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      Chapter 1

    


    Morning, Day 8, Storm’s Start, 1124th Year of the Era of Isolation


    Dare blew out a big breath and sat up, giving up on pretending to sleep. They slowly slid the bunk’s curtain to the side, revealing the first rays of morning light creeping in through the window of their shared room. Dare swung their legs out and had to straddle a large travel pack. The small room had two bunk beds that could accommodate most folk. There were four simple wardrobes filling the front of the room. That would be fine for most travelers who frequented the hostel but less so for poor mercenaries carrying all they owned.


    Dare stepped over and around gear to stand in front of the window. They looked out to the lightening sky. Few people were out on the street at this early hour, but a city, even the size of Ritesburg, never fully went to sleep. The quiet should have helped to calm Dare’s mind. Instead, their worries buzzed about, disrupting their peace.


    What if no one hires us? Where will we go when we finally run out of coin? Did I make the right call moving north? We should have at least gone somewhere warmer. Then we could have camped more over the winter. What if we shou—


    “Dare, stop brooding out the window,” Tennin said, swinging his short legs off the side of the top bunk. The Halfling rubbed his face and smoothed his brown curls.


    “I’m not brooding. I’m enjoying the view.”


    Stifling a yawn, Tennin said, “Your face says otherwise.”


    With a shick, the curtain on the other lower bunk slid open. A slate-gray face appeared, blinking fuchsia eyes rapidly. Magera asked, “Tennin, why is Dare brooding before the sun is up?”


    “I think they’re thinking about our recent life choices in a dramatic fashion.”


    The Demonkin replied, “That makes sense. Very dramatic, this one.”


    Dare turned to face the siblings. “Don’t gang up on me. I’m not being dramatic. We have a lot to consider. This hostel is cheap, but we can’t stay here forever. I’ve met with near a dozen company reps about spring jobs with no offers.”


    Magera said, “I’m bringing in enough coin to keep us going awhile longer. Besides, we still have time to hear back from one of those companies.”


    “I went by the gate yesterday and saw that camps are already forming outside the city. Last night, I saw a line of wagons heading out there. Also, betting on your own back-alley fights isn’t exactly a stable income.”


    Magera said, “Stable income is for carpenters and smiths, not mercenaries. Especially ones without a patron or company. You know, we could always try adventuring.”


    After a brief pause, the three began laughing.


    “I don’t think even we are desperate or suicidal enough to make that career choice yet,” Dare added, their mood improving.


    Hesitantly, Tennin said, “Maybe we should change up how we approach the companies?”


    Magera swung out of bed and stood up to face her brother. “What do you have in mind?”


    “Well, most of the reps have been Human, Elves, or Dwarves. Many of them from the minor nobility. They see three mercenary strangers with no notable affiliation. That means cheap but implies risk. The high born of them only see a stocky Vari backed by a towering Demonkin and a Halfling. All wearing road-worn clothes and beaten armor. We don’t have a reputation up here, and we need to come at this another way.”


    Dare took in a deep breath before releasing it slowly. “Maybe you’re right. What do you have in mind?”


    With a cheeky grin, Tennin answered, “It’s time for a bit of theater.”

  


  
    
      


      Chapter 2

    


    Afternoon, Day 8, Storm’s Start


    Lieutenant Yator had spent the better part of two weeks in smelly taverns filled with sticky tables and weak ale. She had discovered one in particular she could tolerate, The Wishing Fish. It served a passable pork pie most nights, and the staff seemed properly respectful. Slumming it was an unfortunate but necessary part of the task she had been set to. Opposite her sat a large Human man in his middle years. He was regaling her with his storied history of exploits. He rested his tankard on his paunch, describing a bandit lord that he overthrew with a dozen men, two goats, and a jar of honey. Yator had lost track of the number of “Reallys” and “Interestings” that she had used to continue the tale.


    While he rattled on, she reviewed his application. His company, the Teal Turkeys, was a small one, but she had at least heard of it. No more than fifty active members and no notable patrons that she knew of. He offered five to ten irregular fighters, skilled in river travel and tracking. They would be on the cheap side of the market, but they didn’t fit what she was looking for.


    Yator knew that she wouldn’t be leading this expedition on paper, though for all intents and purposes, this would be her team. She didn’t want to offend the company’s commander, so she let him finish his story. It was never a good idea to burn a potentially useful contact. He finished his tale and took a long pull from his tankard. She gave him a smile, thanked him for his time, and told him that she would “get back to him soon.” She would be doing no such thing. These smaller companies should be grateful to even get a meeting with an officer from the Gray Wolves Free Company.


    The taller man accepted her words and stood. He gave a small bow before returning to a table across the room. She spread out a stack of papers before her. She reviewed the applications she had already finished with, comparing them to the companies she had yet to meet with. She had five left before she had to make her selections final.


    She and the other field officers had each been given their mission briefs and reasonable budgets, then told to hire a suitable team to complete the contract with very little oversight. Someone higher in the organization decided that this year they would try a new pilot program to “increase yields and cast a wider net to support the regional peacekeeping effort.”


    Yator was no longer the starry-eyed house guard she had once been. She could see what leadership was trying to do. Snatch up a load of small contracts rather than competing for a dozen or fewer larger ones. Each mission would involve less financial risk. They could cover the manpower shortfalls with mercenaries from other outfits.


    So far, she knew that, besides herself, she would have four other stalwart members of the Gray Wolves. Two heavy infantry, one heavy crossbowman, and a higher-ranking officer. This would act as her base. She had hoped for a couple more but admitted that it would be cheaper to hire out most of the team.


    When she started team building, she started with the hardest piece, mages. Since the Gray Wolves didn’t pay to keep many mages on retainer, she submitted the standard paperwork to the temple and the city’s arcane guilds for magical support. Any type of magic user was expensive to keep employed year round, let alone one capable in the field. It was much more prudent to hire them as needed. She should be hearing back from them any day.


    The contract had them traveling far from the city, so she made a special point to take care of her scouts next. She had locked down a seven-member squad from the Whispering Sumacs. She didn’t think she would need that many, but when she convinced them to send a couple of their more well-known members, she couldn’t pass them up. The Sumacs had a reputation for being quiet, effective, and loyal. As effective as they might be, they weren’t exactly typical caravan guards.


    The Sumacs would make excellent scouts and ranged combatants, but they wouldn’t fill the typical roll of imposing guards. Yator had spent many hours researching and interviewing companies for more traditional hired muscle. They insisted on sending more than she felt she needed when they heard where they were going.


    Most noteworthy companies wouldn’t hire out squads of fewer than twenty to go to the northern frontier. Yes, it would come with some danger, but it was dangerous to go anywhere if you didn’t do it right. Yator cleverly started omitting details of the contract during meetings. As she saw it, if they weren’t smart enough to read between the lines, then they wouldn’t be bothered by the deception.


    Her mind wandered. She considered how this could be her chance. If this run went well, she could prove she was ready to captain her own unit. She tried to not compare herself to the other lieutenants, but she had far more experience than any of them. She had spent a decade as a member of her house’s guard before joining a company.


    These young officers didn’t know anything about playing the game. She cut her teeth on court politics. She had traveled all over the region in her youth. She liked roughing it out in the elements. Sleeping in covered wagons, learning to ride, unknown danger around every bend. That was why she wanted to become a mercenary in the first place.


    She spaced out while staring at an application and thinking of her youth traveling to distant scenic castles. Suddenly, someone knocked on her table.


    The sounds of the tavern came rushing back, and she blinked away the memories, focusing on the origin of the sound. A handsome Halfling man stood next to her table. A purple cloak wrapped his shoulders, obscuring a lean frame wearing sturdy travel clothes.


    “Are you from the Gray Wolves Free Company?” He said it like he was repeating himself.


    Yator regained her composure, berating herself for the lapse. “Y-Yes, I am Lieutenant Yator of the Gray Wolves. And you are?”


    “Greetings, I’m Tennin. I know I’m early, but I saw the blue and gray and figured I’d see if you were ready for me?”


    She looked through her papers spread out on the table. In her daze, she had missed that her dinner and a new ale had been delivered. “Tennin…Tennin… Ah, yes.” She looked over the application. “I see that you don’t list any guild or company connections? I don’t see that too often. Do you have a letter of recommendation from another employer here in the city?”


    He stepped up to sit in the chair opposite her. Chuckling, he said, “Unfortunately no, I arrived in the city not too long ago with my two retainers. We have been traveling for some time and we saw the spring postings. I decided to give it a whirl.”


    “Give it a whirl? This is serious mercenary work, not a festival game. The Gray Wolves aren’t interested in taking civilians along on a contract. I think maybe…”


    Tennin stammered, “Uh, w-wait, but I’m a…”


    Yator grabbed his application and began sliding it back across the table.


    Tennin looked at the irritated face of the Dwarven mercenary officer. He frantically thought about how to recover. He cast a simple wind spell, which sent a gentle gust of air across the table, blowing the woman’s hair and her papers. It also confused a group of people at the next table over.


    Yator was stunned for a moment. Recovering smoothly, she tucked a tasseled golden lock behind her ear and scanned the strange man with her full attention. His features were boyish and goofy, which had her wanting to dismiss him as an apprentice mage looking for adventure. He wore no weapon or armor, which could point to him being a young fool or a seasoned mage. Few adventuring casters bothered learning how to fight traditionally.


    She decided to give the pretty Halfling a chance to tell his tale. She collected her now scattered papers and set them to the side. Sighing, she said, “You have five minutes, mageling. Tell me why I should hire you over a reputable company or guild member?”


    Tennin released a breath and began, “I grew up in the city of Hurdlegar down in the Humdan Forest. After earning my journeyman papers, my family set me up to work with a few merchants that they had dealings with. I was tasked to create, mend, search, deliver, and so on. Typical grunt work for new mages. It made decent money, but the work was simple, slow, and boring. I wanted a challenge. I began selling my services in other markets in the city.”


    “Let me guess, you got in over your head. You got into trouble with the wrong crowd, and your parents whisked you away, just to have you run back into danger in a new city?” Yator laid out the tale she had heard multiple times in the past two weeks.


    Tennin smirked. “You are partially right. I did get into business with the darker side of the city. Eventually, word got back to my family about some of what I was doing. They were worried that their reputation would be damaged in the merchant guild when word got out.”


    “What were you doing exactly? The Gray Wolves can’t be associated with wanted criminals.”


    Tennin gestured placatingly. “As a storm mage, lightning and wind manipulation comes easily. Wind spells are particularly effective in altering your movement. I got into the business of acquisition and occasionally as a business enforcer. If you were to make the trip down south, you would find no warrants or charges assigned to my name.”


    “That is certainly an interesting story and answers some questions but poses more. How did a successful thief, ah, an acquisition specialist end up traveling from Hurdlegar all the way to Ritesburg?”


    Tennin looked away pensively. “Alas, my family compelled me to leave the city. They paid for a one-way river boat ticket north. They also sent two rogue adventurers along to make sure I made it safely.” He turned, placing an arm over the back of the chair to face the bar. “Do you see the pair toward the end of the bar?”


    Yator looked at the mostly full bar. “Which ones?”


    “The Demonkin woman sitting with the shorter Vari.”


    She spotted the pair in question. The Demari was impossible to miss, tall and solidly built like all cursed with that heritage. The mixed blood looked like a runt Orckin but seemed strong enough. “I assume they are the two other names on your application… Magera and Dare?”


    “Indeed, the three of us came to an understanding on the long boat journey. Their tickets were also one way and they had little reason to make the trip back.”


    Yator picked up the application to consider what she’d heard. An independent mage and two expendable warriors, adventurers even. She had no way to verify any of his claims, but he openly admitted to being a thief and arcane brute. Most mages were some of the dumbest smart people she had ever met. She lowered the paper and looked the Halfling over. “You claim to be a journeymen mage; do you have your papers?”


    Tennin produced a leather tube and pulled out a small, rolled scroll, handing it to her.


    She carefully inspected the document. “These are valid papers for one Tennin Hamlera. This claims that you are licensed as a general practitioner, nothing more.” Handing the paper back, she continued, “Not to say a general mage wouldn’t be useful, but I have to be pragmatic. You could easily be lying. I have to go off what I see in front of me. I see an unarmored mage and his two friends playing mercenary. You have no company, patron, or letter of recommendation.”


    Leaning forward, she laid her hands over one another. “I would like to give you a chance, but I will only pay you what I would pay any other first-time hire because that is what I take your worth to be.”


    Tennin snorted. “And that would be?”


    “Fifty gold upon completion of the mission.”


    Tennin leaned forward to match her pose. “I could get that much in two months working with the guilds here in the city.”


    She let a grin cross her face. She knew she had him. “If that were true, why aren’t you working for a guild?”


    “Seventy-five gold for a general mage and two seasoned warriors.” He looked to where his friends sat at the bar.


    “Bring them over and let me get a good look at your adventurers.”


    A quick call, and the pair approached the table. Yator stood and walked around them before retaking her seat. She was pleased with what she saw. Both were well-built with the telltale bearing and rough hands of fighters. The Demari’s hands in particular showed signs of recent fights. They wore good-fitting but well-worn travel clothes under their matching purple cloaks. These two at least looked the part.


    “I’ll give you ten upfront for provisions. When the job is done and we return to the city, you will get another fifty to split between you. If you do particularly well, I can see about writing a letter of recommendation.”


    Tennin looked up to the pair for confirmation. The tall Demonkin gave a slight wince at the amount, but the Vari gave a small nod. Tennin held the Vari’s stare for a moment longer before returning his attention to Yator. “We have a deal.”


    Yator handed out two five-gold marks and slid them across the table to the Halfling. “Get yourself some protection. We leave for the north in less than a week. Come prepared for a long walk and a fight or two.” She gave the trio a nod, dismissing them.


    They filed out of the tavern without saying another word.


    She pushed the papers aside and grabbed the pork pie. It was still warm, and she couldn’t help but feel smug about the interaction. Any caster worth the title from a guild would have pushed for significantly more or stormed out. When he didn’t, he marked himself as either a bumpkin or desperate, maybe both. The license to practice was real enough, he just didn’t know what she was willing to pay for someone like him.


    The three friends were out of the tavern and down the street before anyone said a word.


    It was Tennin who broke the silence. “That could have gone much worse, and hey, I got us a job.”


    “You know we’re getting screwed on this deal, right?” Magera grunted.


    “Yes, but we have to start somewhere. Even if the payment is offensive to our poor dignity, a letter of recommendation from the Gray Wolves could be worth a lot,” Tennin soothed.


    “Their name has weight, but they are also a bunch of gold-hungry dirtbags who would rather get us killed than pay us out. I’m not so sure about this,” Magera countered.


    Dare joined in. “At this point, anything is better than nothing. Tennin’s right, we have to start somewhere.” Dare slapped Magera on the shoulder. “And if they double-cross us, we’ll fight ’em.”


    Tennin muttered, “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

  


  
    
      


      Chapter 3

    


    Morning, Day 12, Storm’s Start


    Dare found themself standing outside the city of Ritesburg in a rocky field claimed by the Gray Wolves Free Company. Dare had passed many other camps on their way out here, but few rivaled the size of the Gray Wolves’. In the surrounding camps, hundreds of mercenaries prepared to go to work for the season. Dare had already witnessed more than a score of wagons embark this morning, with many more waiting for the signal to leave. They headed in all directions.


    The next in queue was a set of three long, sturdy wagons designed for hauling cargo over difficult terrain. Each was partnered with a pair of slow but sturdy oxen rather than swifter horse teams. With a good view from the rear, Dare spent the morning analyzing the members accompanying the caravan. It was not uncommon for larger, well-funded companies to hire out squads from smaller organizations. In Dare’s experience, mixed companies were rarely made from more than two companies and for good reason.


    The trio were assigned to rear guard. The lieutenant told Tennin it was to better use his arcane talents, but they all knew that rear guard was the most dangerous position in a slow-moving caravan. They were seen as expendable, which Dare supposed was one of the only reasons they were hired. If taking a less than desirable contract from a money-hungry company for crap pay got them moving forward with their lives, they had to take it.


    Dare shook free of where that sort of thinking would take them. They focused on what was in front of them. Dare began analyzing the members that they would be traveling with.


    The Human captain and the Dwarven lieutenant were fabulously equipped with shining plate armor, a wolf emblazoned on their chests. They even wore gray-and-blue half-capes. The officers rode on a charger and battle donkey respectively. A pair of Orcs with identical kits of heavy armor, great shields, and axes, along with a Halfling lass wielding a crossbow as tall as her. Each of them bore the company mark on armor and shield but much less grand.


    To one side of the middle wagon was a group of seven similarly dressed smallfolk. There were four leanly built Goblins, a Halfling, and a pair of Gnomes, all dressed in matching black-and-green leather armor, outfitted with short blades and bows.


    Dare could just make out a tattoo on the neck of one of the rough-looking Gnomes. A red-and-green plant poked above the collar. It looked familiar, but they couldn’t place it.


    Dare walked over to where their companions stood. “Hey, Magera, did you catch the company ink on the little scouts up there?”


    Magera was leaning on the back of the wagon, chatting with her twin. “Yeah, they’re Sumacs.”


    Dare raised their eyebrows and waited for her to elaborate.


    “They are fairly well-known in the city. I’ve heard them mentioned a few times now. Their reputation lies somewhere in the realm of thieves and assassins. but on the books, they are scouts and hunters.”


    Dare hmmed in thought.


    Magera continued, “My best guess is this group is on a training run and threw their lot in with the Wolves.” Magera moved to stand beside Dare. “As I figure it, many of their number are only practiced in city stealth and need training in the wilderness. It fits with what I’ve heard about them in the fighting circuit.”


    The pair fell into silence as they continued inspecting their new traveling companions.


    Magera’s twin noticed a large figure climbing up to sit in the front of the wagon. He began climbing over the crates and barrels of supplies in the wagon to move toward the front.


    The Sumacs were all on foot and appeared to be getting orders from the older of the two Gnomes. A mature woman that stood with the surety of one who had survived much.


    Without gesturing, Dare said, “I think you’re right. Their leader seems confident, but some of the others seem tense. We haven’t even left the shadow of the city.”


    Magera bobbed her head in agreement.


    The last group was a common enough sight on caravans. The second wagon was being driven and guarded by four Drakari. Each equipped with a heavy wooden round shield and a drakjaw, a favored serrated curved sword. They wore no armor, relying on tough scales and their own dexterity to avoid injury. The image on their shields displayed two parallel lines of what appear to be jagged teeth.


    To Magera, Dare asked, “Did you get a chance to learn any of the local clans? I don’t know which these are from.”


    Magera leaned to one side to get a good look at one of them while they inspected the second wagon. She said, “The only thing I’ve heard about the Drakari up here is that the vast majority are reds with a handful of blues. I met a hulking orange, but she was only in town on business.”


    All four Dragonkin had similarly dark-red scales and stood between four and five feet in height. In Dare’s experience, Drakari were excellent medium infantry and defense breakers. Also, those that grew up in the remaining clans had a propensity to fight for sport and position.


    Dare had spent a summer with an older green who explained that battle was something to be revered. The old warrior said, “You learn more about yourself in ten minutes of fighting than ten years of soft city living.” Dare wasn’t convinced, but the words always seemed to drift back after a particularly close fight.


    After several moments of quiet judgment, Dare looked at Magera and said, “I’m interested to see how the Drakari interact with the officers. It looks like the lieutenant has been the only one to talk to them.”


    “It may not come to anything if the captain knows his business. With good, confident leadership, the Drakari are loyal fighters.”


    Dare shot her a skeptical look and asked, “Who do you think’ll stir the pot first, the Wolves or the Drakari?”


    With a smirk, she said, “Neither. It’ll be me.” She gave a huff of impatience and too loudly said, “It would be great if we got moving at some point today. We’re wasting light.”


    Dare chuckled and looked to where the officers rode. Lieutenant Yator was talking with the other Wolves, but the Human captain on the horse pointed in their direction.


    “Well shit, I guess you were right. It looks like the polished ingots are on their way to speak with us.”


    With Magera busy with Dare, Tennin moved to speak with the priest who would be driving the rear wagon. As he reached the front bench, the priest was already looking at him.


    “Hello, little one,” came the big voice of a Jotari woman.


    She looked to be approaching her middle years. The large woman sported a clean but well-worn priest’s habit with sturdy boots.


    As good a sign as any of field experience for the holy folk, Tennin thought.


    “Greetings, ma’am!” It came out as a squawk. In a more measured tone, he said, “I mean greetings, I am Tennin. Who might you be?”


    With a soft grin, the tall woman shifted to better look down at her new benchmate. “I am Mother Brin, priest of Horrace in all his noble glory. It is nice to meet you, Tennin.”


    Tennin was trying to settle onto the bench while craning his neck to look at her. “What brings a priest such as yourself out on a supply run? Are you a regular employee of the Wolves?”


    She further turned to speak more easily with the younger Halfling. As if by rote, she said, “I was selected to join this expedition for my holy wisdom and insight.” She shot him a knowing smirk. Then in a friendly tone, she explained, “The Wolves are regular patrons to the temple, and the joint temple committee decided I was a decent fit for the field healer they requested. I haven’t worked with them before, but I have put plenty of mercenaries back together over the years. What about you? I see you bear the armband. Are you a prospective member or a hireling?”


    Attempting to hold back his sarcasm, Tennin answered, “Oh no, I am no prospect to the renowned Gray Wolves. I am a mere hireling. Like you, I am filling a specific role.”


    The older woman drew out her words. “And that would be…?”


    With a bit too much enthusiasm, he answered, “I am an elemental mage. I am charged with protecting this mission from arcane threats.”


    “Ah, a fellow wielder. Where did you study? Are you guild trained or privately apprenticed?”


    Tennin wanted to blurt out his entire, very detailed cover identity, but he needed to ease in to it. No need to raise suspicion before we leave, he thought.


    He looked around and caught Dare’s eyes from the other side of the wagon. Dare seemed to have been listening in while speaking with his sister. Tennin gave them an uncertain look. Dare gestured with their hands, signaling “slow.”


    He took a calming breath before beginning, “I was apprenticed south of here in the Humdan Forest. We are new to the area, and we hired on for some seasonal coin to put down roots. The Wolves have a reputation for being…well funded.”


    The three of them had spent time researching the various mercenary companies in the city. The past couple days, they focused on the Wolves in preparation. He didn’t want to say what he was thinking: The noble pricks would likely do anything for profit just to funnel that coin to the elite of the bloated free company.


    The Horracines tended to align with the nobility and their exploitative nature, so he chose his words carefully. He said, “We interviewed with a few different free companies, and they were the first to get back to us. They seem like a decent bunch.”


    The priest looked around and saw the two warriors that the Halfling glanced to before elaborating. One was a striking lean warrior with iron body armor and a long-handled axe on each hip. The other was a shorter warrior with worn scale armor, a spear in hand, and a hammer resting on their hip. “Do your fellows have something they would like to add to the conversation?”


    He attempted to hide his surprise at the observant older woman behind a sly grin. “Nothing of the sort. We are of new acquaintance, and I needed a moment to gather my thoughts.”


    She nodded and said, “Apologies, I didn’t mean to assume. We have a long journey ahead of us. Perhaps I can tell you a bit about myself. Then we won’t be such new acquaintances.” She gave the younger man a warm smile.


    Lieutenant Yator came trotting up alongside a Human in matching armor. “You all know me, but proper introductions are in order before we set off. I am Lieutenant Yator, and I am the second for this mission. Beside me is Captain Histaad.”


    The man looked the priest and the mage over. He gave them a respectful nod.


    Yator looked over the pair. The large priestess openly wore her habit, which should give bandits pause. It was both illegal and morally reprehensible to injure a priest of any recognized faith. She noticed that the Halfling had replaced his purple cloak with a set of decent leather armor and a sword at his hip.


    Yator continued, “We will be moving out presently. Mother Brin, keep the wagon close and in line. Tennin, it’s nice to see that you put the coin to good use. I’m sure you’ll get used to the armor and blade in no time. Perhaps one of us can find the time to give you a bit of training so you don’t hurt yourself with that sword. Now, keep your eyes and other senses out for ambushes. We should be safe until we get farther from the city, but stay vigilant.”


    With a side glance at the two warriors next to the wagon, she said loud enough for everyone to hear, “Oh, and keep your muscle in line. We don’t need any accidents occurring because of impatience or incompetence.”


    Captain Histaad stared at the two warriors in question. Yator turned and moved back up the column. Histaad lingered, evaluating the Vari and Demari in turn.


    Dare made a point to stand straighter, while Magera set her jaw.


    The captain’s blank expression turned to one of disgust before he followed Lieutenant Yator.


    Tennin turned around, missing the look, and with fake seriousness said, “Yeah, behave, you two.”


    Magera flashed a rude gesture, one at her brother and one to the retreating captain’s back.

  


  
    
      


      Chapter 4

    


    Morning, Day 12, Storm’s Start


    As the caravan set out, the mounted officers stayed in front of the wagons, while the Sumacs flanked the slow-moving caravan in the fields and woods.


    Dare walked with Magera behind the last wagon. Dare wondered what Lieutenant Yator thought Tennin was capable of. She hadn’t bothered to ask him yet. He was an excellent combat mage, but in truth, he hadn’t figured out a true scrying spell yet.


    Motion detection and finding spells were helpful but less so while moving. Those spells paled in comparison to those mages who could truly see beyond natural sight. Something having to do with innate magic versus learned magic or some such.


    Tennin was a natural elementalist and a trained generalist. He had said often enough that he had no abilities with traditional spectral magic, including scrying and illusions. He could use magic to find a missing pet, but his vision was no better than Dare’s own and worse than Magera’s.


    That first day was simple and quiet. That close to the city, there was an abundance of rangers patrolling the roads and securing the closer communities.


    The Gray Wolves set the standard that night, pulling the wagons into a loose circle and setting a watch. Each of the three shifts had a Wolf in charge of four others. The two officers, the priest, the mage, and the Sumac’s sergeant stayed asleep in reserve in case of danger. When Lieutenant Yator explained it that first night, it sounded practical. Tennin wasn’t about to complain, but the trio agreed that it was a bit irritating and wasn’t a great start to the officer’s leadership style.


    Dinner was quiet, with everyone keeping to their own groups. It seemed everyone was measuring up one another.


    In the morning, the trio got up after the last watch, just after dawn, and began breaking camp. The Drakari and the priest joined in, but the others had different plans. The Gray Wolf Halfling moved to her tent to take a nap after the last shift. The Sumacs got up when the work was nearly done.


    The Gray Wolves didn’t seem in any great hurry to get moving. They got on the road an hour or so after the others finally stirred and broke camp. The four Drakari and the trio of independents stood around and shot dirty looks at the lazy Wolves. A few from the last watch decided to lie down on or near their wagons.


    Magera approached Dare on the right. “If this is how the Wolves travel, maybe we should plan to get some exercise in tomorrow. It’s not like we’re getting strained walking behind a caravan all day.”


    “Today could have been a fluke, but I doubt it. If this is the pace they wish to set, I’m in for some exercise.”


    The morning of the third day, the three were able to get an hour of training in while the others rested and took things slower than the day prior. The sparring was kept light: mobility drills, half-speed sparring for strength training, and full-speed sparring with single weapons.


    Magera worked with a single axe, Tennin had his gladius, and Dare used their hammer to keep things even. They wanted to get a workout, but knowing they’d be in full armor all day, they took things easy.


    After Yator’s previous comment, Tennin thought it best if he was seen making mistakes with his sword. As they were ending the session, they noticed that they had the attention of a few of the other warriors. Specifically, the two large Orcs and a couple of the Drakari.


    One of the Orcs came strolling over. He was a few inches taller than Magera, which put him over six and a half feet in height. He strolled right over to her. “Mornin’, folks. Uh, your axe work looked real good. I see you have a pair. Can you handle both in a real fight, or is one a backup?”


    Magera turned to face the large warrior, meeting his gaze with her purple eyes. “You’ll have to wait and see. Maybe you want to join us tomorrow?” She gave him a smile and gestured at the similar axe on his hip. “You could probably show me a thing or two.”


    Tennin turned away from the awkward flirting from his twin.


    The big man said, “Maybe I will. We are about to get moving, but keep practicing and I’m sure you’ll be ready when the time comes. All else, you can stand behind my great shield and I’ll keep you covered.”


    “I’ll remember you said that. My name is Magera, and these are my companions, Tennin and Dare.”


    At that, he looked over and they waved.


    “My name is Snarn. It’s nice to meet you. I’ll see if I can get up early enough to treat you to a real fight one of these mornings. I promise not to go too easy on you.” He turned and walked away.


    Magera started shaking her head, and they all chuckled at the exchange.


    Tennin spent the day picking Mother Brin’s brain about what she knew of the mission, the local area, and religion. They were given very few details before setting off. It was a supply run taking no less than two months to a distant keep on the northern frontier. Brin explained that they were escorting the caravan to a keep owned by an Elven lord by the family name of Genteenth. Payment on delivery, and then they were to assist the garrison in ferreting out some bandits that had taken root nearby. The rogues had been causing trouble with the market village within the lord’s domain.


    Traveling through the countryside east of the city, they passed several small communities and the keeps that managed them. By late afternoon on the third day, the caravan approached the town of Siervedel.


    As they entered the town, it was apparent that it existed as a function of river trade. The river could be heard from the road. The town didn’t have a proper wall; instead, a crossed palisade surrounded the modest settlement.


    As they traveled down the central road, several towers in an arc along the waterfront became visible over the single-story homes. Tennin stood on the front of the wagon to get a better look at the wooden towers. “That’s an odd sight to see in a town this small.”


    Mother Brin answered, “They are there to protect the river crossing.”


    Puzzled, he continued, “What could warrant such a great an expense for the town? What are they defending from?”


    Brin took a breath and continued, “I keep forgetting you aren’t from around here. You must understand the geography of the region. Siervedel lies in the armpit where the Udannin River splits off the larger Querikan River. The mighty Querikan forms the border between the Jutorian Plains to the west and the Kardilane Taiga to the east. The area of the taiga east of here stays chilly most of the year from the winds blowing out of the Kilarran range and is mostly unsettled. The land is poorly suited for traditional agriculture. That region is full of wild clans, wandering Giants, and powerful beings in self-exile. I have a few friends here in town. They have to be on constant lookout for raiders. The raiders will snatch up any barges not properly secured. The northern frontier is very fertile but more dangerous than south of the Udannin.”


    Tennin nodded along before asking, “Why not travel more inland to cross the Udannin then?”


    Brin explained, “Siervedel acts as the only relative safe point to cross without having to travel for weeks across rolling hills to get to the bridge at Parravon, west of Ritesburg. For many folks, Siervedel is their only option. The goods could go downriver to other cities, but the barges would have a hard time. The river is treacherous for most vessels, and the trip back would require a lot of muscle or expensive magic. Its simpler to just cross.”


    The Halfling mage could appreciate more than most the amount of arcane power it would take to either propel a barge or to augment it through channeling. “The town must charge a significant toll to cross?”


    The Giantkin shrugged. “It’s simply the cost of trade. You will see when we cross, the town continues on the other side of the river. You can only cross when you can see the far shore. Otherwise, you risk attack.”


    The caravan trundled through town, eventually joining a queue on the lane leading to the pier. The captain of the Wolves went ahead to confirm the crossing and get them on the rolls. While they stood around waiting their turn, Dare got to chatting with one of the Goblin scouts. His name was Tearivan, but he went simply by Tea.


    “Where you from, Tea?”


    He stood resting his thumbs in his belt while scanning the locals going about their business. “I grew up in a farming community outside the city. We passed within a couple miles of it shortly after lunch that first day. What about you, Darren?”


    With a soft chuckle, Dare replied, “Close, it’s Dare. I’m from down in the Humdan Forest. My friends and I are fairly new to the region. Do you know of the lord we’ve been hired to help?”


    The man stopped scanning to look up at them. “Only by name and what Verda told us before we set off. Lord Serrin Genteenth and his brother Seddra are young lords, for Elves. Apparently, their family was one of the first on the northern frontier more than two centuries ago. Sergeant Verda said the Genteenths have estates in Ritesburg and Emor.”


    Dare nodded and said, “That’s good to know. We weren’t told a great deal. We just got the basics. You been with the Sumacs long?”


    He let go of a breath that might have been a laugh. “Been with the company six years now. I joined when I was seventeen. Funny story that. I moved to the city to look for an apprenticeship. One evening, I got stopped by the guards because I had a sack of bread and other baked goods. It didn’t matter that they were the baker’s castoffs. They just saw a scraggly Goblin youth protecting a bag of food after dark. I took a few hits before they even bothered asking questions. I was pinned up against a wall when Verda stepped in and took pity on me.”


    He ran his hands through his shaggy brown hair before continuing. “She just saw a skinny kid, no matter I was a Goblin, being roughed up by a pair of guards and decided to do something. She took a guess at the situation and started dressing me down right there in the streets. She was yelling so fierce the guards dropped me to get out of her way. She threw a gold piece at one of the guards and told them to let her handle me. The stunned guards didn’t think twice. I wasn’t worth their time. I was released to the angry Gnome’s custody. She pulled me by my ear, calling me outrageous names until we were a few streets away. She looked me over and made sure I wasn’t too hurt. I tried to explain that I hadn’t been stealing, but it didn’t matter to the guards and it didn’t to her. She took me back to the guildhouse, set me up in the recruits’ bunk, and put me to work. It wasn’t the apprenticeship that I expected, but it’s still better than farming.” He drifted off and raised a hand to his ear. “I can still feel where she had my ear.”


    With a small grin at the younger Goblin, Dare said softly, “Sounds like a good lady.”


    He replied real quick, “She’s our captain, but she ain’t no lady, sir. The Sumacs don’t have any nobles. The Wolves named her a sergeant for the contract, but we follow her as captain. She doesn’t normally come on contract with us. It’s a big deal for her to come with.” He looked like he wanted to go on talking, but something held him.


    “Is something the matter, Tea?”


    “I’ve said too much, I think.”


    “If it makes you feel better, I was raised around a free company of a similar size to the Sumacs. We didn’t have any nobles either. Better without them, in my opinion. Gives the good people the chance to earn position without looking at where they came from.”


    The younger Goblin looked somewhat relieved. “I haven’t gotten the chance to talk to anyone outside our team since we set out. I guess I’m a bit nervous.”


    Dare had a good idea what about. “Nervous about being out and away from the city or saying the wrong thing to the wrong person?”


    He seemed to consider. “A bit of both, I suppose. This is my first scouting contract more than a couple days out. We are going all the way up to the frontier.” He released a breath and scanned the road as the caravan slowly moved up the line. “Is it normal to have so many different teams on one contract?”


    “No, not like this. When one company hires positions out to others, it’s typically for a specific role. Even then, the host company always makes up the majority of the personnel.”


    The caravan came to a halt again, and Tea turned his focus back on Dare. “Do you think it’ll matter that there are so many different groups?”


    Dare gave the younger mercenary a flat look. “We have two companies, a Drakari clan, which functions similar to a mercenary company, and four independent hires. What do you think?”


    A silence fell between the two for a drawn-out minute. Tea looked thoughtful, and Dare split focus between Tea and their surroundings.


    Tea answered the hanging question. “It’ll come down to the officers and how they bring everyone together. Being nobles, they have inherent social and legal power, and as officers, they are due an amount of professional respect.”


    “All true. So you think it won’t matter?”


    Dare noticed his posture shift as if he came to a decision. “No, sir. The Gray Wolves are taking a risk, but they are confident that the differences will not matter.”


    “Fair enough. We’ll see in time. Also, I’m just Dare, not sir. I appreciate the formality, but it just doesn’t fit.”


    Tea gave them an odd look but nodded acceptance.


    The pair continued chatting on and off until they were close to the pier.


    The pier they approached was massive, able to fit two of the barges on either side. The next largest pier was situated upstream, closer to where the river diverged. It docked a few reinforced vessels probably belonging to the watch. The rest were smaller piers running along the Udannin bank, suited for smaller fishing boats and private craft.


    Another hour passed before it was their turn to board the barges, and by that time, dusk had fallen. The lieutenant came down the line, informing everyone that they would be the first to depart in the morning. Everyone was to stay with the cargo through the night. Shortly after, she left with the captain to find better lodging for the evening.


    There was much grumbling from the rest of the company about another night of trail rations. After some debate, it was decided that a few would venture out to find some better food while they were in town. Tennin volunteered to join, eager to explore the town. Mother Brin gave several recommendations but had little interest in joining.


    While they were gone, most of the mercenaries made a makeshift camp right there on the side of the lane. Tea and another of the Goblin scouts came and sat down with Dare, who was already with a couple of the Drakari. They were all talking, mostly complaining, about the trip so far. The Orc, Snarn, was propped up against a wagon talking animatedly to Magera.


    Less than an hour had passed when the small team returned, looking triumphant. A large pot of stew was being carried between a Drakari and a Goblin.


    Magera called out as they returned, “Tennin, who let you walk off with the whole damn pot?”


    While carrying a big bread hamper, Tennin nodded to the Drakari with the pot. “We went to that big inn we passed earlier. The one Mother Brin said had good chowder. Sergeant Kendrix walked straight into the kitchen. Next thing we see is him walking out with it.”


    The stocky Drakari shrugged with a small smile on his draconian face as his companions scrambled to get out the mess kits. “I made a deal with the cook. The pot and basket would be returned full of local vegetables and herbs. The river is full of great plants that the townsfolk wouldn’t risk the current to collect. After supper, Tera and Cad will harvest enough to fill the pot. Good exercise in exchange for full bellies.”


    Two of the other Drakari sitting near Dare groaned but accepted their fate.


    The food was set out, and the collective mood improved greatly in their makeshift camp. For the first time, the different groups all ate together.


    The priest dropped the bread into the bowl and broke the relative silence. “What is it that brought you three so far north?” A short paused followed before she guessed, “Ooh, are you three on the run?”


    Dare’s core clenched for a second before answering, “Nothing so dramatic. Magera and I were hired to escort Tennin.”


    Magera was nodding. “Once we made it up here, we took Tennin’s lead. He said, ‘Let’s be mercenaries,’ so here we are.”


    “Were you two house guards or something?”


    Tennin had been shoring up the details for their fictitious backstory, and “Let’s be mercenaries” was not how it was supposed to be told and Magera knew it.


    Tennin interjected, “Oh no, these two weren’t respected house or city guards. They were adventurers. Going around taking jobs off of bounty boards and living off whatever they could scrounge up. I took them under my modest patronage. Once we made it up here…”


    Magera continued over her brother, “Once we made it up here, Tennin found that his words and talents alone wouldn’t gain us employment. These northern folk seem much less trusting than those of our homeland. Without a patron or organization vouching for us, we weren’t taken seriously.”


    Mother Brin said, “Much less interesting than you being famous fugitives, but makes more sense, I suppose.”


    Tennin’s eyes went wide for only a second, and Dare saw the gears turning in his curly-haired head. They cleared their throat. “We were lucky the Gray Wolves took a chance on us. More than one company rep walked away once they got a good look at Magera and myself.”


    Snarn spoke up. “Mercenaries and other traveling folk are typically more understanding of oddities, but I’m not too surprised. Some of the fiercest fighters I’ve met are those with the most to prove and the least to lose.” The big man looked at Magera to punctuate his statement. He probably meant it as a compliment, but her raised brow and tight-lipped expression showed that he had missed the mark.


    Mother Brin added, “Horrace the High teaches that those with little to lose are easily lost. Make sure you have something or someone to cling to so you can stay with us.” Her gaze flowed across everyone assembled to make sure the message was received by all.


    Magera thought she had heard that adage before, but she couldn’t place where.


    Seargeant Kendrix and his partner Padry approached, and a space was made for them to sit. Padry gave Magera a pleasant smile and said, “I know many will say otherwise, but I have always thought the Demari were so stunning with those purple eyes and the dark skin. Of all the scale-less, the Demari and Alachari just look so striking.”


    It was difficult to see with her dark complexion, but Tennin would always know when his twin was blushing.


    Magera said, “Thank you, ma’am. That’s very kind of you to say.”


    Dare couldn’t help themself. “I told you, you aren’t that ugly.” Magera glared, but they continued, “The next chance we get, we’ll find you a helmet that displays your striking violet eyes and accommodates your silly little head spikes.”


    Magera was seething. The last time she wore a helmet into combat, she couldn’t help but complain, and Dare knew it. The heavy things pushed down on the row of spikes that trailed the top of her skull. She had tried to stuff the top of her helmet with an old shirt, and it felt ridiculous. Magera ignored her friend’s jibes and tried to enjoy the conversation happening around her.


    Kendrix finished his food and spoke in a serious tone. “You are fit enough warriors, but there are those who will only see you for your outward appearance. Trust someone who has spent a career being selected for additional work based on the status of a race that was chosen by the gods. Don’t give them a reason to act on their prejudices, and you should make it through your time with the Wolves just fine.”


    A snort and some snickers came from where most of the Sumacs sat nearby.


    Dare looked to where the Sumacs sat. Side conversations were happening, and they knew that some were much less welcoming than the one taking place close to them. Dare also saw Tea deep in thought. He was likely thinking about the inconsistencies between Tennin’s story and what Dare had shared earlier. Dare had warned Tennin about sharing too much, and here they were not following their own advice.


    After eating their fill, Sergeant Kendrix sent Cadrilix and Pateranon to collect the agreed-upon river bounty. The pair walked back a short while later with the pot full of leeks, river weed, shelled creatures, and many other things that Dare had never encountered before. After Kendrix deemed it good enough, the pair went back to the inn.


    Before too long, the pair were spotted coming down the road. The taller of the Dragonkin, Cadrilix, held up a bottle of the local spirits. It didn’t last long as it was passed around the camp. Everyone slept well with full, warm bellies. 

  


  
    
      


      Chapter 5

    


    Morning, Day 15, Storm’s Start


    Captain Histaad rode back toward the main pier where his company spent the night. He was sore from the uncomfortable straw mattress, but it was better than the hard ground of camping. As he approached alongside his lieutenant, he watched as the bargemen and his men loaded and secured the three large wagons. They were led by his faithful Gray Wolves.


    As he watched, he could see that the safe night in town did wonders for the morale of his soldiery. They’d need it. After they left the far side of Siervedel, they would enter the frontier proper, then they would need to be on guard until they reached the safety of Lord Genteenth’s keep. Then the real work would begin.


    Once the barge was loaded and ready, they had to wait until the signal was given from the nearest river tower. The morning mist partially obscured the view to the other side. The ground and tower crews used a number of flags to communicate their messages.


    The barge master relayed the final message to the crew, and they pushed off. As the barge crossed the wide river junction where the Udannin River split from the Querikan, it looked like a turbulent lake. Plumes of mist sprouted from the diverging currents, obscuring parts of the view to the north and east.


    During the crossing, they spotted a vessel sitting near the center of the junction. The barge workers tensed, along with some of the passengers. The barge master at the rear started waving red and yellow flags in the direction they had just come.


    Dare moved to the starboard side to get a better look and saw what had raised the folk’s hackles. The boat held nearly a score of armed warriors. Some were brandishing nets and ropes.


    A deckhand with a curly up-do tied off with a bandanna stopped next to Dare and said, “They are considering if we are worth the fight. Since they haven’t started moving, we should be alright, but that doesn’t mean we are in the clear.”


    Dare asked the sailor, “Have you ever been attacked by river pirates?”


    They shook their head. “Naw, happens pretty often though. We’ll be fine. I’m wearin’ my lucky pants, you see.”


    Dare grinned and looked to see how serious they were. The deckhand was wearing a pair of pants that were several inches above the ankles and patched in several places. The deckhand had a half-cocked smile, which made it impossible to determine their veracity.


    The rest of the trip was tense, but they moved away from the bold pirates and within the protection of the far side.


    Once they disembarked, they were able to see that the far side of Siervedel was a mirror image of the town they woke up in a few hours earlier. One notable difference was the strength of the walls on this side of the river. Much more capable defenses with recent signs of a skirmish.


    Eventually, the caravan was unloaded, and they were beyond the protection of Siervedel and into the northern frontier.


    The road on the north side of the river was not much wider than the large caravan wagons. This part of the Jutorian Plains had rolling hills covered with grasses varying from waist high on most folk to taller than a Jotari. There were intermittent copses of trees that the road seemed to travel through to give a reprieve from the cold spring wind.


    Lieutenant Yator moved down the line, warning each group to be vigilant as they moved out of the city’s protection. When she made it down to the last wagon, she spoke to Mother Brin and Tennin. As she turned her battle donkey around, Dare could have sworn that they saw a sneer on the Dwarf’s face.


    Dare looked to Magera, but she was scanning the sea of grass surrounding them. It was probably for the best.


    Dare thought, What’s going through the lieutenant’s head? She hired us. We’ve kept our heads down and did what we were told. What else does she want from us? Their thoughts ran the gambit of self-doubt, into irritation, and through a valley of rage at the plain bigotry, finally climbing to the top of a hill of defiance covered in the wildflowers of pettiness. The lieutenant would not be the first bigot in power over the three of them. Dare knew they all could handle whatever came their way, but Dare wished they didn’t have to.


    Over the next few days, they passed turnoffs marking a few vineyards and farming communities but little else. They continued their routine of sparring in the mornings, with the Drakari joining in more and more often. The Sumacs and Wolves kept their distance. One morning, Snarn looked as if he would join in, but his companion, Hillroy, put a hand on his shoulder and pointed to the officers’ tents.


    Mother Brin eventually joined in with some of the mobility drills. She used her large walking staff. Dare noted the iron bandings around the center third of the long pole.


    The three of them spent the days keeping an eye on their surroundings. At night, Magera and Dare spoke with the others on watch. Magera had the opportunity to get to know the matronly Drakari woman, Padry, better. Her name was Padragath, but she insisted on Padry. As they expected, all four red Drakari were related. Padry was partnered with Sergeant Kendrix. The younger Cadrilix and Pateranon were her cousins, but she treated them more like her own children. They were all part of the Maws of Many Teeth clan south of Ritesburg. Padry admitted this was the farthest north that she had ever traveled.


    Dare made a point to speak with as many people as they could but with limited success. The Drakari were becoming friendly, but Sergeant Kendrix was a reserved fellow. The four Goblin Sumacs all seem like reasonable folk but mostly kept to the Sumacs. This was the first time traveling outside the city for most of them.


    The Halfling and Gnomish men avoided Magera and Dare as much as they could. The enlisted Wolves along with Sergeant Verda avoided contact with them entirely. Dare suspected that the officers were contemplating how they could separate Tennin from his hired muscle. Dare, Magera, and the Drakari were regularly given extra work details around camp and didn’t get a day off from night watch. Tennin was asked to sit with the Wolves at dinner most evenings, which the trio admitted was helpful.


    Dare spotted more than one lingering look that Snarn sent in Magera’s direction. Dare spoke with the twins about it one morning, but Magera was in denial.


    Tennin speculated, “I overheard the Wolves talking. He was warned against interacting with you two. You’ll have to bide your time before you can get wooed by the big strong man.”


    Magera cut threw her brother’s teasing. “Your eyes are playing tricks on you. Also, I do not need or want to be wooed by anyone. He is cute, but that is beside the point. He’s a Gray Wolf.”


    “I don’t pay my employees to fraternize with the other mercenaries.” His grin died as Magera threatened to hit him.


    Dare added, “I am interested to see if this treatment persists or if barriers break down the longer we travel together.”


    A few days past Seivedel, Dare had their first direct interaction with the captain. One morning after they finished sparring, Captain Histaad approached the group while they rehydrated. He stepped within arm’s reach and looked Dare up and down.


    The captain was no more than five years their senior, putting him solidly in his thirties. He had the wide stance of one more used to riding than marching. “I hope you learn something from the lizards. They at least make a decent shield wall.” He looked to where the Drakari were standing and said, “And they know their place.” He met Dare’s yellow-green gaze and glared.


    When Dare didn’t respond or look away, he continued, “A spear and hammer is a useless combination. You probably blew the drunken quartermaster of a third-rate company for his castoffs.” He laughed at his own joke.


    Dare could feel Magera’s ire rising to a boil somewhere behind them. Dare thought, The captain will get nothing from me. He’ll get bored with his hollow sport eventually.


    Frustrated, Captain Histaad spat at Dare’s feet. Spittle dripping from his lip, he turned and stormed off.


    Magera and Tennin approached as Dare slowly released a breath.


    Tennin said, “These grasslands are full of snakes. One could find its way into his tent?”


    Magera suggested, “Or I could misplace an axe in his body somewhere.”


    With a chuckle and the tension receding, Dare said, “Thank you both, but this isn’t new. If the noble were to challenge me personally, that would be different. As long as it stays verbal, I’ll put up with it. We can’t start anything or the law would be on his side, even way out here. He is in charge of this company, and we are attached to the company at the moment. He can’t get rid of us just because he’s a hateful bastard with a breeze up his trousers.”

  


  
    
      


      Chapter 6

    


    Morning, Day 19, Storm’s Start


    Since Tennin was unencumbered with guard duty, he spent parts of each night going through the wagons’ contents. He used a spell to reduce the sound around himself to almost nothing. The rear wagon had various supplies including rope, tarpaulins, nails, mortar mixes, and a few hundred pounds of miscellaneous junk. The middle had enough food to feed fifty warriors for a month, with a couple crates of iron tools. Simple dried ingredients and sturdy construction tools. He found the first wagon filled with spears, light bows, several bushels of arrows, wooden shields, and enough single-edged swords to arm a small company.


    He reported to Dare and Magera before the last guard shift ended the following morning. He summarized everything that he’d found in the wagons. “The initial briefing said that we were aiding some remote lord to deal with a bandit problem, but we are hauling militia and siege supplies. I feel like we’re missing something.”


    Magera added, “I’ve heard from the others that the town was taken by bandits and being held against the lord.”


    Tennin gave a smug smirk. “Yesterday, Hillroy asked if I could take down a fortified wall. He looked sad and maybe a little relieved when I told him no.”


    “This isn’t adding up.” Dare looked thoughtful, mulling over the new information. “You’re right. We need more details, but the Wolves aren’t likely to speak to me or Magera. Have you overheard anything when you eat dinner with them?”


    “Not really. They mostly ignore me and talk among themselves. Occasionally, Lieutenant Yator asks me a question about my magic, but she clearly has never spent any real time around a mage.”


    “What about the three enlisted Wolves? Have they opened up to you?”


    “Only superficial stuff like the weather, terrain, and complaining about all the walking.”


    Dare’s typically flat look broke and they started grinning, which worried Tennin.


    “What?”


    Dare raised their eyebrows because Tennin likely knew what they were thinking.


    “What? Do you want me to cozy up to one of them?”


    To Tennin, Magera added, “You tried to do the same thing to me just the other day, remember? Snarn mumbled awkwardly and walked away.”


    Dare placed a hand on his shoulder. “You are placed to get one of them talking. Maybe a particular young Halfling Gray Wolf lass.”


    “Phyla? I don’t think she’s said three words to me.”


    “Her name is Phyla Washung. The Gray Wolves is her first company, and she has been there less than two years. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was her first real employment,” Dare explained.


    “How do you even know that? She hasn’t talked to you either.”


    Magera looked at her twin, pointing to her ear. “They might not talk to us, but we can still hear everything they say.”


    Tennin huffed. “We’ll see if I get the chance when we stop at some point.”


    Dare contemplated
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