s smile widened. "Was it? Or did I just make the mess look convincing?"



Leo stared at the five perfect cards laid out before him, then at the rest of the deck, then back at his teacher. He looked 
troubled. "But... isn't this cheating?" he asked, his voice barely a whisper.

The Shuffler had moved to the window, watching the last of the autumn leaves drift down from the trees in the courtyard. 
She didn't turn around immediately, letting his question hang in the quiet air of the classroom. The spiral of leaves she’d 
made earlier was still there, a perfect pattern on the grass.

"Is it cheating for a river to know which way it's flowing?" she asked, her voice calm and even. She turned to face him, her 
expression warm. "You didn't change the cards in your deck, Leo. You just learned the path they wanted to take. All a good 
shuffle does is hide that path from your opponent, while making it clear to you."

She walked back to the table and tapped the deck gently with one finger.

"The deck looks random," she said. "The order is yours."
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The Squeezer  
SQUEEZE — late in the hand, an opponent who guards two suits must let one go. The card-craft primitive of FORCING SOMEONE 
TO MAKE AN IMPOSSIBLE CHOICE.

The Squeezer’s workshop smelled of citrus and polished brass. In the center of the room, on a heavy oak table, sat a 
peculiar machine. It looked like a lemon squeezer that had gotten very ambitious ideas about its place in the world. It had 
two separate funnels at the top, but only one thin spout at the bottom. The Squeezer, a calm figure in a spotless grey 
apron, placed a bright blood orange under the press on the left and a tiny, perfect key lime under the press on the right. 
Her hands moved with a quiet, unhurried grace.

She gently turned a large wheel on the side of the contraption. Both presses began to descend with a soft, hydraulic hiss. A 
single, gleaming glass beaker sat under the lone spout. Her goal was to create a perfect blend of the two juices. The 
problem was the machine. As the presses lowered, she had to choose which one to engage. She could not press both at 
once. A drop of deep red orange juice fell into the beaker. Then, with a slight adjustment of a lever, the other press 
engaged, and a drop of pale green lime juice followed. She could have one, then the other, but never both at the same 
time. The pressure on the remaining fruit grew. Soon, she would have to commit, abandoning one fruit to fully juice the 
other. She watched the machine, her expression unreadable. She wasn't frustrated. She was just… observing. This was 
simply how things worked. You could want two things. But eventually, you had to choose which one to hold onto.



The first time she understood pressure, she was ten years old. Her greatest treasures were two objects she kept on the top 
shelf of her bookcase. One was a model spaceship, the Stardust Cruiser, which she had spent a whole month building from 
a kit. It had over two hundred tiny, delicate plastic pieces. The other was a small wooden bird, carved by her grandfather. 
Its wings were smooth and felt warm in her hand, and she believed it brought her good dreams. They were equally 
precious. She could never choose a favorite.

One afternoon, a gust of wind from an open window slammed her bedroom door shut. The whole bookcase shuddered. 
She watched in slow motion as the top shelf tilted forward. The Stardust Cruiser and the wooden bird both began to slide 
toward the edge. Her heart jumped. She had just enough time to lunge forward and catch one of them. Her hands flew 
out, but they were small hands. She couldn't grab both. For a split second, her mind went blank with panic. Save the 
spaceship, with all its hours of work? Or save the bird, with all its memories of her grandpa? An impossible choice. Her 
fingers hovered in the air between them. The shelf groaned. In that final moment, with no time left to think, her right hand 
shot out and closed around the warm, familiar shape of the wooden bird. The Stardust Cruiser tipped over the edge and 
shattered on the floor. She didn't cry. She just looked at the pieces, then at the bird safe in her hand, and understood 
something new. You don't always choose what you love most. Sometimes, you just choose what you can't bear to let go.



The Squeezer arrived at the Cardforge Academy on a Tuesday. She didn't have a trunk full of powerful cards or a staff that 
crackled with energy. She carried a small, polished wooden box. The head of the academy, Professor Deckard, met her in 
the grand entrance hall. He was a man who liked things to be clear and simple.

“Welcome,” the Professor said, extending a hand. “We’re eager to see your methods.”

The Squeezer smiled faintly and opened her box. Inside, resting on velvet lining, were two identical, smaller boxes wrapped 
in plain brown paper. They were impossible to tell apart. “A small gift to mark my arrival,” she said in her quiet voice. “You 
may choose one.”

Professor Deckard looked from one box to the other. “How will I know which one to pick?” he asked.

“You won’t,” The Squeezer replied. “In this one,” she said, tapping the box on the left, “is the key to your new, upgraded 
office. It has a lovely view of the ink-gardens.” She then tapped the box on the right. “And in this one is the key to the 
faculty dining hall, where a surprise welcome cake is waiting for you.”

The Professor frowned. He needed to get into his office to start his work, but he didn't want to be rude and miss the 
welcome cake his staff had prepared. He needed both keys. But he could only choose one box. He stood there for a full 
minute, caught. Finally, he pointed to the box on the left. The Squeezer handed it to him. He opened it and found the office 
key.

“Thank you,” he said, though he looked a little disappointed about the cake.

“The point of a good game,” The Squeezer said softly, “is not always to get everything you want. It is to force a choice. Even 
a wise opponent must eventually choose what they guard, and what they let go.” The Professor looked at the key in his 
hand, then back at The Squeezer, and began to understand.



“My deck keeps losing at the last minute,” said Mina, a young student with bright, frustrated eyes. She had her cards 
spread out on the table in The Squeezer’s workshop. “I have my Crystal Guardians to protect my library, and my Stone 
Sentinels to protect my hand. But my opponents always seem to break through one of them.”

The Squeezer didn't look at the cards. Instead, she placed two delicate teacups on the table. She filled one with sparkling 
apple cider and the other with rich hot cocoa. “Your Guardians are the cider,” she said. “Bubbly and clever. Your Sentinels 
are the cocoa. Strong and comforting. Both are good. Now, hold them.” Mina cupped her hands around the two teacups.

From the ceiling, a large, flat wooden panel began to descend, suspended by silent pulleys. It was moving very, very slowly. 
“This is the end of the game,” The Squeezer said calmly. “You have few cards left. Your opponent is applying pressure. You 
can hold both cups for now. But the press will not stop.”

Mina watched the panel get closer. Her arms were steady. But soon, the panel was just inches above the cups. To save one, 
she’d have to snatch it away. But in doing so, she would have to abandon the other to be crushed. “I can’t save both,” Mina 
whispered.

“No, you can’t,” The Squeezer agreed. “So you must ask yourself: which one do you need more? The cleverness of the cider, 
or the comfort of the cocoa? There is no wrong answer. But you must choose. If you try to save both, you will lose both.”

Mina looked from the cider to the cocoa. Her breath hitched. The panel was almost touching. At the last possible second, 
she pulled her right hand back, grabbing the hot cocoa. The press touched the table with a soft thud, harmlessly nudging 
the abandoned cider cup aside. Mina let out a long breath, her fingers wrapped around the warm mug.

“I see,” Mina said, looking at her cards with new eyes. “I was trying to guard everything. I have to choose what I’m willing to 
lose… to protect what really matters.”



Mina sat quietly for a moment after rearranging her deck. She had removed the Crystal Guardians entirely, replacing them 
with cards that made her Stone Sentinels even stronger. Her deck felt smaller, but more solid. More certain.

“But doesn’t it feel… a little mean?” Mina asked, looking up. “Forcing someone into a corner like that? Making them give 
something up?”

The Squeezer was standing by her brass machine, polishing a small, bright yellow lemon with a soft cloth. She paused and 
looked at the student. Her expression was gentle. “It isn’t about meanness,” she said. “It is about clarity. Often, an 
opponent doesn't know what they value most until they are forced to choose.”

She held up the gleaming lemon. “You aren't taking something from them. You are simply applying a little steady, gentle 
pressure.” The Squeezer smiled, a small, knowing smile. “You are helping them discover what they cannot live without. The 
choice is always theirs.”

Listen along + meet more of the cast at:



https://spark-and-anvil.com/cast/cardforge/squeezer



The Trumpkeeper  
TRUMPKEEPER — trump cards are saved bullets. spend the right one at the right time. The card-craft primitive of TEMPO 
MANAGEMENT through trump-card timing.

The Trumpkeeper knelt in the Academy gardens, ignoring the riot of sun-drenched, shout-out-loud colors from the 
Mammoth Marigolds and Booming Blues. Before them was a single, small pot. Inside it grew a plant no bigger than a 
teacup, with shy, dark green leaves. The plant had exactly one flower bud, tightly closed, the size of a thumbnail. The 
Trumpkeeper held a watering can, but it was comically small, the kind a doll might use. They did not water the plant. 
Instead, they watched. They watched the slow crawl of a ladybug up a neighboring fence. They watched the way the wind 
made the tall grasses whisper secrets to each other. They felt the warmth of the sun on their patched tweed coat. A 
student, bustling past with a giant hose to spray the thirsty Marigolds, paused. "Aren't you going to water that thing?" the 
student asked. "It'll never get big if you don't." The Trumpkeeper smiled, a slow, gentle curve of the lips. "Oh, it will get all 
the water it needs," they said softly, their gaze turning to a single, small cloud drifting in from the west. "Just not yet." They 
held their tiny watering can, full and heavy with promise, and continued to wait.



Long ago, when the Trumpkeeper was a child, their village held a Midsummer Festival. The main attraction was a game: 
three smooth river stones to knock down a tall, wobbly pyramid of painted tins. The prize for clearing the pyramid was a 
single, perfect Spiced Acorn, made by the oldest baker in the village. It was said to taste of cinnamon, courage, and a whole 
year of good luck. The other children scrambled for their turn, their eyes wide. They hurled their stones with grunts and 
shouts of effort. Clang! Thwack! One stone would fly wide. Another would dent a can at the bottom, making the tower 
shudder but not fall. The young Trumpkeeper waited at the back of the line, just watching. They didn't watch the cans. They 
watched the throwers. They saw how a gasp from the crowd made a thrower flinch. They saw how the afternoon breeze 
pushed the stones just a little to the left. When their turn finally came, the sun was low and the wind had died. The air was 
still. The tower was already leaning from a dozen clumsy hits. The Trumpkeeper took a breath. They didn't aim for the big 
can on the bottom. They tossed their first stone gently, a soft tap against a can on the side, not to knock it over, but just to 
make the whole tower sway. Wobble, wobble. They tossed their second stone at a can on the opposite side, stopping the 
first sway and starting a new one. Wobble, wobble. The crowd was silent, confused. Then, with their last stone, they didn't 
aim at a can at all. They aimed for the tiny, empty space right in the middle. The stone zipped through, the tower lost its 
balance, and with a quiet, collective sigh, the whole pyramid of tins collapsed in a neat pile. They were handed the Spiced 
Acorn. They didn't eat it. They put it in their pocket.



The day the Trumpkeeper arrived at the Cardforge Academy, the great brass gates were stuck. They were supposed to 
swing open with a grand, magical chord, but instead they stood half-open, buzzing with frustrated energy. The Headmaster 
was pacing. A team of senior students was trying everything. One group chanted a powerful opening spell, which only 
made the gates glow an angry red. Another tried to push them with a summoned golem, which just left a large, muddy 
handprint on the brass. The Trumpkeeper, carrying only a small satchel, stood back by the entrance path, watching. They 
weren't watching the straining golem or the chanting mages. They were watching a tiny bird that was pecking at something 
near the gate’s enormous hinge. The bird flew away. The Trumpkeeper waited for the Headmaster to pause his pacing and 
the golem-summoners to take a breath. In that moment of quiet, they walked forward. They ignored the huge levers and 
glowing runes. They knelt by the hinge where the bird had been. Tucked deep inside the mechanism was a small, fallen 
twig, jamming the gears. While everyone else had been applying more and more power, the Trumpkeeper simply reached 
in with two fingers, plucked the twig free, and tossed it into a bush. With a gentle, melodic shiiing, the great brass gates 
swung wide open. The Headmaster stopped pacing. "Ah," he said, looking at the Trumpkeeper's calm, deliberate 
movements. "You have arrived. We've been expecting you."



In a quiet classroom, a young student named Elara slumped in her chair. Cards were scattered on the table before her. "I 
don't get it," she said, her voice thick with frustration. "I have the Stonebreaker Giant. He's the strongest card in my deck. I 
play him on my very first turn, every time! And every time, I lose." The Trumpkeeper nodded slowly. They gathered a set of 
wooden blocks from a shelf—some as small as sugar cubes, others as big as books. They arranged them in a long, winding 
line on the floor. "Please," the Trumpkeeper said, gesturing to the blocks. "Knock them over." Elara, eager to do something 
right, walked over and gave the biggest, heaviest block a mighty shove. It fell with a loud THUD, knocking over the two 
blocks directly in front of it. The rest of the line remained standing. "Very strong," the Trumpkeeper said, without a hint of 
judgment. They patiently set the blocks back up, in the exact same pattern. "Now, if you please. My turn." The 
Trumpkeeper walked to the very beginning of the line, to the smallest block, no bigger than a die. They didn't shove it. They 
tapped it, gently, with the tip of one finger. Click. The tiny block fell, tapping the next, which tapped the next, the motion 
gathering speed and force. Click-click-clack-clack-CLACK-THUD! The final, giant block crashed to the floor, the last note in a 
perfectly played song. Elara stared. "The goal is not to prove you have the strongest block," the Trumpkeeper said softly. 
"The goal is to knock all the blocks down. Sometimes, the most powerful move is the one that starts with a whisper, not a 
shout."



Elara sat quietly, looking at the Stonebreaker Giant in her hand, then at the other, smaller cards in her deck. The classroom 
was peaceful now, the only sound the soft ticking of a wall clock. The Trumpkeeper sat at their desk, using a soft cloth to 
polish a single, dark, and impossibly ancient-looking Spiced Acorn that they kept under a small glass dome. "But what if I 
wait too long?" Elara asked, her voice barely above a whisper. "What if I save my Giant, and the game ends before I get to 
play him? Then he's just... wasted." The Trumpkeeper looked up, their eyes kind. They stopped polishing the acorn and met 
her gaze. "A saved card is never a wasted card," they said. "It is a lesson for the next game. And the game after that. The 
most powerful weapon is not the giant in your hand." They paused, giving the words time to settle. "It is the giant your 
opponent knows you are holding back." The Trumpkeeper then reached into a simple wooden bowl on their desk and held 
out a plain, unshelled peanut. "Patience," they said with a small smile. "It's a skill. And it tastes better when you open it at 
just the right moment."

Listen along + meet more of the cast at:



https://spark-and-anvil.com/cast/cardforge/trumpkeeper



About Spark & Anvil  
Spark & Anvil is a 501(c)(3) public charity. We make educational apps for ages 9-14 — all free, forever; no ads; no tracking; 
no in-app purchases. CardForge is one of 140+ apps in the portfolio.

More chapter books from Spark & Anvil  

Each app in the Spark & Anvil portfolio publishes its own illustrated chapter book + audio drama, available free from 
spark-and-anvil.com/books. Highlights include:

GambitTales — chess tactics through Sir Pinwell, Lady Skewer, Queen Vesper, and the Twin Knights of Fork Hill

ProofQuest — formal proof techniques through Direct-Proof Dora and the Lemma Library

CuriosityQuest — Texas geography exploration through Linger, Notice, and the Lantern in the Dark

QuillSpell — spelling craft through the Word Wizard cast

SynaForge — sensory-affirming creative tools through Lull, Soften, and the Quiet that is Also Creating

Methodology  

Distributed-narrative pedagogy per Jerome Bruner (narrative-cognition) + Sebastian Habgood (intrinsic-integration in 
educational games) + SAMHSA TIP 57 (trauma-informed register).

Trauma-informed-design framework per Eggleston et al. (2025) and Stoltenburg et al. (2024).

License  

© 2026 Spark & Anvil (501(c)(3) public charity). Chapter text and illustrations licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0. App software 
© Spark & Anvil — all rights reserved. Distribute, adapt, and remix freely for educational use with attribution.

Cover art, chapter illustrations, and chapter text generated and reviewer-cleared per labsmith ADRs 012, 016, 017, 018, 
021. Audio drama transcripts available at spark-and-anvil.com/cast.
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