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    To my family, for letting me be this weird.To my friends, for not calling the authorities.And to my readers—You brave, glorious gremlins—Thank you for flipping every page, surviving every fourth-wall breach, and loving these ridiculous misfits like they were real.(They might be. I'm honestly not sure anymore.)

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The plot will hold. The world will make sense. The narrator is reliable.…probably."
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ACT I — Fractures in the Frame
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Chapter 1 – "The Thing in the Sky"
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The smell of singed leather and smug satisfaction hung heavy in the air.

Crimson Valor—though depending on who was writing the tavern board notices, it could’ve just as easily been Crimson Brigade, The Bloody Reds, The Crimson Whatnows, or, in one memorable case, “The Misfiled Mercenaries”—stood victorious. Again. Somehow.

They weren’t sure how.

Simon was still picking bits of exploded robe out of his new boots. Tamsin had a fresh dent in their lute shaped suspiciously like a warlock’s face. Kael had tea leaves stuck in his hair. Brynja had three crossbows now. No one knew where she got the third.

Lucinda was quietly bandaging her own knuckles from punching a spellbook that bit her.

The fight was over, which meant it was time for the most dangerous phase of any quest: loot division.

“Dibs on the glowy staff,” Elias announced, eyeing a long, rune-carved weapon humming faintly with magic and, possibly, passive-aggressive intent.

“You always call dibs,” Brynja growled, lifting a massive hammer that was still smoldering slightly. “I say we fight for it.”

“We just finished fighting,” Lucinda sighed.

“Yes, and I’m still warmed up.”

“Guys,” Tamsin interrupted, flipping through a charred journal. “This bard’s lyrics are actually good. Like... disturbingly structured. With rhymes.”

“Counterfeit bard,” Tamsin declared, tossing the book into the fire.

Kael, meanwhile, was quietly collecting herbs from the battlefield. They weren’t magical, or even particularly fresh. He just said they "had good mouth feel." No one questioned him anymore.

Simon found a pair of shiny daggers and had already named them “Debt” and “Interest.” He refused to elaborate.

Among the spoils were weapons, armor, spellbooks—one of which hissed at Elias—and a bunch of enchanted trinkets no one understood. They divvied it up using the classic method of shouting over one another until someone either cried or caught on fire.



They wandered into the nearest town—Barkley’s Stand, or possibly Barkley’s Sit, depending on whether the sign had been turned sideways by a recent windstorm or angry raccoon.

The local tavern was still intact, which was an improvement over the last three villages they’d visited.

It was there, just past a goat tied to the ale barrel, that Elias saw it.

Plastered on the tavern wall.

“WANTED: THE SCARLET SCOURGE — 10,000 GOLD REWARD”

And underneath it, unmistakably, a badly sketched version of Elias with his hair too spiky, Brynja mid-yell, and a background blur that vaguely resembled an unpaid debt to reality.

“Scarlet Scourge?” Elias squawked. “What in the name of narrative nonsense is that?”

Tamsin whistled. “Could be worse. Last town called us ‘Crimson Casuals.’”

“I spent eight years establishing this brand!” Elias flailed. “We are Crimson Valor! Crimson. Valor. Not Brigade. Not Band. Not Blazing Morons!”

“Speak for yourself,” Simon said, admiring his own wanted sketch. “They got my jawline right.”

“I swear I just heard a page flip,” Elias muttered, rubbing his temples.

“What?”

“Nothing. Never mind. I’m fine. Everything’s fine. We’re fine. It’s fine.”



They settled into the tavern with minimal fire. Kael found a corner booth with optimal shadow coverage. Brynja challenged the local blacksmith to an arm-wrestling contest using the table leg as leverage. Lucinda was back to trying to determine if one of their new rings had healing properties or just smelled minty.

Tamsin tuned their lute. Or possibly detuned it, depending on how charitable the listener felt.

And Elias?

He stared at the ceiling.

Not because it was interesting.

Because it blinked.

Just for a second.

But it blinked.



“Did anyone else see that?”

“See what?” Tamsin asked, halfway into a harmony.

“The ceiling. It... blinked.”

Simon snorted. “You blinked.”

“I know what blinking looks like!” Elias snapped. “It was... it was like the sky. From earlier. It flickered. Glitched. Like a—like a page turning.”

Lucinda tilted her head. “You okay, Elias?”

Elias hesitated. Then nodded way too quickly. “Yeah. Of course. Just—just tired. Long day. Big fight. Warlock was yelling a lot.”

“Pretty sure that was you,” Kael murmured from behind a teacup.

“No, I—okay, yes, but also no.”



Somewhere between the second round of ale and the third argument about whether or not they should keep the poster as a memento, Elias muttered under his breath:

“I swear we’re in a book.”

No one responded.

The silence agreed with him.

Which was the worst part.

Because silence should never feel smug.
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Chapter 2 – "Ice or Fire"
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The spoils of war were being divided with all the grace of a drunken knife fight.

Lucinda had taken possession of a ring that glowed faintly green and smelled faintly like laundry soap. She claimed it helped her “sense sin.” No one knew what that meant, and she refused to elaborate.

Tamsin had their new lute propped on a chair and was tuning it to “open heartbreak tuning,” which they claimed made minor chords sound more tragic. They played three notes and made a bartender cry.

Brynja had successfully stacked her three crossbows like a tripod and was now seeing how many apples she could shoot off Kael’s head while he steeped tea.

Elias sat with his new spellbook wide open on his lap, utterly enthralled.

“Okay,” he said, pointing at a page. “Whoever this last owner was, they were either a genius or unhinged. Possibly both. This demon-summoning section has color-coded footnotes. And diagrams! Look at this one. This demon's got, like, four knees.”

Simon leaned over Elias’s shoulder, squinting. “What’s it say there?”

Elias read aloud. “‘When conjuring a minor imp, do NOT use parsley. It angers them.’ Good to know. I was going to garnish the circle.”

Lucinda gave him a long, tired look. “You weren’t.”

“I might have. The picture shows a garnish. That’s... culinary magic, right?”

Simon took a sip from someone else’s drink and shrugged. “As long as it’s not mint again.”

“I’m summoning an imp,” Elias said. “Not flavoring a chicken.”

“We can do both,” Kael muttered, flipping a herb pouch inside out.



The front door creaked open.

No one looked up until the squelch of dripping footsteps hit the floorboards.

Then Guido sat down.

Wet. Head to toe. Hair plastered. Expression somewhere between sheepish and waterlogged.

“Oh hey,” said Elias. “You were missing.”

“I fell down a well,” Guido said flatly.

“There are no wells in this town,” Lucinda said without even blinking.

“Okay,” Guido muttered. “So it was a really deep fountain.”

Everyone rolled their eyes in perfect, choreographed unity.

Simon reached into his pocket and pulled out two copper. “Who had ‘fountain incident’ in the Guido pool?”

Kael silently collected the coin. He hadn’t even written anything down.

Tamsin, not missing a beat, played a four-note motif that screamed wet disappointment.

Guido pulled out a damp, folded pamphlet from his pocket. “But I got us a flyer! There’s a noble looking to hire adventurers to retrieve a mirror or orb or cup or... some sacred glass thing. I stopped listening when the priest said ‘blessing opportunity.’”

“Can’t wait to break it,” Brynja said, stretching.

Elias, flipping through his spellbook, murmured, “Before we go anywhere, I’m going to try that imp spell. Just need to find a safe place.”

“Not near my herbs,” Kael warned.

“Not near my faith,” Lucinda added.

“Not near me,” Guido said, still dripping on the floor.

“Okay,” Elias said brightly. “So the alley behind
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