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RAIN LASHED AGAINST the grimy windows of the Cracked Flagon, a tavern hunched at the edge of the mist-shrouded village of Willowreek. Inside, the air reeked of stale ale and woodsmoke, the flicker of candlelight casting long shadows over a motley crowd. At a corner table, three figures huddled, their voices a low murmur beneath the clatter of tankards and the bard’s off-key lute.

The Misfits:

	Kael “Silvertongue” Veyra (Rogue, Half-Elf): Lithe and sharp-eyed, Kael lounged in his chair like a coiled serpent. His black leathers bore subtle scars, and a dagger with a serpentine hilt rested at his hip. Moon-pale hair fell to his shoulders, framing a face marked by a thin scar curving from cheekbone to jaw—a souvenir from a botched heist. His smirk was perpetual, but his moss-green eyes held a guarded edge. 



Motivation: A wanted poster with his name (and a generous bounty) in the next town over.


	Lysander Emberlyn (Bard, Tiefling): A whirlwind of crimson silk and brass confidence, Lysander’s horns curled like gilded ram’s horns, adorned with tiny bells that chimed as he leaned forward. His tail flicked restlessly, and his citrine eyes glittered with mischief. He strummed a lute inlaid with mother-of-pearl, its surface scratched from “enthusiastic performances.” 



Motivation: Seeking a ballad worthy of his name—preferably one involving dragons, doomed romance, or both.


	Thistle Quickroot (Druid, Halfling): Barely four feet tall, Thistle sat cross-legged on the table, her nut-brown cloak pooling around her. Wild curls the color of autumn leaves framed a face dusted with freckles, and her hands—calloused from digging in soil—clutched a staff twined with living ivy. A fat raven named Corvus perched on her shoulder, pecking at crumbs. 



Motivation: The woods near Willowreek had begun whispering of rot, and Thistle’s dreams were filled with wilting roots and a woman’s weeping.



Enter Aria Dawnsorrow (Cleric, Elf):

The tavern door creaked open, and a figure cloaked in storm-gray plate armor stepped inside. Her tabard bore the faded sigil of Lathander, god of dawn, though the golden sun was cracked at its center. She pushed back her hood, revealing a face both weary and unyielding, high cheekbones weathered by sun and battle, a jagged streak of white cutting through her auburn braid. Her eyes, the steel-blue of a winter sky, scanned the room before settling on the trio.

“I hear you’re heading to the Hollowed Farmstead,” Aria said, her voice low and graveled. She slid into the seat beside Thistle, ignoring Kael’s raised brow. “You’ll need a cleric.”

Lysander grinned, plucking a dramatic minor chord. “A woman of divine purpose! And such a tragic backstory—I can smell it. Do tell: Are you running toward glory or from ghosts?”

Aria’s jaw tightened. “The dead don’t stay buried in that place. Neither will we, if we’re fools.”

Thistle tilted her head, Corvus mimicking the motion. “The land is sick,” she said softly. “It screams in the quiet hours. You... hear it too?”

Before Aria could answer, Kael leaned forward, flipping a gold coin across his knuckles. “Let’s say we trust you. What’s a holy warrior want with a cursed patch of dirt?”

Aria unclasped a pendant from her neck—a tiny sun disc, its edges blackened. “The farmer’s daughter. Miriana. She was my initiate. Two months ago, she sent a letter begging for help. Then silence.” She met Kael’s gaze. “I don’t abandon my own.”

A beat passed. Then Lysander slammed his tankard down. “Perfect! A haunted farm, a missing maiden, and us, the most dazzling disaster to ever...”

Thistle interrupted, pointing at Aria’s pendant. “The darkening... It started when Miriana vanished, didn’t it?”

Aria nodded. Whatever lurked at the farmstead was sapping her divine connection. She’d lied about the letter, Miriana’s final words had been scribbled in something dark and sticky: “It’s in the walls.”

The Road to Hollowed Farmstead

Dawn broke pale and sickly as the party trudged through fields where wheat stalks bent like broken necks. The farmhouse loomed ahead, its roof sagging, windows boarded. A child’s doll lay half-buried in the mud, one button eye missing.

Kael crouched, inspecting the earth. “No animal tracks. No anything tracks.”

Thistle pressed a palm to the soil, shuddering. “The earth is... empty. Like something drank its soul.”

Lysander hummed a marching tune, but his tail bristled. “Chin up! If we die, I’ll compose such a dirge they’ll weep in every tavern from here to Waterd...”

Aria froze. “Quiet.”

From the house came a sound, a wet, rhythmic thud. Like an axe striking meat.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 

The Hollowed Farmstead


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The thud echoed again, wet and deliberate, as if the farmhouse itself were a rotten heart beating. Aria’s hand went to her war mace, its head etched with fading prayers. Lysander’s lute slipped into a tense, dissonant melody, his citrine eyes narrowing. Thistle’s ivy staff glowed faintly, while Kael unsheathed his dagger, the serpentine hilt hissing as venom dripped from its hollow tip.

“Charming ambiance,” Kael muttered. “Reminds me of my uncle’s cellar.”

“Quiet,” Aria hissed, pushing open the creaking door.

The stench hit them first, coppery blood and spoiled milk. The main room was a tableau of decay: a shattered rocking chair, a hearth choked with ashes, and walls streaked with blackened veins that pulsed faintly. But it was the ceiling that stole their breath. Dozens of dolls hung by their necks, twitching as though alive, their button eyes tracking the party’s every move.

Thud.

The sound came from the cellar. Aria moved first, her armor clanking as she descended the splintered stairs. The others followed, Corvus the raven croaking a warning.

The cellar was a slaughterhouse. Animal carcasses—some bovine, some grotesquely humanoid—lay dissected on a stone slab, their organs arranged in spirals. At the center stood a hunched figure, its back to them, raising a cleaver.

“Miriana?” Aria whispered.

The figure turned.

It was Miriana, but wrong. Her skin had split like overripe fruit, revealing glistening muscle beneath. Her eyes were milky orbs, and her mouth stretched into a lipless grin. A blackened sun pendant identical to Aria’s dangled from her neck.

“Sister...” Miriana rasped, her voice a chorus of flies. “You’re too late. The Devourer... it’s in the walls. In the soil.”

Thistle gasped. “The corruption, it’s not just the land. It’s alive.”

Miriana lunged.

Chaos erupted. Kael ducked beneath a cleaver swing, slashing at her tendons. Lysander’s lute shrieked a sonic blast, shattering jars of preserved... things. Thistle’s ivy lashed out, binding Miriana’s limbs, but the roots blackened and crumbled at her touch.

Aria stepped forward, her mace blazing with feeble golden light. 

“Miriana, I’m here to save you!”

“Save...?” Miriana laughed, a sound like breaking glass. 

“The Devourer feasts on faith, Sister. Your light is its appetizer.”

Aria’s strike faltered and Miriana seized her wrist, rotting flesh sloughing onto Aria’s armor. “You shouldn’t have come,” she hissed. “Now it’ll taste you too.”

A guttural roar shook the cellar. The walls moved, peeling back to reveal pulsating flesh, teeth, and eyes, a living entity consuming the farmstead from within. The Devourer.

“Time to leave!” Kael yelped, throwing a smoke pellet.

They fled as the house collapsed behind them, the ground swallowing the horror whole. But Aria’s pendant shattered entirely, its light extinguished.
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Weeks later, the party camped in the rain-drenched ruins of a watchtower. Aria knelt by the fire, scrubbing blackened rot from her armor. The Devourer’s corruption still clung to her, a cold itch beneath her skin.

Lysander strummed a mournful tune. “So. This ‘Devourer’—it eats gods?”

“It eats faith,” Aria corrected. “The more devout the soul, the sweeter the meal. Miriana was... devout.”

Thistle poked the fire, her raven pecking at a beetle. “It’s spreading. The rot. Not fast, but... directionless. Like it’s searching.”

Kael tossed a dagger into a rotting beam. “Searching for what?”

“Power,” Aria said. “It’s drawn to divine energy. Which is why we need to find the Herdstone.”

Lysander nearly dropped his lute. “The what stone?”

Aria unrolled a map, pointing to a valley shrouded in mist. “The Valley of Everflow. Villagers whisper of a relic there, an ancient druidic stone that transforms women into ‘hucows.’ Bovine-human hybrids. They say it... enhances fertility. Lactation. A font of life magic.”

Kael snorted. “You want us to find a magic cow rock? What’s next, a choir of singing turnips?”

“The Herdstone’s power is life itself,” Thistle murmured, her fingers tracing the map. “If the Devourer seeks faith and flesh, the stone would be a feast. Or... a weapon.”

Aria nodded. “If we secure it first, we might lure the Devourer into a trap. Or destroy it.”

Lysander’s tail swished. “And the hucows? Are we rescuing damsels or recruiting a dairy brigade?”

“They’re not animals,” Aria snapped. “They’re victims. The stone’s magic warps them, body and mind. Some village women go willingly, desperate for children. Others are taken. But the transformation is... irreversible.”

Kael flipped his dagger. “So. Steal a cursed rock from a valley of monster cows. What could go wrong?”
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