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    To my family, for putting up with the chaos.To my friends, for never asking, "Wait, are you sure about this?"And to my readers—thanks for joining the adventure, despite the warning signs, the missing map, and the general sense that this was not the plan.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some trip over it face-first while being chased by frost giants."— Ancient Proverb, Probably Misquoted
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ACT I – The Legend Still Standing
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Chapter 1: The Routine Raid
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Five years had passed. Five years since the misfits who called themselves Crimson Valor had stumbled into accidental legend, tripped over infamy, and somehow survived long enough to become public figures. Statues had been erected. Songs had been sung—badly. Entire taverns were renamed in their honor. They had achieved something resembling renown, and not once had they earned it intentionally.

But time had changed them. Somewhat. They were no longer complete failures. Just partial ones.

And they were proud of that.

This morning's job was supposed to be simple: clear a low-level dungeon rumored to be crawling with goblins and retrieve a stolen crate of enchanted potatoes. Easy coin. Light danger. Probably wouldn’t involve fire.

Probably.

The old ruin loomed before them, tucked into a mossy hillside. The door was half-collapsed, more rubble than threshold. Brynja squinted at it.

“Do we knock, or just break it like last time?”

Simon stepped forward, already fiddling with the rusted handle. “Technically we broke it last time by knocking, so I vote we skip the foreplay.”

Elias stood behind them, flipping nervously through a worn spellbook. He had restyled his robe recently—more sigils, fewer burn marks—and was determined to test a new incantation he'd dubbed Phoenix Blast. He whispered the syllables under his breath, glancing at the others. “It’s refined now. Less... bird.”

Kael sipped from a steaming mug of tea and muttered, “It was never supposed to be bird.”

“I know that,” Elias hissed. “This time, it’s precision. Focused energy. One clean, directed—”

He thrust his hand forward.

With a whoosh and a high-pitched kweh, five flaming birds exploded from his palm, squawking and wheeling around the dungeon entrance like feathered, incandescent banshees.

Lucinda screamed. Tamsin dropped their lute. Brynja instinctively swung her axe at one, missing by several feet.

The flaming birds dive-bombed the ruins, igniting a tattered banner and several wooden crates near the doorway.

From inside, goblins shrieked.

Then came the sound of panicked footsteps. Green shapes burst from the shadows, weapons forgotten, yelping in goblin-speak about “skyfire poultry” and “the cursed chicken wizard.”

Within seconds, the dungeon had emptied itself.

“See?” Elias said, chest puffed, trying not to show that one of the birds had singed his sleeve. “Effective.”

Kael glanced at the smoldering rubble. “You summoned five flaming chickens and scared off a goblin tribe.”

“Phoenixes,” Elias corrected. “Small ones.”

Simon patted his shoulder. “Buddy, if we ever fight a bakery, you’re our guy.”

They entered the now-empty ruin cautiously. Brynja led the way, axe drawn. Lucinda muttered a few protective prayers under her breath, one of which caused Simon’s belt to glow for ten minutes.

Tamsin hummed a tune meant to “calm the air,” but it only made the lingering flames pulse to the beat.

The stolen crate sat in the back chamber, guarded only by a single goblin trap that had already caught the dungeon’s cat. The party stared at it for a long moment.

“I think we’re improving,” Brynja said, cautiously proud.

Lucinda nodded. “No one’s on fire this time.”

Tamsin lifted the crate and promptly sneezed. “Mostly.”

Simon examined the walls. “Anyone else notice there’s a whole corridor we didn’t even check?”

Kael took another sip of tea. “They ran. Why chase them? We got the potatoes.”

As they exited the dungeon—crate in tow, scorch marks trailing behind them—Elias paused at the threshold. His robe was only mildly damaged, and his hair had achieved a new volume he would later try to replicate on purpose.

“I think this went well,” he said.

Brynja stopped in her tracks. “You set the building on fire with birds.”

“Improved birds.”

Lucinda grinned, wiping soot from her cheek. “You’d think five years would be enough to figure out how a door works.”

Simon gave a small laugh. “Or how to open one without causing a magical poultry incident.”

“Progress,” Kael said, shrugging.

They trudged back toward town, the smell of smoke, singed goblin, and lightly roasted poultry wafting in their wake.

They weren’t the legendary Crimson Valor. Not even close.

But they were theirs.

And somehow, despite the odds, despite the flaming chickens and the fact that half the town still didn’t believe they were real heroes—they were still standing.

Somehow, that was enough.
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Chapter 2: The Conference of Glories
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The invitation was wax-sealed, gold-rimmed, and delivered by a talking raven who sounded vaguely insulted to be doing it.

“To the noble, battle-hardened heroes of Crimson Valor,” it squawked, dropping the scroll unceremoniously into Elias’s tea.

He fished it out, read it twice, then once more to make sure he hadn’t misread anything through the chamomile. The words stayed the same.

They’d been invited to the Grand Summit of Heroic Orders. A legendary event. An elite gathering of the world’s greatest warriors, spellcasters, beast-slayers, and saviors of kingdoms.

“See?” Elias said, beaming. “Recognition! Proof! We’re not just flukes anymore!”

“I once ate a sandwich labeled ‘experimental’ and lived,” Simon muttered. “That doesn’t mean I’m a chemist.”

They went anyway.

The summit was held in a glimmering skyhall above the capital, suspended by magic and sheer arrogance. Floating spires, glass archways, enchanted banners flapping in wind that didn’t exist—it was every bard’s fever dream of what greatness should look like.

And from the moment they walked in, it was clear they did not belong.

The main hall buzzed with polished armor and magical auras. Heroes shimmered, posed, and politely debated tactics over wine that tasted like metaphor. There was a harp soloist in the corner, playing a tune so noble Tamsin immediately tried to mimic it and knocked over a dessert tower.

No one clapped.

Their first few minutes were... tentative.

Brynja stuck out like a sore thumb—greasy axe, chipped armor, a stain on her chest that definitely wasn’t from battle. Lucinda’s robes were slightly burnt from their last encounter with a cursed teapot. Kael drank complimentary sparkling nectar like it was tavern ale and whispered that he didn’t trust any food that glowed.

Elias tried to mingle.

“Hello! Elias Blackwell, arcane specialist and strategic lead for Crimson Valor—”

“Crimson Valor?” a tall, glowering paladin asked, frowning. “The Crimson Valor?”

Elias straightened. “Yes. I mean... we are... them.”

“Interesting,” the paladin muttered, and walked away stiffly.

Tamsin took the stage without asking.

They cleared their throat, strummed a slightly off-tune chord, and bellowed:

“From the flames they rise, a chaotic crew,
One’s got bad posture, the other can't spew
But heroes they are, through dumb luck and fate—
So let’s raise a toast before we’re too late!”
It rhymed. Technically.

Unfortunately, the final note was sharp. Literally.

A magical echo bounced across the hall and struck the enchanted custard fountain—centerpiece of the entire spread. The custard exploded in a geyser of sticky, star-shaped pudding, spraying half the front row and shattering a dozen wine glasses.

Elias turned white. Simon took the opportunity to slip behind the gift table and stuff three enchanted soaps and a mysterious scroll into his bag.

“Play through it!” Tamsin yelled, strumming faster.

Lucinda pulled them off the stage by their sash.

It wasn’t the first impression they wanted.

It was, however, very on brand.

Their hopes of
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