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  An Unexpected Vanguard Emerges



“Always know who you’re stealing from.”

— Teffel’s fourth rule of Modern Thievery




History elevates grand gestures, champions, and legends, ignoring the actions of ordinary people and their pivotal impact. This is their story.




When demonic forces turn an isolated monastery in the Glimmerstone Mountains into a killing ground, the world beyond remains blissfully oblivious to the coming darkness. Hoping only for a bit of revenge and a retirement fund, two driven survivors align with a quirky mix of amateur spies, treasure-hunting thieves, and an elven ranger, more wine merchant than mercenary.




Isolated and underpowered, these unremarkable heroes quickly learn that raw steel and sorcery won’t be enough to succeed. To unravel the enigma behind the slaughter, their plan escalates into a high-stakes grift: steal a mysterious prize right from under the nose of an unseen adversary—violating Teffel’s cardinal rule in the process.




What could possibly go wrong?




For fans of the high-stakes chemistry of Six of Crows, the sharp wit of The Lies of Locke Lamora, and tactical, D&D-inspired party dynamics, The Unexpected Vanguard is a witty, high-stakes fantasy adventure trilogy







  Timely Gravel



History books tell the big stories. Lost among those boulders that shaped the past are the gravel and sand, the lesser-known efforts, decisions, and outcomes delivering just the right catalyst at just the right time.

This is not a tale of powerful heroes on a noble quest to save the world, but of unremarkables, originally driven by curiosity, vengeance, and greed.

This is a tale of timely gravel. 

[image: Image]




The story begins on the eastern continent of Venn, in the foothills of the Glimmerstone mountains, where the western edge of the Kingdom of Shan borders the Siremirian League.




[image: Image]

More specifically, we travel to the Luminarium, a monastery nestled high in the Glimmerstones. The abbey is home to a group of warrior monks. Together with other orders throughout the mountain range, they monitor the passes as a form of early warning system for the kingdoms to the south and east against threats from the western wildlands.







  The Crew



Meet the party and join them on a seemingly simple journey of revenge, profit, and self-affirmation that spirals into a complex heist against an unknown foe with far more at stake than they realize:


Singing Bird - A feline rogue, running from his past indiscretions with quick blades and quicker wit.




Whydah (WI-duh) - Bird’s halfling bard apprentice, finding her musical place in the world, dragged along by an unacknowledged crush.




Iskvold (EESK-veld) - A scholarly drow monk coming to terms with an uncontrollable but addictively delicious rage problem.




Tsuta (SOO-ta) - An obsessive-compulsive high-elven monk and cleric who gave up adventuring for the simple monastery life.




Lunish (LOO-nish) - A druidic gnome and part-time spy suffering from impostor syndrome and clueless about her magical potential.




Glynfir (GLIN-feer) - Lunish’s half-elven colleague, a talented wizard and a degenerate gambler more concerned with his image than his impact.




Segwyn (SEG-win) - An elven ranger desperate to escape the shadow of his larger-than-life father and succeed on his own merits.




Not heroes, not champions, just a dysfunctional crew pushed to the forefront by circumstance and an unexpected sense of duty. Welcome to Venn!













  Prologue






Despite the cool temperature inside the tent, sweat tickled her hairline, sending a shiver down her spine. Is it too late to turn back now? What if it doesn’t work?

What if the only reward for all her unimaginable atrocities was the cold permanence of death—her legacy a mere footnote to Venn’s savagery?

She bit back the fleeting moment of existential doubt. No, I’ve come too far and given up too much.

Slowly sliding her naked form under the surface of the tepid bath, her eyes met the lifeless stare of her mother, then her brother—distended corpses dangling by the ankles, barely a foot above the tub. As the last drops of blood fell from their yawning throats, the warrior-witch closed her eyes, submerging herself in the opaque crimson soup. Her skin tingled. Every inch felt the magical embrace of Orcus’s recipe: the lifeblood of one unicorn, three holy enemies, and her immediate family. It was nearly complete.

The twisted baptism emboldened her entitled hunger for power, crushing any momentary lapse in confidence. Her lungs burned, begging for oxygen, but she resisted breaking the surface prematurely, irrationally connecting her demonstrated commitment to the process with its likelihood of success. Finally, fireworks exploding behind her eyelids, she clawed the vessel’s rim, surging upright with a ragged gasp. Waves of claret splashed over the sides of the tub, gathering in small pools around the base. She opened her eyes. In the muted reflection of her dressing mirror, across the tent, two white discs of contrast against the deep red of her dripping torso stared back with fierce determination.

Bloodbaths were a common intimidation ritual within her military tactics. The jarring visual of her frenzied crimson form, surging into the fray, announced by the hopeless wail of her death whistle, regularly broke her enemies’ spirits. Their dwindling resolve, coupled with her army’s swelling confidence, stoked the potency of her casting and rage to great success. But not today. Today’s bath served a very different purpose.

Today, she would make no appearance. Today, they would meet a disastrous defeat. Outnumbered and outflanked, they wouldn’t reach the Glimmerstones and the prize she coveted so fiercely. Rivulets of blood streamed down her body, rejoining the surrounding pool, as she pictured the nearby gnoll hordes of Siremiria already whittling down her loyal barbarians. Their only hope of avoiding slaughter was her signature arrival on the battlefield, but she would not join them. This was the final act of sacrifice the pact demanded. What could not be acquired with mortal might today would be secured with unbridled magical force in the next life. What were fifty years of servitude compared to true immortality?

Her bare feet left bloody prints across the hides surrounding the ritual tub as the muscular warrior padded toward the circle of glowing glyphs carved into the nearby earth. Ignoring the muted din of battle raging in the distance, she perched cross-legged in the center of the inscriptions. Three carefully positioned objects lay within reach: a wooden scepter, a clay skull on a chain, and a flask of swirling liquid.

Familial blood dripped from her skin, forming an outline of what would be her final mortal resting place. After this, only two acts stood in the way of her eternal power: five decades bound in indenture to Orcus, and the artifact’s recovery from the icy Glimmerstone peaks. From there, the conquest of Venn—perhaps more.

Raising the scepter, a knowing smile creased the shadows on her face. Ghoulishly ceremonial, the tapered wooden shaft, mottled black from use, was intricately wrapped with the frayed intestines of long-dead enemies. Braided to its crown was a dull grey stone no bigger than a small child’s fist. The stone’s irregular shape, pockmarked and studded with rough, yellow, semi-transparent crystals, made it an unconventional choice, but she had insisted. No one else knew its secret, not even Orcus.

She gazed at the full moon peeking through a narrow gap in the tent’s gnoll-hide walls. Now or never. The small clay skull featured a tube protruding from the top of the head, attached to a gold chain threaded through a loop on the skull’s posterior—her death whistle. While the exterior design was primitive and crude, its hollow interior was intricately crafted into two chambers. Air blown through the tube created a resonance of pure despair, a haunting, distorted scream of pain and agony, somehow both human and otherworldly. On its own, the shrill wail manifested a foreboding sense of doom in every ear it reached. Enchanting it with a Fear spell made its impact utterly devastating.

Subtle arcane glyphs and interior inscriptions served a second purpose: this whistle would be the vessel for her soul, vital to achieving immortality. She retched at the memory of consuming her own mother’s heart during the preparation ritual, choking back the salty, metallic bile. At least our souls will always be together. The weak rationalization and the return of her burning desire for power propelled her forward.

Placing the chain around her neck, the cool clay was familiar and calming against her wet skin. Its touch stiffened her resolve, brushing aside every remnant of hesitation. Her breathing deepened as the whistle’s eye sockets pulsed with an unnatural green glow.

She raised the flask, framing the full moon behind it, then considered its contents. A precise recipe of powerful poisons mixed with the venom and ichor of several dangerous creatures—the ultimate witch’s brew. She would have less than two minutes after consuming it before her mortal life would end. This is it: success or cold, eternal silence. No second chances. She mentally reviewed the necessary words and hand gestures one final time before tipping her head and raising the flask to her lips.

The taste was even more foul than expected as she choked and gagged before emptying the small bottle and tossing it aside. Quickly connecting to the essence of her casting, she began to weave intricate gestures, her voice rising in a cadence of phrases from a long-dead language. Streaks of fleeting green hung in the air, trailing her finger movements. The same glow began to pulse on the scepter’s stone and, finally, in the whistle’s eye sockets. The cycle was complete.

Her voice dropped to a whisper before her hand stilled, the magical glow receding first from her fingers, then the scepter stone, and finally the eyes of the clay skull around her neck. She felt herself slipping away. Mental blackness closed in from all sides as she slumped backward onto the tent floor. She clung desperately to one final, fraying thread of aspiration. I will return stronger. I will fulfill my destiny.

And with that last thought, the Red Queen left the mortal realm.

Thanks to the duplicity of demonic contracts, five decades of servitude became five centuries before Venn would be reminded of her brutal ambitions.
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  The Monks—A Cabin with a View

  
  







Tsuta examined the red, waxy sphere, turning it over in his hands.

“They’re made of dung? Really?”

“That’s what the book said,” his watch partner, Iskvold, answered. He called her “Pinky,”—a nickname earned from her eye color. While typical for a drow, the rarity of dark elves among Venn’s surface dwellers made the feature, together with her obsidian skin and bright white hair, unique.

They were in the final stretch of their three-day tour guarding the northern outpost. The monks of the Luminarium operated three identical fortifications, monitoring the mountain passes on the western edge of the civilized kingdoms of elves and men.

In exchange for providing early warning against orcs, gnolls, and other threats from the Siremirian wildlands, the abbey received supplies from the king of Shan and the Elven Commonwealth of Glahaneth. The Luminarium Abbey, planted firmly in the nearby foothills of the Glimmerstone mountains, was their home.

Each location featured a cabin and an eight-foot stone fireplace called the Beacon, on a plateau overlooking the pass. To prevent enemy overruns, the outposts were accessible only from the east. The Beacons resembled inverted beehives topped with a tapered chimney. Their duty was to monitor the pass, signaling any threats from the west, and their conversation centered on the method of that communication.

All three outposts were equipped with white, red, and blue spherical flares, added to the fire when danger was spotted. White signified civilian migration, red indicated enemy forces, and blue warned of anything else. The arcane flares produced colored smoke, visible for miles, thanks to the Beacon’s design.

“What kind of dung?” he asked, still focused on the red sphere.

“Does it matter?” Her voice, muffled by the cabin, drifted from the overlook. One of them always kept eyes on the pass. “And shouldn’t you know that, being our Fortifications Master?”

“My responsibility stops at the abbey’s perimeter. The Beacons belong to the Shan, and they provide the flares. I’m just curious how they get the different colors.” He scratched the orb’s surface with his fingernail, closely inspecting the residue. “Different dung, a different spell, some kind of dye?”

Iskvold’s head appeared to the side of the cabin, her gaze alternating between him and the pass. Her shoulder-length white hair tucked behind her ear, she cocked her head, pink eyes narrowed, assessing him.

“Are you messing with me right now?”

“I swear to Gond I’m not!” He cracked a smile. “Given all your Vault experience, I thought you might know.”

The Vault was the abbey’s library, named for its discreet, secure location beneath the main building. Sifu Haft, the abbey master, was fiercely protective of it. Over the years, the monks had quietly amassed an extensive and eclectic collection of texts ranging from the benign to the dangerously arcane.

Every commissioned translation or transcription included an unmentioned “house copy,” resulting in a secret volume of works rivalled by few cities in Venn. Iskvold, the Vault’s curator and more at home among the stacks than with other people, knew its contents better than anyone.

She gave him a long look before responding, “The white is wolf dung, red is Centaur, and blue is Bulette. The other ingredients—sulfur and saltpeter—are the same, and so is the incantation.”

“Bulette? The land sharks that gobble up livestock, out in the farmlands?”

Her response was flat, her attention already returning to the geography below. “Those are the ones.”

Tsuta started to giggle. “I was half kidding. I didn’t think you’d really take the time to learn how to construct Beacon flares out of dung!”

“Laugh all you want, my bald friend,” she shot back with a sly smirk, “You’re the one playing with Centaur shit!” With that, the drow disappeared back around the corner to resume her duties.

Tsuta’s smile faded as he reconsidered the red sphere, promptly returning it to the wood rack next to the beacon, before wiping his hands thoroughly on his robes. Ugh. I can still feel it under my fingernail! Recalling his original purpose, he habitually counted the logs in the woodpile, then palmed two into the fire when a sparkle tickled his peripheral vision. Magic? Up here?

Spinning instinctively toward the threat, his divine energy crackled to life between raised hands. But there was nothing. Morning sunlight flickered calmly among the leaves that swayed lazily in the breeze, and the birds twittered uninterrupted. Odd. Satisfied he’d overreacted, the holy monk dropped his magical tether and trudged back toward the cabin.

Stifling a yawn, he held a long blink to relieve the tiredness in his eyes. It was his turn to rest. The monotony of watch duty exaggerated his fatigue. I can’t wait to get back! He didn’t regret the decision to join the Luminarium over a year ago. There was no choice at the time—he had to disappear. Overseeing the constant improvement of the abbey’s defenses was fine, but he missed the excitement of adventuring, especially while toiling on watch duty. Reflecting on the mental and physical pressure of the pendant around his neck, he slid one finger across its surface. The injustice of carrying the weight of an entire nation’s freedom blossomed in his chest before being quelled by an overriding sense of duty and honor.

Pushing open the cabin’s back door allowed a shaft of sunlight to race in ahead of him, casting a warm glow on the modest interior. A table with an oil lamp, a small fireplace, and a well-worn meditation mat occupied half the space. A hand pump and basin atop a primitive wooden counter, supplies tucked underneath, consumed most of the rest.

Closing the door returned the room to deep shadow. He minutely adjusted the mat, the incense holder, and its fuel before lighting one stick against the glowing embers and settling, cross-legged, onto the mat. The rich smell of sandalwood and cedar quickly filled the small space. After placing the smoldering incense in its holder, Tsuta unconsciously slid one hand over his bald head before beginning the meditation ritual, drifting quickly into the deep meditative state that served as elvenkind’s version of sleep.

Iskvold heard the cabin door close but didn’t break from her observation routine. Scan the skies, scan the pass, scan the mountainsides—repeat. Gondammit, I hate this final shift! She considered her partner, oblivious to the passage of time during meditation. Unlike him, she was acutely aware of the glacier-like movement of every grinding second. So close to being relieved, each moment seemed to stretch interminably before yielding to the next. Even her usual distractions—the nest of baby sparrows in a nearby tree or the local mountain lion patrolling the hillside below—weren’t doing it. Work the routine and stop thinking about it; you’re making it worse.

She turned north, scanning the Glimmerstone range, from the horizon to the Shanderiusha Gap directly below, and south to the Aether Peaks. Nothing. Back to the gap. Named after the nearby river, the well-worn footpath rose from the Siremirian plains before threading through the wooded foothills into Shan territory behind her. All quiet.

Iskvold traced its route along cliff sides and through switchbacks until it disappeared several miles to the west. Dead empty. In her decade at the abbey, she had rarely seen any activity near the pass. She smirked at the naivety of her younger self, imagining the vast western wildlands teeming with fantastic creatures, all scheming and plotting just across the border, eager to test its boundaries.

First-hand experience, however, had dispelled that myth. She’d only witnessed three noteworthy events: two separate tribes of orcs migrating along the road, and a pair of wyverns—an adult and a juvenile—riding the air currents among the lower foothills. That was it. The drow began to calculate the job’s futility to pass the time. Ten years, one three-day watch per month. One hundred and twenty tours. Over four thousand hours of watch duty for two tribes of orcs and a couple of wyverns.

If only Sifu allowed her to bring books. I could have learned so much! Of course, he had flatly refused her request.

“It completely defeats the purpose of being on watch duty if one is reading rather than watching.” Those were his exact words. Understandable. He also strictly confined all written materials to the Vault’s interior, no removals—for protection, apparently. I don’t get that one. Admittedly, some manuscripts should never see the light of day outside the Vault. Countless others, however, would benefit from being considered in the field with context—the catalogs of flora and fauna, for example.

She continued her progression to the mountainsides. From her perch, Iskvold could see the eastern and southern slopes of the six peaks that framed the gap, and she dutifully scrutinized each one from base to summit. Still nothing.

For several hours, robotically repeating the process, she began knocking out a beat with the butt of her staff against the outlook’s stone patio to combat boredom. Tap, tap. Scan the sky. Tap, tap. Back to the gap. Tap, tap. Peak to the east. Tap, tap. Peak to the west. She added shoulder and hip movements, amusing herself with a stilted and awkward dance routine, just to kill the boredom.

The Drow’s evolution, spanning countless generations underground, made them hypersensitive to sunlight. When the dipping afternoon sun began pressing its beams annoyingly into her eyes, it clicked. They should have been here by now. Normally, watch relief arrived in mid-afternoon, along with two acolytes hauling food and firewood to replenish the supplies consumed by the outgoing monks on duty. She gave it another thirty minutes before rousing Tsuta from his meditation.

At first, he resisted the alarm.

“How late is it?” His tone was breathy, eyes still closed.

“The shadows of the foothills are already into the Gap.”

That was enough to get his attention. The elf’s eyes snapped open.

“You’re right, that’s pretty late.” He exhaled audibly as he stood, stretching. “Do you want to head down to the abbey and see what’s what, while I keep an eye on the pass?”

“That works. I could do with a change of scenery. I’m sure it’s nothing, but you never know.”

Tsuta nodded and reached for his staff. Rarely useful on watch, he took comfort in having it in hand.

“I’ll grab my stuff, save a trip,” Iskvold muttered, almost to herself, slipping past him into the cabin. Tsuta yawned and stepped out onto the promontory.

“Did you see a flare from any positions to the south?” His eyes narrowed against the sunlight as he scanned the horizon.

“Now don’t you think I would have led with that?” she chided over her shoulder.

Tsuta chuckled. “Fair enough. Sifu probably ran long in one of his lessons again. Wouldn’t be the first time.”

“Isn’t that the truth!” Her voice mingled with the sound of rummaging inside the cabin.

Iskvold grabbed her cloak and shouldered her pack. Returning to the overlook, she placed a hand on Tsuta’s shoulder. “I’ll see you back at the abbey.”

Their eyes met, and they exchanged a nod. She strode to the northern edge of the outpost before disappearing down the stairs carved into the plateau.

“Tell them to get their butts moving, will you please?” He called in her direction.

“Will do.”

The drow took the stairs down two at a time. Her muscle memory took over, sparking a shudder of recollection. How many times have I run this flight? Five hundred? More. These stairs were the sole access point for the beacon and a core element of Sifu’s grueling training regimen. Weight to the inside, her right hand instinctively brushed along the sheer stone face, her left kept the staff parallel to the ground for balance. Gond, those first climbs were brutal! Rounding the eastern side of the plateau, she stopped dead when the abbey came into view. Reminiscence vanished, instantly replaced with anxiety.

A faint trail of black smoke against blue sky initially drew her attention. Tracking its path downward, the column grew thicker and darker until her gaze locked on the abbey, her home. Despite a lack of visible flames, the stone structure was heavily smoldering. Every tower and every window coughed, dark and dense. The tendrils curled and converged into a single, ominous black cylinder before fleeing into the atmosphere. The drow’s stomach lurched, and the muscles in her shoulder blades knotted. Still too far away to make out any detail, she’d seen enough.

Without hesitation, Iskvold tore down the remaining stairs, breaking into a dead run through the high grass field. Her mind reeled as she raced toward the bedrock that brought order to the chaos of her childhood, the now smoldering Luminarium. My home! Where are we going to live? Accident? The Vault. Had it burned as well? All those books, all that knowledge. Why had no one come to get us? Is everyone ok? What if it wasn’t an accident? What if we were attacked? How did they get past the Beacons?
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Halfway to the abbey, burning lungs and screaming thighs insisted on a break. Gasping, she slowed to a reluctant walk, hands rising to her head as she struggled for oxygen. Forcing herself back into a run, Iskvold willed her body across the remaining distance to the outer courtyard, sweat gleaming against her ebony skin. Open gates? That’s not normal.

Judging by the volume of smoke and occasional tendrils of flame curling from the upper windows, whatever happened was recent—within hours, while she had been idly monitoring the gap. Reaching the iron gates, Iskvold gained a full view of the courtyard and froze for the second time. This was no accident. Her shoulders rolled forward involuntarily. The courtyard was a battlefield. Drying blood spattered the grey slate stonework in overlapping patterns, pooling sickly around four prone, motionless figures dressed in the white robes of the Luminarium—no enemy corpses.

Despair hit first, its weight forcing her to her knees. Then the guilt, sharp and quick, hammered her gut, doubling her over again. She retched. Her mind flashed to that first day at the abbey, the day everything changed. Watching her mother walk away, one backward glance and a blown kiss, Sifu’s strong arms holding her in place while she struggled to follow. Every moment of need from that day forward found only absence, emptiness. When she was finally old enough to take the vows, these monks became her family, filling that void. When they needed me most, I wasn’t there either. I’m no better than her!

Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, she struggled to her feet, the ache in her thighs forcing a wince. Stepping to the nearest victim and rolling him over to check for a pulse, she looked into the dead eyes of Brother Jellen, an elf she had known since childhood. They’d grown up together here at the abbey. No pulse. Gone. Tears streamed down her cheeks as grief, anger, and disbelief threatened her objectivity. Stay in control! Multiple gashes crisscrossed his torso and face; she could see the gaping wounds beneath his blood-soaked, tattered robes. Similar parallel slashes marred his palms. His palms.

Iskvold’s head snapped around, surveying the scene. No weapons. No warning. These monks were slaughtered before any call to arms could be raised. She moved briskly among the others on the ground, nearly slipping on the blood-slicked stone. Sister Karela, Brother Ren, and Brother Avil—all dead. These were accomplished martial artists, more dangerous with their bare hands than most warriors with a sword. What could have cut them down so easily? The guilt returned, squeezing the air from her lungs as she knelt next to Brother Avil’s body, until a more dreadful thought forced a sharp intake of breath. What if they’re still here?

Something visceral began to churn deep in her guts. Fear and hesitation crystallized into compulsive rage. Within seconds, the strange fury reached full boil, forcing all rational thought aside. Justice…Retribution…no. Vengeance! With her friends dead and her home razed, she could suddenly think of nothing else. Jumping to her feet, staff in both hands, she let out an animalistic roar and charged the Luminarium’s main structure.

The next few minutes were a blurred, disoriented separation of rational thought and action. Her consciousness became the passenger, her actions driven exclusively by the pull of this new, blinding rage—like a frenzied marionette.

Entering the cloakroom, a fifth corpse propped open the swinging door to the mess hall. Another friend…can’t stop. Her heart hammering, she stepped over her fallen ally and shouldered the door mid-stride, rocketing it back against its hinges.

The room was heavily charred. Benches and tables smoldered from the fire, smoke still curling toward the ceiling. Three more bodies lay blackened and still. Keep moving. Kitchen or main hall? Kitchen. She heard herself roar:

“You want battle? Come and get it! I will rip your limbs off and feed them to you!”

What was that? Where did that come from? She sprinted across the mess and through the kitchen door. Its wood frame weakened by the fire, the impact from her shoulder sent the slab off its hinges, careening into nearby shelves holding the abbey’s cookware.

The collision launched a large soup pot from the top shelf. She struck it in mid-air, her fury releasing like a coiled spring, driving it forcefully to the ground. The metal rang out like a bell against the stone floor. Before it bounced, she hit it again, leaving a significant dent. Just a pot. Move on! Two more down. The tatters of Luminarium robes were barely distinguishable on the fringes of their charred remains. She heard herself scream again:

“Cowards! Where are you!?”

A smoldering shelf blocked the door to the main hall. Without thinking, she freed one hand from her staff and tossed the burning wood aside. The pain was instant, though her rational passenger noted it hurt less than it should have. The injury, in addition, redoubled the rage that had her in its grip—a kite lifted higher on a passing gust of wind. Her focus sharp and narrow, she let out another unintelligible roar and pushed into the main hall.

Over thirty feet long and twenty feet across, the main hall was the abbey’s social hub. It had been the gathering point for announcements and worship. Previously, four rows of polished wooden benches flanked a center aisle, all facing a raised platform. Now, it was smoldering rubble. Black soot stained the grey stone walls, the shadowy outline of flames licking higher. The benches had collapsed into ashen mounds. The sour smell of burned varnish mixed with sulfur replaced the usual scent of sandalwood incense. Visible among the remains of the furniture, she counted four more corpses curled into the fetal position, burned beyond recognition. But there was also something else: another creature.

Her rational passenger estimated it to be seven feet tall with gaunt musculature. Charcoal skin stretched over its emaciated, skeletal form. Jagged vertebrae bristled its spine and down the long tail encircling its motionless body, ending in a sharp-tipped point. Feral claws on the hands and feet were stained in blood, as were the long incisors protruding from the creature’s upper and lower jaws.

Most uniquely, the back of its skull tapered into a bony horn, curled forward over its head in the shape of a fishhook, coming to a point several inches above its eye sockets. Even in death, the creature’s mere presence inexplicably triggered her unquenchable fury.

She heard herself cry out, “Finally!” as she charged, her staff coming down repeatedly—ribs, back, shoulder. She felt the rage pull at her Ki. Arcane energy surrounded her fists in a white glow before she rained down an additional flurry of blows—head, head, head.

The creature’s body absorbed each one, never moving, never flinching. Her last strike produced a sickening crack as the skull caved in. Suddenly, her vision widened. She stood over the lifeless attacker, her chest heaving. As quickly as it had risen, the rage was gone. The passenger regained control. She blinked several times, processing the anger-filled rampage. What in Gond’s name was that?

A wave of exhaustion pushed her backward into a seated position, her staff rattling against the stone floor. The run, the rage, the emotion of the discovery all converged, sapping her energy, wrapping her brain in the fog of fatigue. For several minutes, she didn’t move, didn’t even think. Her eyes, under heavy lids, fixated on soot patterns, curling over the surrounding walls.

Finally shaking it off, she centered on her Ki and disciplined training, seeking any breath of a second wind. The drow monk moved gingerly among the fallen, checking for signs of life. Nothing. She could tell there were two male and two female victims, but the bodies were too charred to identify. At least this group was armed, each still clutching a blackened staff. That made fourteen fallen. She attempted some quick math, trying to calculate the abbey’s full complement, fighting mental and physical exhaustion. Thirty souls called the abbey home: twenty-three full-fledged monks, Sifu Haft, and six acolytes currently in training. They would have been studying in the Vault. The Vault!

Iskvold pressed on through the main hall, out the side door to the left of the dais, and into the dojo. Until she left for watch duty, the dojo had been a sanctuary of comfort and discipline. Racks of staves, wooden swords, and tonfas lined two walls, framing several individual practice mats. In the room’s center, a heavy woven grass mat with a large painted circle served as the abbey’s main sparring ring. Its current state was jarring by comparison.

The weapons racks and all their contents had been reduced to cinders. Twisted nails protruded from heaps of white ash piled against the blackened stone walls. All the nearby mats were frayed and singed. The scent of scorched hemp, burnt wood, and sulfur hung heavily in the air. A second hook-headed creature, surrounded by three more fallen monks, lay inside the sparring circle. The mat itself was dappled with blood spatter, but like the bodies, it showed no evidence of fire.

Looking down into the faces of Kai, Lin, and Finnegan, she was numb, her emotional bank fully depleted. She half-heartedly shoved her foot against the second creature, staff poised to strike. It didn’t move. Sixteen. No, Seventeen. She crossed the dojo toward the transcription room and the Vault.

One of the two doors was ajar, belching smoke into the larger sparring facility. The transcription room was still on fire. This had been where the abbey performed commissioned literary work. At any given time, four or five monks could be found researching, writing, and transcribing at the long tables, piles of texts from the Vault below spread out before them. Tapestries and paintings adorned the walls, together with shelves of supplies: paper, binding, ink, and quills. As Iskvold poked her head in, the room was unrecognizable.

All the tables had collapsed, three of them still burning. The artwork was nothing more than soot outlines on the stone walls. Multiple shelving racks were also alight, their contents already incinerated. Seeing the smooth stone of the back wall, her hopes soared. The Vault was closed! The access point, however, was buried under the flickering rubble.

Dragging herself to the window on the adjacent wall, she drove her elbow into the blackened folding shutters, wincing from the effort even before making contact. Need water. Spying the nearby millpond, she summoned her Ki. The white energy crackled as she called for the water.

Closing her fist and pulling it back into the room, a liquid cylinder two feet wide and thirty feet long burst from the pond’s surface and through the window, cascading across the transcription room. With a sustained hiss, a bloom of smoke and steam filled the air. Equally drenched, Iskvold coughed and pushed the hair from her eyes, feeling quite satisfied as she surveyed the space.

The few remaining stubborn tendrils of smoke rapidly surrendered. Shoving the charred furniture aside, she ran her foot through the charcoal slurry covering the floor to expose the small stone that served as the release for the Vault door. Under normal circumstances, the door remained ajar, especially if the abbey’s residents were working down below. Sifu drilled two specific security protocols into everyone at the Luminarium to safeguard the archive. At the first sign of outsiders, the door was to be closed, rendering it invisible to anyone unaware of its location. At times of significant threat, the lockstone she now sought was pressed flush to the floor. This made the Vault practically impenetrable from either side until the stone was released. Locked. Good. Maybe someone survived.

Finding the stone unresponsive, Iskvold dropped to her hands and knees, tracing her short fingernails around its outer edges to clear any debris. Prying out a piece of grit, she tried again, and the stone reluctantly popped into its typical raised position. She hurried over to an unremarkable spot in the wall a few feet to her right and pushed.

Relief washed over her when she felt the familiar click. The wall receded, exposing a simple staircase cut into the earth. Stone slabs served as stair treads, descending ten feet before making a right turn. The faintest rustle of movement whispered from below. Instinctively, she gripped the staff as a figure emerged from the shadows at the foot of the stairs. A flash of blue eyes. A familiar stance. Sifu Haft. The drow’s posture slumped as she lowered her staff, then her legs gave out completely, sending her to the floor in a heap.

Short for a human, Sifu had close-cropped, thinning hair. A substantial mustache protruded more than an inch off his top lip.

“Iskvold! Praise be to Kord! I thought we might never get out of there!” Haft turned over his shoulder and called back into the Vault, “All clear! It’s Iskvold!”

For a man of his advanced age, his sustained fitness was impressive. The abbot sprinted up the stairs two at a time. She summoned enough energy to roll to her right, vacating the space at the top of the landing. Behind him as he rose, six acolytes scurried from the Vault below, afraid of too much distance separating them from their teacher.

“I was giving the initiates a lesson when we heard what sounded like Tiamat crashing a tea party, and they closed and locked us in immediately.”

His voice trailed off, jaw muscles tense as he crested the stairs and surveyed the room. Regaining his composure, Haft straightened as he beheld his disciple, splayed on the floor in a puddle.

The grizzled monk turned to the initiates, gaping at the room’s destruction. “Don’t just stand there, find her a bench.”

Two of them scuttled across the room to one of the recently extinguished seats, carrying it over to Iskvold. Together, they hoisted her into a sitting position, the warm wetness from the wood soaking through the seat of her already damp robes.

Sifu crouched, bringing his eyes level with hers. “What can you tell us about what happened?”

The drow delivered an emotionless, thorough accounting of all she’d seen and experienced since arriving at the front gates, omitting only her bizarre rage bender. Iskvold took pride in her measured composure, and this recent loss of control scared her more than a little. Sifu and the acolytes listened intently, the former furrowing his brow at several points during the debrief but never interrupting. When she finished, he clasped his hands behind his back, raised himself to his full, though modest, height, and turned to face the group.

“Right… This is an immense and unfathomable loss. It will take time to process. At this moment, we must focus on protecting the Luminarium and our remaining brotherhood. I promise there will be time later to mourn and wrestle with what just happened and why. Right now, I need your purpose and clarity of action, however difficult that may be.”

He turned to face each of them directly as he fired off instructions.

“Iskvold, you rest here for a bit. Esmi and Jin, sweep the rest of the abbey. Make sure the fire is completely out and bring any injured to the mess hall. Nori—you and How begin moving the dead to the outer courtyard. Usha—fetch Tsuta and the rest from the beacon outposts. We will suspend watch duties until we have things back in order.”

Surveying the group, he settled on the young male halfing. “Graver—I want you to ride immediately to the Abbey of the Crystal Dawn…” He paused as he stepped to the window.

“Scratch that. The stables are gone. First, see if you can find any horses wandering about; maybe we’ll get lucky. If you do, ride. Otherwise, go on foot.” Eyebrows raised, Haft held the acolyte’s gaze until he received a confirming nod, then continued. “Explain the situation to Sifu Aganon and request activation of the Pact of the Brotherhood. Also, ask him to spread the word to the other orders on our behalf.”

“Yes, Sifu!” came the chorus, and they all moved quickly to their assigned duties.

The old monk closed the vault door, pressing the lock stone back into position, level with the floor. His tone was firm. “The Vault stays locked until we have things better under control.”
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Tsuta was mesmerized by a hummingbird flitting among the blossoms of a large trumpet vine growing below the overlook when Usha burst around the corner, out of breath.

“Raven! What are you doing here? What’s the matter?”

Raven was the nickname he had given her due to her black, glossy hair, unusual for a dwarf.

“Abbey attacked…fire…many dead,” she spat out between deep gulps of air, her hands braced against her knees as she doubled over from exertion. In only her fourth week, Usha and the other initiates hadn’t yet completed the rigorous physical training that was the cornerstone of Sifu’s curriculum.

Tsuta handed her his waterskin, and she drank greedily. Her words came in clipped gasping bursts detailing the attack, the abbey’s status, and Sifu’s instructions between swallows. The bald monk displayed no outward reaction to her devastating news, instead fixating on the erratic undulation of sunlight dappling the overlook’s stone surface through the foliage overhead. His hand rose unconsciously to the medallion around his neck, tapping the points around its perimeter in a clockwise sequence. Realizing she had stopped speaking, he looked up to see her hands visibly shaking.

Her face was contorted. “Did you hear anything I just said?”

“Every word.”

“Then how can you be so calm? These were your friends, your family.”

Tsuta’s eyes dropped again to the sunlight patterns on the stone at his feet, watching it flutter, predicting its movements in advance. “We don’t know each other well, Raven, but you may have noticed, I don’t process things the same way as most other people.” His index finger reversed direction on the tines of the pendant. “The grief, the guilt, the regret, it’s boiling around inside my brain. Believe me, it will all come pouring out, at some point, when it’s ready.” He let out a long breath. “I came here hoping that mastering my Ki would help with that.” His lips puckered as he shook his head.

“Was the gate open or closed?”

“Open, I think, why?”

“Because the abbey’s defenses are also my responsibility. So, if they were insufficient, then their deaths are all on me.”

Her jaw dropped as one hand reached for his forearm. “No, no, no, no, don’t do that.” Usha watched his pupils dart back and forth, following a battle only he could see. The words spilled from her lips, somehow hoping to rescue the bald monk from himself. “No one had any warning. The gate was open. They were inside before anyone realized. Most of them never even got to a weapon.”

Tsuta felt the quiver in her touch before he noticed her trembling lip. As usual, I’m making things worse. He put his hand over hers, ignoring the synaptic chaos firing around his brain. “It’s okay… Breathe… We’ll be all right. Sounds like the immediate danger has passed. To master your Ki, you’ve got to stay in control. Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out.”

The combination of his calm tone and the reminder of their core teachings seemed to help the younger dwarf. She drew a deep breath, cheeks ballooning in a long, audible exhale. Closing her eyes, she found her Ki, letting its pale white energy wash over her.

Tsuta slung his pack over his shoulder and grabbed his staff before stopping abruptly at the top of the descending stairs. Puzzled, she watched him drop everything and move to the Beacon, pitching two logs and a blue sphere into the fire. He held her eyes as he spoke.

“Duty first. Dangerous creatures have breached the pass; everyone needs to know.”

Her brow furrowed in confusion. “Who are we telling? Everyone left at the abbey is well aware.”

“The flare isn’t for us, Raven. It’s for all the other outposts up and down the mountain range, the Shan outposts in the valley, and the elves at Eredmire. These beacons are the early warning system for all of them.”

She looked up, following his gaze. A thick ribbon of sparkling blue smoke belched from the chimney. Though she understood how the beacons operated, this was the first time Usha had seen one of the magical flares in action. The column of dark blue rose rapidly more than a mile into the air, straight as an arrow, unaffected by the breeze. Wrapped in a faint glow, the smoke was more luminescent than she expected against the overcast sky. They watched silently for several seconds before his voice brought her back to the moment.

“I always wondered how the flares could be seen at night,” the high elf muttered idly, almost to himself. “There must be a light spell included in the incantation—see how the smoke glows?” He silently counted the five remaining flares, tapping his finger to each one before retrieving his pack and staff. “Let’s go get the others.” Not waiting for an answer, Usha scrambled after him.

Quickly descending from the beacon’s plateau, the dwarf and elf pushed southeast toward their first destination, the central outpost. Tsuta knew the terrain well and took the lead, threading them three miles through the foothills of the Glimmerstones. Constantly visible in the distance on their left, the defeated stone structure of the Luminarium sighed a continuous trail of black smoke. The bald elf probed the initiate for more information as they walked.

“You said, creatures. What were they? How many?”

“No one could name them.” Her voice wavered, barely audible. Her gaze stayed fixed on the path ahead. “There were two, and they must have been close to seven feet tall or more.” A shiver prickled her spine despite the warmth of the afternoon. “Slim build, almost like they were starving, just skin stretched over bone, it didn’t look natural…” She felt her heart begin to race. “And they had a hooked horn on top of their heads…” her voice broke, “…with wicked-looking claws on their hands and feet, and a long tail with a spike at the end.”

“You’re doing great,” he reassured her. “I know reliving the moment is the last thing you want to do, but it’s important. Did they use weapons or magic?”

“I didn’t see any weapons, so, magic, I guess, because they also set the whole abbey on fire.”

Tsuta nodded, almost imperceptibly, before replying. “There had to be more than two if no one was left alive to tell us about it. That means there are others still out there somewhere. So, the question is—what were they after and where did they go?”

By the time they reached the base of the stairs at the central outpost, the late afternoon sun had broken through the cloud cover. Tsuta paused to wipe the light sweat off his bald head. Usha, however, was not in the same physical shape as the elf. Plopping herself unceremoniously on the bottom stair, she lowered her head between her knees, sucking in several long breaths.

“Tell you what, Raven,” his voice was sympathetic. “We don’t both need to go up there. You stay here, catch your breath; I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

The dwarf raised her head momentarily to meet his gaze with a look of unspoken gratitude. Wordlessly nodding and closing her eyes, she leaned against the plateau’s cool stone face as he moved past and up the stairs.

The
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