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Synopsis: Embers Rising



Previously in the lives of the Fixers . . . 

Joh, Caelbren, Laurenze, and Illara formed a party of adventurers fifteen years ago. They set out as mercenaries with a conscience; not the usual types to stab their own mothers for a bag of coin, and only took jobs for the right reasons. Or tried their best to, anyway.

Over time, other members came and went, but the group eventually stabilized as Kaimana joined the party two years later, and Taelinn a year after that. At that stage the group was well-balanced, with two straight-ahead fighters (Joh and Kaimana), two spellcasters with different skillsets (Caelbren and Illara), and two sneaky roguish types (Laurenze and Taelinn, with her also a deadly archer). With magic being fairly rare, having two spellcasters especially enhanced the group’s versatility and synergy.

One job unfortunately slipped through the cracks, as the party found themselves used by the Aethryn Corp for what turned out to be corporate sabotage. One Aethryn executive (Siorus) accompanied them on the job, as per the company president’s insistence. They added Aethryn and Siorus to their blacklists after the job, and doubled down on their screening process.

As Arian’s monarchy became more erratic and corrupt, the party increasingly took jobs with the help of their employment agent Melynbraf, to help transition the nation’s government towards democracy. Several candidates emerged: some idealistic, like Kraga, and some regressive, like Twylo. After a few more years, the monarchy was out. A centrist interim president (Lestucio) ruled Arian while the logistics of the new government were worked out, then another centrist candidate (Driewnapper) became president.

Through a colleague at the national intelligence service, Melynbraf arranged a government contract in Faverro, a Valdorian city-state, to help quell some breakaway rebels. The party was usually loath to take on work of a politically motivated or assassination nature. But it was lucrative, challenging, and seemed like a successful result would improve peace and international relations. So, after some debate, they took the job.

It was a mistake.

They snuck into a former cathedral in Artigema, preparing to accost the rebel leaders before their expected arrival there. But this did not occur . . . later that night, outsiders sealed them into the building, and some force summoned a terrible creature, later called the Guardian, to attack them. The Guardian was invulnerable to the party’s most effective magic: Caelbren’s fire, and Illara’s illusion and trickery, and they learned this to their peril. Illara died in the fight while Kaimana sustained a terrible shoulder injury. They cleverly defeat the Guardian, though it starts a huge fire afterward. The surviving party members ride swiftly home, their mission in failure.

It turned out that it wasn’t a failure, but a setup. They arrived home to find Melynbraf and the intelligence agent both murdered. Later, news came of bodies discovered in the catacombs of the burned cathedral, belonging to federalist politicians who opposed the rebels. This reignited efforts against the rebels and inadvertently led to better international relations between Arian and Valdoria. But the party cared little about that compared to their lost friends.

They soon went their separate ways. Joh had to return home to his family estate and become heir apparent after his brother died. Caelbren withdrew, becoming even more paranoid and reclusive, and eventually faked his death. Kaimana, in the process of healing his shoulder, fell into a lengthy spiral of booze and reckless behavior. Laurenze and Taelinn left town in separate directions to ‘find themselves.’ They all kept in sporadic contact, but rarely met up as a group over the next seven years.

Kaimana, over the course of working as a caravan guard to pay off his gambling debts and get his life back on track, makes an alluring discovery. Old Man Aethryn was on his deathbed, and his home seemed inadequately guarded. So Kaimana tracks down Laurenze and together they come up with a plan to discreetly break in and steal from their old enemy.

They travel to Dogwood and, after surveilling the Aethryn mansion for a few days, climb into a third-floor window. They reach Aethryn’s bedroom, but Aethryn wakes up, so Kaimana has no choice but to smother him. After a search, the pair pocket a small fortune in gems and coin, but the most valuable discovery is paperwork. Aethryn’s diary admits he was behind the disastrous job in Artigema for profit, and had Melynbraf and the intelligence agent murdered. In the cathedral fight, the Guardian was designed to utilize the information Siorus had gathered on the party’s strengths to their disadvantage. The diary revealed several co-conspirators, along with an array of other disturbing information. Laurenze and Kaimana decide they have to reunite the old party to right these wrongs. They send letters to everyone just before they leave for Caelbren’s house in Capital City.

Joh, disinterested in the job of running the family estate, puts Arak temporarily in charge and leaves to join his old friends. Taelinn has more trouble leaving, as she was working once more in Arian’s military. She was getting restless with the job and one co-worker in particular, Captain Callum, so she already had feelers out for transfers. An exciting opportunity comes her way that she can’t turn down: a stint in Harazos’s Fort Szarnok; in an advisory Ariani detachment at a higher rank. But upon receiving Laurenze’s letter, she is compelled to quickly search for an exit strategy. Callum has his minions harass her and goads her into a duel . . . and she sees that as her opportunity. While in the process of winning the duel, Taelinn slips a nonlethal poison into her wound and onto Callum’s sabre, causing him to be accused of cheating. Before going to Harazos, she is granted a leave of absence and takes the opportunity to visit Capital City.

Once reunited, the five party members begin their work. They gather information on some of their old enemies and others with dirty hands. The party trains together, getting back into fighting shape. Without Illara, there is a void in their group. Caelbren cannot perform the illusion and trickery magic that she could, and it is better to have someone else on defense while he concentrates on offense. So they sent feelers around for a recruit.

Taelinn decides to go on to Harazos anyway, since the diary had some cryptic information about that nation being part of some grand plan. She has her buddy, Sergeant Lachlann, transferred to the post to help her, and subcontracts some students to look into the history of the conflicts on that island. After getting the lay of the land, Taelinn sets up a pottery shop in Nag City as a sham business (mainly for the mailing address, as other means for anonymous communication are scarce). She and Lachlann use the shop and a bank safe deposit box to send and receive letters whenever they are on leave.

Joh goes through the steps of abdicating ownership of his family estate in order to protect the residents from any fallout. He plans to pass it to Arak, but instead, Arak leaves the estate and joins Joh on the mission as well. The party makes plans against the Aethryn Corp, and through shell companies and anonymous accounts, places numerous short sell bets on that company’s stock price. Knowing it would be wise to leave Arian for a while, they establish a base in Alphaville by purchasing a run-down vineyard. They send Arak there to begin fixing it up for their purposes.

The party chooses a new member, Raven, and they head up to the Northern Tip to retrieve her. But they discover Raven languishing in a jail cell, and have to break her out. They make their escape and take a roundabout trip to Dogwood, where they begin sabotaging Aethryn and releasing news of some of their crimes. As expected, their market value plummets, and the party profits from it. They continue back to Capital City.

Taelinn discovers some shocking mistreatment of the Nagedapoli by the Harazotians, and a fact that was little known outside the island: a cruel siege of a Petosan port city by the Arranzans. She shares this news with the party, as they need to inform the public about these transgressions by supposed allied nations. Her advisory unit secretly tests out some new weapons; superior swords and bows made of some strange bluish metal. The brass sends them to a nearby Moszkovian guard post to test the weapons on human targets; resulting in a massacre. In the chaos, she steals a bluish crossbow bolt to study it, but Lachlann is forced to kill an Ariani soldier who catches her in the act to prevent their deception from being discovered.

The party targets Minecci, a sleazy, litigious speculator who was a former business partner turned antagonist of Aethryn. Raven spies upon him at his office for a time, then when he leaves for home one evening, she steals incriminating paperwork from his desk while the rest of the party kidnaps him. They keep him blindfolded in Caelbren’s cellar while questioning him, eventually finding out many secrets about Aethryn Corp; primarily that they funnelled dark money from casino mobs and other criminal enterprises to Twylo’s political campaigns. They also suspect that Twylo, the erstwhile Aethryn, and Siorus are part of a backwoods religious cult that reveres Harazos. The party keeps the paperwork as blackmail, threatening to release it to Minecci’s enemies should he breathe a word of this, then knock him out and drop him somewhere safe. They investigate Taelinn’s report of the bluish weapons, and make some surprising discoveries—it may be the work of a sinister, long-lost society of gnomes, who, according to some historical fiction Laurenze came across, had interfered similarly in the past. Whether truth or legend, they had to treat it as a possibility.

Hostilities continue to escalate between Harazos and Moszko after the guard post incident. Taelinn receives orders to go north of Nag City and advise the troops massing along the border, facing off against a larger Moszkovian force. A battle ensues, and her outnumbered side was in deep trouble until Taelinn takes control of the artillery and cleverly stops a cavalry charge, demoralizing the enemy. She sends her student research team home since an all-out war seems imminent.

Kaimana was growing restless, since his skills had been largely underutilized for a while. His drinking and whoremongering was spiralling out of control, and this was becoming clear to the rest of the party. Everyone suspected people might be trying to follow them, and this would intensify over time, so needed him to stop potentially drawing attention. Laurenze independently devised a crazy scheme for his old friend Calliri to pose as a high-end escort, drawing from her past experience. Then she surreptitiously drugged Kaimana into unconsciousness and relieved him of his coin. Laurenze kept a close eye on the complete operation, making sure Calliri didn’t go overboard, and the mission was a success. Kaimana sheepishly moved out of his inn in the party district and into Caelbren’s house, without saying why.

The party theorizes that if the blue weapons were being supplied by the deep gnomes, they were probably being sent through a magical gate. As they only had a trifling knowledge of magical gates, Caelbren comes up with a plan for destroying one. Armed with his chemical compounds, Raven and Kaimana get sent to Harazos, since according to Taelinn things seemed to be boiling over there.

Everyone else starts to wrap up their investigations in Capital City, planning to relocate to Alphaville shortly. Though after a few too many trips to investigate one of the casino mobs, an informant (Rikart) betrays them. The mob captures Joh and Laurenze and takes them to an isolated warehouse where they beat and question them. In Capital City, the party is currently short-staffed, with only Caelbren around to rescue them. He inquires around, hiring a shady group of investigators to locate them, then Caelbren kills all the sadistic mobsters. Nursing injuries, they track down Rikart and intimidate him, saying he’d better leave town and keep quiet about them in the future. After the warehouse incident, the mob would likely be after Rikart soon enough. With dangerous people now definitely having their descriptions at least, Caelbren, Laurenze, and Joh immediately skip town and head towards Alphaville. They put Calliri on the payroll as their Capital City representative tasked with sending and receiving mail. Though she is as blind to a lot of their plans as everyone but Laurenze is about Kaimana’s drugging.

Raven and Kaimana arrive in Nag City disguised as traders. They leave a note at the pottery shop and wait for the next time one of their friends arrives. When Lachlann arrives, Raven accompanies him (invisibly) as he returns to Fort Szarnok, while Kaimana maintains the guise in Nag City. As Raven arrives at the fort, she invisibly stalks around until she finds more bluish weapons, including catapult parts, and discovers the magical gate in the cellar of a classified building. She also finds out that the Ariani XO is a spellcaster able to open the gate, and witnesses seemingly gnomish hands—small bluish-grey ones, anyway—passing weapons through the gate as the XO passes barrels of oil and food as payment.

Together, they craft a plan and patiently await the perfect day. Raven follows the Ariani CO this time and discovers he is also a spellcaster. As he opens the gate, she uses a bluish longsword to attack him, but even though she is invisible, he notices her first. She sustains an injury from a magical energy burn, but manages to kill the CO.

Raven pushes an oil barrel through the gate to the gnomes. Then she fills one of the food barrels with Caelbren’s incendiary formula and some explosive balls from the fort. She lights the explosive balls and shoves the barrel through. This and the oil barrel triggers a massive enough explosion on the gnomes’ side that the gate simply winks out on her side. Then she repeats the process; pouring the remaining formula near another oil barrel and an explosive ball. She changes her appearance to that of the CO and calls all the guards outside into the building. Raven orders the guards into the cellar, then bowls a lit explosive ball in after them, and runs out just before the building explodes. She plants evidence suggesting Taelinn and Lachlann also died at the scene, then joins that pair. They sneak into the XO’s office and kill him, thus eliminating the only other person able to reopen the gate. They hope anyway, as they make their escape from the fort.

Months ago, Taelinn had a twinge of guilt about framing Callum in the duel. So she penned a letter to her old company commander—to be opened in the event of her death—admitting his innocence in the matter. However, since she took the initiative to hire investigators to look into him, she attached an addendum detailing several actual crimes that Callum should be charged with.

Seppen, an ex-private investigator turned intelligence agency deputy director, is revealed to have been privately running investigations on the party members on behalf of Aethryn and Twylo for years. She has had a difficult time keeping tabs on most of them, as several are suspected dead. She has a conversation with Twylo—who took over as her primary client after Old Man Aethryn’s death—and he orders her to find some evidence on them and use it to capture them. After hearing of the incident at Fort Harazos, she suspects that one of the supposedly dead officers at the fort was the female elven archer from that party of adventurers, but she keeps that information to herself as she plans her next moves.


1007 Late Winter

Taelinn 1—After the Smoke Cleared



Taelinn, Lachlann, and Raven briskly walked east towards Nag City alongside the main road, remaining close to each other beneath the cloak of Raven’s invisibility. It was near sunset already by the time they escaped the chaos of Fort Szarnok, sparked by the massive explosion they caused. They only managed a few more miles, alternating between jogging and walking, before darkness hindered further progress.

The trio camped far off-road, not daring to make a fire, and were hesitant to become visible again to risk army patrols or even civilian travellers spotting them. They had no choice but to rematerialize; Raven couldn’t maintain their veil while asleep. They took turns on watch, allowing Raven to rest first since she had the most intense day. Blowing up a building in a high-security military garrison, going one-on-one against a wizard, and all that.

Taelinn helped care for Raven’s arm wound, caused by the erstwhile Colonel Ashdric’s magical energy burn, which gave her some obvious discomfort. Raven claimed her new unguent and several days of rest (not that they were likely to get much in the next couple days) should heal it completely. Must be potent stuff if that’s true, Taelinn thought.

* * *

The next morning, they continued on beside the road. Traffic picked up midday, with groups of riders and caravans passing in either direction. They neared a rest stop with a half-dozen wagons and their associated travellers idling; longer than they probably expected since an army patrol was questioning everyone and searching all the wagons.

Lachlann pointed out a long, partially covered wagon with room on the rear flatbed. “Why don’t we hop on?”

Taelinn nodded. “That should let us rest and cover more miles.” But mostly, they were thinking of Raven, and trying to support her recovery.

The three of them approached the wagon and waited until the drivers reached their seats up front, getting ready to depart. They needed to remain close to each other to maintain Raven’s magical cover, so they awkwardly backed themselves up to the wagon. Lachlann lifted himself up to a sitting position on one side, then helped pull Raven up beside him. Taelinn pulled herself up on the other side of Raven and all three sat on the flatbed, letting their legs dangle to rest their feet. It was a four-horse carriage with a lot of cargo already, so they were certain their weight would not be noticed.

Or so they thought. After an hour or two, the drivers must have noticed the wagon wasn’t travelling as fast as they desired, so they stopped, pulling off-road to check it out. The trio cautiously hopped off and stepped aside, letting the drivers inspect the rear of the wagon and shrug. Then the carriage continued on its journey without them.

Lachlann weighed nearly as much as Taelinn and Raven combined, so it seemed that their extra four hundred pounds and change were indeed causing a drag.

Taelinn shrugged. “It saved us some walking for a few miles, anyway.”

Raven nodded, shaking out her arm. “I was grateful for a little rest.”

They continued on, knowing that they were close but wouldn’t quite make it to the city gates before it got dark again. So they camped for a second night.

* * *

Late the following morning, they reached the city and stopped at the enclosed gates. Once the guards finished thoroughly inspecting a caravan and opened the gates for it, the trio walked right through before the wagons even started to roll.

They went straight to the inn, and into Raven’s still paid-for room. Raven dispelled her illusion, then lay down and put more ointment on her arm, while Lachlann started arranging items in his pack. Taelinn donned one of her wigs to conceal her pointy ears and left, heading towards Kaimana’s room.

She knocked on the door; no answer. He might have been at lunch, the markets, or the shop. She returned to Raven’s room. “He must be out. I’ll go find him.”

Lachlann said, “Need me to accompany you?”

Taelinn considered this. Normally she’d be fine venturing out alone, but it was probably not the time to take chances. “Yes, perhaps that’s a good idea.”

First, she wrote a note, and slipped it under Kaimana’s door. Then she and Lachlann left the inn. The pair checked out the markets; he wasn’t there. So they proceeded to the pottery shop, which was also empty. She observed the shop’s good condition; it looked like he was maintaining the subterfuge. Good, Taelinn thought. After writing another note, she left it on the desk and returned to the inn.

Raven was still lying down when they returned, but her condition looked slightly improved.

“He must be out somewhere. We’ll wait here for him.”


Joh 1—Kissing the Ground



Joh, Laurenze, and Caelbren kept a watchful eye out when they arrived at the port city of Palmetto after their overland getaway. Fortunately, it did not seem like there was any heat on their tails—no police, no military types, no mobsters—so they cautiously booked passage on the next ship east to Alphaville, using a fresh set of aliases. They disguised their appearances, mostly with hats, baggy clothes, and their week-plus of facial hair growth accumulated on the road from Capital City.

Joh used the journey across Noelani Bay as an opportunity to rest up his aching ribs after all the hard riding. Always felt odd to him, resting; he was inclined to remain highly active. But rest, plus slathering gobs of Raven’s healing salve on his injuries, needed to be done for his recovery.

The trio purchased separate cabins on the ship—a more spartan vessel than the extravagant ones Caelbren (and to an extent Laurenze, though he tried not to admit it) had gotten used to. They regularly met up to chat, share meals, and mostly to disrupt the boredom.

* * *

It was halfway through the voyage. Laurenze brought a deck of cards to Joh’s cabin. They crowded around the small round table in the cramped cabin, the two visitors having lugged over their own rooms’ single chairs to use.

Laurenze dealt five cards to each player, face down, and two cards (a prince and a seven) face up on the table. The objective, after discarding unwanted cards, was to get the best five-card hand, using ones’s own cards and the community cards. Everyone had their own mounds of silver and gold crowns, along with a pile in the middle for the current round’s betting.

Joh flipped his cards over. “Two pairs, princes and nines.”

Laurenze went next. “Three princes.”

Caelbren tossed his cards into the discard pile. “One pair. Surprisingly, Mr. Sleight of Hand wins again.”

Laurenze chuckled. He slid the pot over to his ever-growing pile, then raised both hands, opening his sleeves. He flipped his palms face up, then face down. “Can you spot any hidden cards here?”

“I’ve been watching, and haven’t seen you cheat,” Caelbren admitted.

Joh smiled. “Same here. If he is cheating, he’s good.”

“You know I’m good.” Laurenze winked. “Admittedly, it would be good practice, but I haven’t been cheating. And before you ask, it’s not all luck, either.”

“Sure it isn’t.”

“What made Kaimana such a terrible gambler? Can’t have all been due to bad luck.”

“He couldn’t read people? At least in games of chance,” Caelbren suggested.

“Correct. That’s the key to it.”

“Being all boozed up and pissed off couldn’t have helped either,” Joh said. “Glad he’s off gambling for good.”

Laurenze nodded. “Seems that way. I hope so too. He’s a smart guy—don’t tell him I said that—but he has some . . . ” He put a hand to his chin and paused while probably thinking of a gentler term. “Deficiencies.”

Caelbren smirked. “Speaking of Kaimana, here’s some interesting trivia. We probably sailed past his home island yesterday or the day before. It sits several miles north of our course.”

“That means we should be in Elflands waters soon, if not already.” Joh said.

“That’s a relief. Farewell to the Arian authorities.”

“For now.”

* * *

They arrived in Alphaville around a week later. Joh felt almost fully healed, and Laurenze’s comparatively minor injuries and bruises were gone. Even though in elven waters they were technically out of the grasp of Ariani forces, they didn’t quite feel complete relief until stepping foot onto another nation’s soil.

The trio retrieved their horses and cargo, then stopped at their storage building downtown. Caelbren granted Joh passage through all his magical wards, then they unloaded much of their valuable cargo—Joh and Caelbren’s possessions—inside.

Next, they rode east through the Elflands capital—colloquially nicknamed ‘Alphaville’—which remained lush with greenery. In north-central Arian, the trees would have gone dormant this late in winter, but that wasn’t the case this far south. After a few more miles, they arrived at their vineyard shell company.

It was Joh’s first time seeing the property. He knew Arak had been hard at work making improvements since the original purchase, but Laurenze and Caelbren were marvelling even at the condition of the exterior fence. They passed through the gates and nodded their appreciation for the vines’ progress.

As the trio rode up, Arak emerged from the manor house with a big smile on his face. He came right up to Joh and they embraced until Joh started feeling it in his ribs. “Not so hard,” he said, wincing.

“Sorry,” Arak said, releasing his arms.

“Love what you’ve done with the place,” Laurenze said.

Caelbren nodded. “Yes, looks like you’ve done excellent work.”

“Thanks. I hired workers to tend to the vines occasionally and make a few repairs. The hard work is mostly finished until harvest. Almost looks like a real vineyard, eh?”

“Certainly. I’ve seen worse back in the Valley.”

“Still a little ways out from actually producing a drop of wine.” Arak looked them up and down, scanning for injuries. “I received your last letter a few days ago. Glad you made it out of there okay.”

“It’s quite a story. We’ll tell you all about it.” Joh said.

Laurenze jutted his thumb over at Caelbren. “He saved our asses.”

Caelbren blushed. “I did what I had to do. Really, it was your contacts that pinpointed your location first.”

Laurenze frowned. “Right. Though using them should be a last resort, it needed to be done. They’re very talented . . . frighteningly so.”

They strolled towards the manor. Caelbren granted Joh passage to the secured areas in the cellars and most of the second story. Then they unloaded the rest of their cargo inside.

Arak asked Joh, “So, what do we do next?”

“Lie low here for a while and wait for the others.”

Caelbren said, “How about we take a trip back downtown? I could really use a bath.”

“Yes, all of us could.” Joh chuckled, and the others smiled in agreement. “First, let’s draft a couple letters to send back to Capital City once we get back downtown.”


Kaimana 1—Custodial Engineering



Back to being the party’s janitor, Kaimana thought, as he once again mopped the floor of the sham pottery shop in Nag City. It was only a passing moment of self-deprecation. Maintaining the pretext of their alleged business was still important work, he assured himself. If everything went smoothly, he wouldn’t have to do it much longer.

Raven had been gone nearly a week. Kaimana assumed she and Taelinn were snooping around the fort cautiously, but it shouldn’t take them much longer to take care of the situation. His job—aside from acting as a backup in case anything went horribly wrong—was to sell off their remaining cargo and purchase something to take back to Alphaville, to maintain their façade as legitimate merchants. Before hitting the markets in Nag City, he wasn’t certain what the elven customers would want back in return. Not like it really mattered; it was cover cargo, after all. Prior to leaving Alphaville, Raven conducted research, and discovered a high demand for rare spices there, which were cheap here. Gave the elven fare some much-needed flavour for the tourists, he supposed. After Raven left, he spent the first couple of days filling their empty cart with various spices, and now had everything packed and ready to go. As soon as Raven, Taelinn, and Lachlann returned, they’d catch a ship the hells out of this place.

Taelinn had given him a letter she composed to the real estate agent she leased the pottery business from. As soon as they were ready to leave, he’d drop that off. Despite having months left on the lease, the letter explained that her so-called employer would not be renewing given the recent regional tensions. It was sealed with a generous bonus for the inconvenience. The agent likely wouldn’t be too upset; the lease was fully paid to the end of the term, and the office was in the same condition as the day she leased it. And a little coin usually makes a big difference.

Kaimana spent his evenings exploring the city’s nightlife, such as it was, within the safe zone. He’d miss the food here, but not their substandard drink selection. Beer was plentiful, but merely passable in flavour. And their distilled liquor was of poor quality. Kaimana never developed a taste for most wines, but he assumed they’d be crap here, too. He visited a brothel just once; everyone in the place looked at him like he was a freak. Possibly because he was near a foot taller than everyone. He hoped that was why, anyway.

The news reports all talked of escalating hostilities at the border north of Nag City, and near Fort Szarnok to the west. Action everywhere, and he had no opportunity to join in. He acknowledged the folly of craving combat solely for the sake of it, yet a substantial part of him still yearned for nothing else. Kaimana envied Raven and Taelinn. They faced most of the risks, and were in the midst of the excitement. He tried to reassure himself that he had played a valuable role for the party over the last year. But honestly, his best skills were largely underutilized during most of that time.

Overall, Kaimana would be gods-damned glad to be out of here.

* * *

After returning to his room at the inn, Kaimana found a note under his door. After reading the brief message with relief, he headed down the corridor to Raven’s old room, and knocked.

After a brief moment, the door was cautiously opened. He could see Taelinn behind the door, and knowing her, probably holding a hidden weapon. Peering around, he could see Lachlann nearby, and Raven sitting up on the bed. He was happy to see everyone looking in good condition. “Mission accomplished?” he asked.

“Damn right it is,” Taelinn replied. “Come on in.”

Kaimana entered, and after Taelinn closed the door behind him, he said, “Well, don’t keep me in suspense.”

“Well, the deep gnomes won’t be sending any more high-tech military equipment through their magical gate.” She inclined her head towards Raven. “Since she blew up the building containing it.”

Kaimana stifled a laugh. “Caelbren certainly brews up a mean explosive.”

Raven nodded. “As huge as the blast was on this side of the gate, it would have been about twice as big on the other side.”

“Did you see the creatures on the other side?”

“Only when one poked its hands through the gate. Small, stubby things.”

Kaimana scratched his head. “Were they blue?”

“The room was dark, but I’d say very pale, though with a bluish tint.”

“Well, they certainly have some kind of fetish for the colour.”

Raven chuckled. They all recalled the strange blue-tinted metal on the gnomish swords, bows, and siege weapons. Raven gave Kaimana a close look at the bluish longsword and composite shortbow she had pilfered for herself and Taelinn. Then she said, “Between the two of us, we also eliminated the only two who had the ability to open the magical gate on this side.”

“We hope,” Lachlann added.

Taelinn shot him a sidelong glance. “We’re quite certain. Though it was a surprise to have two wizards in the unit—”

“The CO and XO of the unit. And with you, the third-highest ranking also ‘deceased’ . . . ”

“They’re hurting for leadership,” Kaimana said. “Excellent work.”

Taelinn shrugged. “That’s true for the Ariani detachment within the garrison. But don’t forget that’s just a small fraction of the troops within; it’s a Harazotian fort, after all.”

Kaimana smiled. “So, when do we leave?”

“As soon as possible. But how many tickets do we buy?”

He took a seat on one of the chairs. “What do you mean?”

“Well, if they suspect I am wearing a wig and check my ears, we’re in deep shit. I’m likely the only elf for a thousand miles, and don’t want to give anyone any crazy notions that I’m not dead.”

Kaimana nodded. “Of course.”

Lachlann said, “I could probably blend in well enough not to be noticed.”

“What’s the best way for me to hide?” Taelinn asked, eyeing Raven.

Raven put a hand to her chin. “I can’t conceal you unless I also become invisible. But two stowaways has its own set of challenges.”

“What kind of cargo do we have for the return trip?”

“Spices,” said Kaimana. “Not ideal to stash yourself in, but we could also purchase something else?”

Taelinn grunted. “Let’s contemplate this for a bit.”

* * *

It didn’t take long to devise a plan. They booked passage on a ship to Alphaville, leaving in two days, purchasing tickets for Kaimana, Raven, and Lachlann under their current false identities. Raven took advantage of the time left in the city by enjoying the tasty local cuisine and that spiced milky tea drink. Kaimana was on board with her on the food, but thought that beverage was too sweet for his liking.

They waited from a nearby alley until the vessel started boarding. A crowd of fifty passengers lined up in the queue at the docks. Concealing Taelinn was absolutely necessary, but hiding two people aboard for a month’s voyage would be too much work. Knowing their cabin assignments from the tickets, Raven cast invisibility upon her and Taelinn, and the pair snuck up the ramp, past the crew and the first few passengers coming aboard, and into her cabin. Kaimana and Lachlann approached the end of the line and waited. Once within the room, Raven had dispelled the veil, then recast it just upon herself. Then she returned to the alley to rematerialize while Taelinn hid in the cabin, and shortly thereafter, Kaimana, Raven, and Lachlann boarded themselves. The foursome met in Raven and Taelinn’s cabin shortly after the ship disembarked.

“So, another month on a ship,” Kaimana muttered. “Ideas for passing the time?”

Taelinn considered a few possibilities. “How’s your Elven?”

Kaimana cocked his head to one side. “Good enough to get by, at least on a very basic level. I know a few standard phrases: greetings, how to ask directions, order food, stuff like that.”

“That’s something, anyway. The haughty ones won’t be offended since you put in the effort to communicate to them in their language, and the nice ones will probably detect your accent and respond back in Ariani.” She turned to Raven. “How about you?”

“Not quite as good as Kaimana, but we practiced the language a bit on the voyage down.”

Taelinn nodded. “How about you, sarge?”

Lachlann chuckled. “Barely a word.”

“Perfect,” Taelinn responded with a smile. “Seeing as we’ll be spending a lot more time in the Elflands for the foreseeable future, that’s one thing I should help you all work on. Get you caught up with the others.”

* * *

Taelinn and Raven were de facto roommates for the month-long voyage, sharing the barely wide enough bed. Taelinn could never leave the cabin, however, unless Raven led her somewhere invisibly, which could probably make a person go stir crazy. Kaimana comforted Taelinn that at least the ship wasn’t such a high-security area that she’d have to sleep under the bed like Raven had to while she infiltrated Fort Szarnok. She shrugged. “That’s something, I guess.”

Once they had sailed a few days out to the open sea, they were no longer in potentially hostile waters, and thus the crew was on lower alert. Taelinn retrieved two damaged military jackets from her pack; the burnt scraps torn off of them were planted at the fort, identifying Taelinn and Lachlann by rank. Taelinn cut up the jackets into smaller pieces and handed them over to Raven.

Raven snuck around the ship, invisibly of course, until she found sufficiently unattended fires or cooking furnaces. She discarded the uniform scraps, one by one, into the various fires she encountered and waited, watching them burn until someone returned to the fires. It took a few days, but in this manner, she was able to destroy every bit of evidence identifying them.


1008 Early Spring

Laurenze 1—Reluctant Discretion



Winning friends and influencing people came easily to Laurenze. He enjoyed meeting up with his new contacts in Alphaville, both the above-board and the underground ones. He had to walk a fine line though, and not draw too much attention. Often, Laurenze’s greatest desire was to whip out his beloved fancy mandolin and put on a performance for an adoring crowd. But he couldn’t risk it; too dangerous with people looking for them.

Back in Arian City—which most everyone just referred to as “Capital City”—some unsavoury sorts had his and Joh’s descriptions. Given that Laurenze in particular stood out in a crowd, that was enough of a reason to be more discreet. Despite being an entire country apart, their pursuers would only be a two-week boat trip away. So prudence was advisable.

Even more than a month later, one regret bothered them all: the informant, Rikart. The four friends enjoyed a late meal before heading out again. After what happened that penultimate night in Capital City, Laurenze didn’t meet any shadowy figures in unfamiliar taverns anymore, not without most if not the entire team lurking nearby. They were too rattled for just one bodyguard, at least until they felt safer.

“I hate to say it, but we probably should have just killed him,” Joh said.

Laurenze nodded. “Yeah. In hindsight, I agree.”

“It was a risk giving him a chance to escape.” Caelbren shrugged. “But as always, we try to avoid murder whenever possible.”

Arak started laughing until they all turned to look at him. “You three guys are the softies of the group. No one else was around to talk you into killing Rikart instead of banishing him.”

Laurenze smirked. “You know, you’re right. Taelinn, Kaimana, probably even Raven, would have outright said to kill him.”

“‘No screwing around, just eliminate the threat.’ I can hear any one of them saying that, or something in that vein,” Caelbren said.

“True.” Joh chuckled, but then his expressions became more serious. “I just hope he manages to get away.”

“If they catch him, well . . . ” Caelbren let the thought hang.

Laurenze said, “We just better hope he’s more scared of us than the mob.”

Joh shook his head. “No chance. We put the fear of the gods into him, that’s for certain. But they would resort to methods that we never would to make him talk.”

“Well, it was too late, but the day we landed I sent a letter back to my Capital City friend, asking her to hire investigators to see if they can track down Rikart.”

“Way too late. That was three weeks after the fact, and the letter would take two weeks to arrive—”

“I know,” Laurenze said with a sigh. “Well, let’s hope his resourcefulness outweighs his foolishness.”

Arak said, “He was resourceful, right? Not a total idiot like it appears?”

Laurenze nodded. “In the two or three years we knew each other, he proved capable enough. Just treacherous, as it turned out. And chose the worst possible time to take his shot.”

“From making mistakes comes wisdom,” Caelbren added.

“Let’s hope so. Maybe we should have burned down the warehouse too, to conceal the evidence?”

Caelbren shook his head. “It would look suspicious, regardless. I had to work quickly and perform other obviously magical effects that fire wouldn’t completely hide from a skilled investigator, unless we had materials like we gave Taelinn to completely annihilate the building.”

“Fire was one of your old calling cards. I suppose it was better if we didn’t burn it down, if you want to stay hidden.”

“Absolutely.”

* * *

Three weeks later, they started making decent progress on their individual tasks. Letters were moving back and forth, maintaining the momentum on their various investigations. Arak brought back a coded letter Kaimana sent from Nag City and read it out to the group. It informed them of that mission’s success.

“Yes!” Laurenze said, raising his arms in the air. The rest of the group, elated, celebrated in similar ways.

“We should expect them any day now,” Joh said.

“Everyone back together again. First time in how many months?” Arak asked, smiling.

“Too many,” Laurenze replied. “Plus, we have some welcome additions to our party now, officially. You included.”

They all raised a glass at that. 


Raven 1—Homecoming



Raven spotted the Alphaville cityscape from the main deck of the ship. Finally. Some of the other travellers cheered upon seeing it, and Raven was tempted to join in. Her forearm was much better; no more pain and only minimal scarring from the energy bolt. With further application of her salve, the scarring might even fade completely. But even if not, it was hardly the first battle souvenir on her body. Nor the first marking, but her tattoos were at least deliberately added.

As the vessel docked, Raven made herself and Taelinn invisible again and they snuck off the ship. Then she slipped back aboard and, visible once again, properly departed with the remaining travellers.

The foursome met up again and collected their minimal cargo. They didn’t bring riding horses with them to Harazos, so Arak had promised to stable mounts for them near the docks. They reached the aforementioned stable and retrieved the horses. It was five or six miles to the vineyard, so this would ease and speed up their journey.

* * *

They rode leisurely through the city. Raven caught eyes with Taelinn and Kaimana—all three of them smiled while noticing Lachlann gazing up at the impossibly tall trees in the middle of this massive city. And so unbelievably green—even the mosses on the ground wherever the great canopies blocked out the sunlight. She couldn’t be too amused by snooping on his reaction, though; she was the one gawping like a rube back in the central Arian countryside. And Alphaville was an order of magnitude more lush and beautiful.

Kaimana escorted them to the vineyard in a circuitous course. They opened the gates and strolled through, leading their mounts and cargo. Two of their friends were already in the yard and waved as they approached. Laurenze came over first, followed by Caelbren.

“So you must be the famous Lachlann,” said Laurenze, extending his hand.

“That I am,” Lachlann replied, shaking his hand. “Or whatever my name will be from now on.”

“To us, you’re Lachlann. Name’s Laurenze, and this guy’s Caelbren.” He jutted his thumb behind him.

“Ah, the wizard. Nice to meet you as well.” Lachlann shook his hand as well.

“My pleasure. Let’s get you unloaded, and I’ll grant you access to the secure parts of the manor.”

“Where’s Joh? And Arak?” Raven asked.

“In the manor, but should realize you’re here shortly.”

They stabled the horses, but they left the wagon loaded for now. As they travelled lightly to Harazos, most of the possessions they brought were in their backpacks, and the wagon was mostly for transporting cover cargo.

Caelbren frowned. “I think we now officially have too many wagons; there’s three more behind the stable. All with their own carthorses as well.”

“Agreed. I mean, a place like this is expected to move goods, but maybe not that many at once,” Laurenze said.

“And they’re the wrong type of carts to move barrels and casks efficiently. We should get rid of one or two.”

“The stable looks nearly full, too,” Raven said.

Kaimana nodded. “Might look suspicious. We should stable some horses offsite, or maybe sell the carthorses until we need to travel again.”

Caelbren smiled. “Glad my paranoia is rubbing off. It’s also handy that you brought cargo we can sell when we next pretend to be merchants.”

“Depends. It’s mostly comprised of spices, so could be perishable.”

Laurenze shrugged. “Then I guess we’d better sell it here. It’ll probably be a couple of months before we ship out again.”

“What do we do in the meantime?” Raven asked.

“Same things we did. Lie low. Train. Continue some magical research while I keep developing contacts. We collect the news as it comes in and brainstorm our next moves. I’ve also arranged some sailing lessons for us all, a couple days a week but at different times.”

“Excellent,” Raven said with a smile. “Are you still getting reports from Capital City?”

“Yes, um . . . ” He looked away for an instant and cleared his throat. “An old friend of mine is receiving the letters mailed to the old private boxes, and she’s relaying them to similar mailboxes here for us.”

That was odd, thought Raven. He’s never been nervous talking about women before.

“Good idea,” Kaimana said. “Who is it? Anyone we know?”

“No, but don’t worry. She doesn’t know anything about what’s happening, and is trustworthy. I’ve worked with her on many other jobs.”

Kaimana laughed. “Of course your contact is a she. Has to be good looking, right?”

Laurenze winked, seemingly regaining his composure. “Don’t worry about that. Come on, let’s get you all settled.” He beckoned the group towards the manor.

Taelinn said, “Nothing’s being mailed back to Harazos anymore, right?”

“No.” Caelbren shook his head. “Everyone stopped sending mail there the day these two shipped out from Alphaville to join you.” He gestured to Raven and Kaimana. “Unless an emergency came up, correspondence there was stopped by design.”

Raven followed at the very back, still thinking about Laurenze’s reaction. Strange.

* * *

They strode into the manor and were greeted happily by Joh and Arak. The extended group gathered for the first time in the ostensible tasting room, as it was the largest and most welcoming part of the main floor to continue their conversation.

“Speaking of letters,” said Taelinn, “I have a stack of reports on the history and conflicts of those four island nations from the dedicated research team I used. We should go over them as a group, and copy the really awful parts into new documents, using generic handwriting. Then send them to newspapers both here and back home.”

Joh nodded. “I like it. Though maybe we should send a stack of them to Laurenze’s friend and have her send them out instead. We want to make sure it looks like the story originated from Capital City, not Alphaville.”

“Oh, speaking of her,” Arak said, “she agreed to take that little day trip for us.”

“More like a week trip, each direction. But that’s good news.”

Laurenze smiled. “Of course she did. She’s willing to do anything for a little coin.”

“Anything, eh?” Kaimana said, chuckling.

Laurenze just smirked and didn’t elaborate. 


Caelbren 1—Foundations



The university library in Alphaville was comparable in scale and quality to the one in Capital City, which Caelbren found very comforting. This library’s crowd was also largely students and academic types, but of course the majority were elves. It had similar visiting procedures—no magic items or incendiaries allowed. Felt like home. It still cost coin to visit the zones holding the rarer tomes, but since the elves placed a higher societal value upon education, the library’s lower levels were free for any visitors.

He and Raven visited the library nearly daily, still having much to learn about gate magic. Specifically, how to locate or anticipate new gates, since they had mastered the straightforward but laborious efforts required to destroy one. Others in the party frequently visited the library together. Caelbren and Laurenze shared some time studying the languages and customs of some of the deep gnomes’ supposed rivals. That was a longshot, since many of these species were long-lost or mythical, and any known languages they might have used were archaic at best. It was almost like our old adventuring group turned into a book club, Caelbren thought with a chuckle.

They seldom arrived at the library at the same time and rarely socialized there together to evade suspicion, should anyone be looking for them as a group. Laurenze and he coincidentally shared the same floor, both looking up dusty old tomes about legendary dwarven history, with no strangers around. He noticed Caelbren’s reaction.

“What’s so funny?” he asked.

“Oh, nothing,” Caelbren said, letting his smile dissipate. So they went back to their respective tasks.

Caelbren often stayed at the library all day, unless it was his turn to participate in sailing lessons or some other side project. He longed for the day when he could resume researching his own pet projects again, but he and his friends weren’t out of trouble yet . . . nor was the world. So gate magic was his primary focus. But there were a few more new tricks he and the party agreed were prudent to learn to benefit their next moves, so he budgeted some time for that.

Laurenze usually only spent half days in the library. He explored the city, familiarizing himself with its streets and preparing to skulk about at night to gain trust with underground contacts. Similarly, Joh only spent part time here, with the rest of his time filled with organizing more investigations of corporate and political targets back in Arian.

The full group met together most mornings for training and in the evenings to discuss their progress. Arak actively participated with the group in those early and late times, but mostly oversaw the vineyard during the day unless he was running errands. Now that it was spring again, Arak had to put effort into tending the soil around the vines to maintain the subterfuge of their front. He hired workers for most of it, but still had to supervise and act as the vineyard’s representative.

* * *

After weeks of full-time library research Caelbren had to watch himself as usual, to avoid becoming too obsessive. Often when the library closed for the evening, he suddenly realized he had eaten nothing since breakfast, nor thought of anything but study since arriving. He had to constantly remind himself to take breaks, to go for meals, and to avoid getting too single-minded. That path led to counter-productive frustration.

Caelbren was gradually starting to get a better feel for how gate magic worked. Raven’s description of the symbol on the floor and the summoning procedures she witnessed at Fort Szarnok, as well as the books she pilfered before blowing up the building, helped immensely. Yet, he openly admitted his need for more details—many more—before he could grasp the basics of creating one.

Despite all this, he was making progress. Caelbren allowed himself to switch from task to task when he plateaued. Gate magic had to be his primary focus, but multitasking now and then with other magical studies that the group saw as useful kept him engaged and mentally healthy. 


1008 Mid Spring

Laurenze 2—The Cabin in the Woods



They were deep in the heavy woods, twelve miles north of Alphaville’s outermost suburb. Laurenze led the way, with Raven and Kaimana close behind. Taelinn and Arak followed at the rear. They all had weapons drawn. Being surrounded by trees, there were a lot of potential ambush spots. So everyone was wary, scanning in all directions as they crept along. Caelbren, Joh, and Lachlann were nowhere in sight.

Only a few distant bird calls broke the silence. Laurenze wasn’t certain but hoped it was birds native to the forest, anyway, and not anyone using signals. The leaves were soft and wet from the constant spring rains, and the group was treading carefully, so they made hardly any noise as they walked between the trees.

Laurenze signalled the group to halt, as they were closing in on their destination. The cabin wasn’t yet visible, but he knew it would be just a few hundred yards ahead through the dense foliage. This was about as far from the cabin any magical wards could be placed and still be detected from within. According to Caelbren and Raven, anyway. He holstered his bow and crouched. Raven lowered herself beside him, remaining close.

They both checked the ground. Laurenze was better at spotting conventional traps, while Raven concentrated on scanning for any magical auras, as long as they were radiating from close proximity. The pair working in tandem could help detect any frightening magical traps such as glyphs, or regular traps infused with magic for deadlier effect. Once they were both satisfied that an area was clear, they crept forward. The rest of the group stayed alert with weapons ready and followed, stepping carefully on the same spots where their trailblazers previously trod.

It was slow going. They spotted the cabin after another hundred yards of careful stalking, without encountering any wards or traps. That should have been a relief, but wasn’t; they expected more surprises ahead.

Laurenze noticed something and raised his hand, signalling a halt. Raven, crawling beside him, stopped when he did, and so did everyone behind them.

“See that?” Laurenze pointed ten feet ahead to the left between two trees.

Raven squinted, then nodded. “Trip wire.”

It wasn’t on their direct path, but Laurenze thought it best to disable it, anyway. “Let’s get closer. Notice any magical aura?”

They approached cautiously, and Raven examined the nearby area. The rest of the group waited in their positions, watching their surroundings. “No, we’re good,” she replied.

“Okay, great.” Laurenze inspected the trap, around both trees and saw what it was connected to. “Nothing dangerous, but if someone tripped it, it would make a lot of noise.”

Kaimana grunted. “Dangerous enough.”

“Right.” Laurenze pulled out a pair of snippers, and carefully cut the line, avoiding any jostling of the connected noisemakers. “Let’s move on.”

As they proceeded along their original path, the cabin loomed closer. Its structure was not quite ramshackle, but looked abandoned for a while. Like many buildings in the Elflands it was quite old by human standards, but solidly constructed in order to survive for the long-term. It was a single-story home of about a thousand square feet. Smoke puffing out of the chimney suggested that someone was home.

The trees thinned out and opened into a small clearing with a cabin in the centre. They all halted near the edge of the clearing, crouching in safe spots behind trees. The open stretch from the trees to the cabin would be the riskiest part of the whole journey.

Laurenze stood still, his eyes trying to spot any movement. There would be countless hiding spots among the trees encircling the clearing. They faced the cabin from the side, where the only method of egress was one fully shuttered window, giving them less chance to be spotted as they entered the clearing.

Satisfied after a few minutes of nothingness, he turned to Raven and nodded. The pair proceeded forward in a crouch, scanning the ground. Everyone else followed, staying low.

There were more dangers now that they were out in the open. Laurenze and Raven watched for traps on the ground and movement through the window. Everyone else’s job was to detect any potential hazards around the corners of the cabin or in the woods all around them. It was stressful going, that last stretch towards the cabin.

They reached the cabin, five feet left of the window. Kaimana, Taelinn, and Arak covered Laurenze and Raven as they proceeded towards the window. Closer, closer they inched forward along the wall, constantly checking for anything abnormal.

Laurenze made it two feet from the shutters when he felt an abnormal tingling sensation. Before he could react, his hair stood up and he felt a shock. Zap. He was knocked off his feet. It was over.

A voice from the trees to the right said, “Gotcha.” Caelbren stepped out, followed by Joh and Lachlann.

“You could have made it a little less intense,” Laurenze said, regaining his footing.

“Oh, come on, you aren’t even singed.”

Kaimana laughed. “This is his revenge for all those times you went snooping around his workroom.”

Everyone chuckled at that. “No, not revenge,” Caelbren said. He stroked his chin. “But fair warning to stay out.”

“I understand,” Laurenze said, forcing his mouth and eyes to form a neutral expression. He’d plot his own suitable revenge later.

Joh smiled. “Even though you were caught, this served as good practice. You made it a long way this time before that happened.”

“Yeah, I suppose. Hate to lose though.”

“We all do.”

“It’s great ward practice for us,” Raven said, gesturing to Caelbren and herself, “defensively or offensively. And you for disarming traps.” She pointed at Laurenze.

“The rest of us are getting quite adept at sneaking through the woods,” Kaimana said. “Well, we were pretty good already.”

Joh nodded. “Can always get better, though.”

Laurenze looked over at Caelbren and smirked for the first time since getting zapped. “Clever, placing your ward not right by the entrance but further down from it.”

“Thanks. Figured that we have to prepare for the unexpected.”

“With that, let’s eat.”

Caelbren dismissed all his remaining wards, and the whole group of eight headed into the cabin.

In order to mix up their training, they rented this cabin and travelled to it once or twice a week. Caelbren was already quite practiced at placing magical wards, and so was Raven to a lesser degree. But both needed improvement in detecting and disarming them. One of their side research projects was learning as much as they could at the library on this type of magic, and they took turns during these excursions playing ward offense and defense.

Laurenze was their conventional trap expert, of course. No one else came close when it came to setting them up or taking them down, but he taught the others the rudimentary basics of placement and concealment. Since he would be responsible for disarming traps in actual situations, he was always on ‘team offense’. But at least this would help everyone else know what to look out for should he get incapacitated.

And like Joh mentioned, everyone could always get better at moving around undetected. The recent additions were doing well. Arak had diverse skills in situational combat training from his years with Joh, and Lachlann was a well-seasoned military veteran. They were both good, maybe very good. But neither should probably be in the heat of a major melee, Laurenze thought. And he knew the others probably agreed.

Laurenze considered that one rarely knows what someone might be capable of. Taelinn said that Lachlann saved her ass back in Harazos, and their whole plan likely would have crumbled to dust if he hadn’t been ready and able to do so. Lachlann was perhaps too used to a rigid military schedule. Laurenze suspected he just needed to loosen up a bit and be more free-flowing—to take some initiative. He’d talk to Joh and Taelinn, and perhaps also Raven and Kaimana, who’d spent more time with him than Laurenze had, on how best to broach that subject with Lachlann.

When talking with Taelinn, he would try not to mention his theory about the Forces being a hostile work environment again, with it seemingly running under the creativity-stifling culture of fear of the guy above you and contempt of the guy below you. At least not again, no matter how amusing it was to Laurenze to see her try to deny it despite reams of evidence to the contrary, including stories she herself told. But now that Taelinn was out of the Forces for good, perhaps she wouldn’t bother arguing the point.

Laurenze believed Arak was always solid. He certainly had everyone’s trust. But it would crush Joh if anything happened to him. Worse even than with Illara, maybe.


Joh 2—Augmentations


Everyone gathered in the manor’s second-floor conference room in midday after Joh returned from the mailboxes. “Alright, almost time for our first trip,” Joh said. “Well, at least for a couple of you.”

“Calliri completed her little mission for us?” Laurenze asked.

Joh nodded and slid some papers across the table to Raven. “Here are the addresses of our new building and mailbox in Gorse.”

Gorse was back in Arian; a secondary port east of Oleaster. While it was unlikely anyone was searching for the party in a backwater like Gorse, the mission would eventually lead them to Oleaster or even Capital City. So most of the party didn’t desire taking the risk of going there just yet. But no one was looking for Raven or Lachlann in central Arian.

“However,” Joh said while particularly glancing at Lachlann, “you should change up your appearances somewhat, even if you’re believed to be dead.”

Taelinn nudged Lachlann with her elbow. “Sorry buddy, that means lose the beard.”

He half-smiled briefly, then stroked his beard. “Haven’t been clean shaven since I was a third-year soldier. But I understand.”

“Everyone should shave their gross beards,” Laurenze said. “Um, no offense intended, sarge.” He smiled at Lachlann.

“None taken.”

Arak was seated next to Joh, and turned towards him. “I think it would be helpful if I went with them.”

Joh opened his mouth to say something in protest, but Arak waved his hand to cut him off.

“I’ve taken the liberty of checking around for vineyard managers available for short-term contracts. There’s plenty of more capable people out there who can do the job. You don’t need me to babysit this place for a year, or however long our mission takes.”

“I think that’s probably a good idea,” Raven said, “as the return trip would work better with more than just two. If we can avoid hiring strangers, all the better.”

Kaimana nodded. “You can help for sure, but you probably want to avoid Capital City. And be careful in Oleaster.”

“You’re definitely a known associate of mine,” Joh said. He looked around the table, and no one objected, so he shrugged. “Alright Arak, we can use you there if you want. Just give us some notice when you’re ready and make sure to change your appearance too when you go. The rest of us will meet the three of you in Gorse later.”

Caelbren said, “I can adjust the wards so that the future vineyard manager can access more areas in the manor.”

“The areas that we want to keep warded just for us, we should just put super obvious heavy locks on. Wouldn’t want that person getting suspicious by walking into a force field,” Laurenze said.

“Agreed.”

“Wait,” Raven suggested, “I have a better idea. I could just make the doors look like they’re walled off.”

Laurenze nodded. “Security through obscurity. I like it.”

Joh was a little uncomfortable with
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