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Siobhan knew, intellectually, that people were anxious to get back their city. It made perfect sense to her, as she felt the same way. But it still took her by surprise when Darrens sent a message to her and requested that she come to the strategy meeting to be held in the next hour. Rain and drought, but they’d barely won the battle at Converse last night! Siobhan would have thought that people would take at least two days to rest up and take stock before planning the assault on Goldschmidt. Or at the very least, Darrens would give time for everyone to finish breakfast! 
But apparently she was the only one that thought that way. 
Darrens was still camped out in the main tap-room of the tavern, only this time he had commandeered more tables, probably to accommodate the influx of people. When Siobhan entered the room, her eyes automatically scanned the area, counting heads. Her own people were already there—Rune, Wolf, Tran, Fei, Markl, Conli, and interestingly enough, Grae. She blinked at seeing him. Grae had never been a part of the planning sessions before for the simple reason that he was not a fighter. Even she was usually invited only because it was mostly her men that were the commanders, and as guildmaster, it would be rude to not inform her. 
As she wound her way through the tables and to the side where all of her guild sat, Siobhan glanced at the rest of the room. Emalee, Darren’s wife, was at the head table with her husband, Lirah sitting at her side. Hyun Woo and Ryu Jin Ho were on the opposite side of the table of their students, as well as a few other men that Siobhan recognized as being the main enforcers of Blackstone. Two men she didn’t recognize, but she did know the guildcrest on their sleeves—Silvermoon. They must be the commanders of Hammon’s enforcers, then. 
From the looks of things, it seemed she was the last to arrive, as Siobhan couldn’t think of a single person they could be missing. 
Sliding into a seat between Wolf and Grae, she leaned closer to her childhood friend and asked in a low tone, “Grae, why are you here?”
“Wolf asked me to come,” Grae responded, brow furrowed in bemusement. Apparently, he wasn’t entirely clear on why he was there either. 
Hearing them, Wolf murmured for their ears, “Grae knows the land around Goldschmidt better than anyone else here. And I have a notion or two about pathmaking that might make our job easier I want to run by him.”
Ahhh. Well, that made total sense. Grae did indeed know the land better than anyone, including Darrens, as he had to know every nuance of the land to work his paths. Not to mention the dozens of times he’d dug around in the soil so he could build new paths. If Siobhan had been thinking, she’d have invited him herself. 
Darrens stood and cleared his throat, gaining their attention. “Everyone’s here, I believe? Good, good. This might be somewhat premature, as we just won a battle yesterday, but I want us to start working on the plan to retake Goldschmidt.”
“You are not overly hasty,” Hyun Woo assured him calmly. “To retake a well-fortified city like Goldschmidt, we will need much time and preparation.”
Well, true, they likely did. Darrens seemed relieved no one was going to argue that point with him and gave Hyun Woo a grateful look before moving on. “Let’s start with introductions, as I think this might be a first meeting for some. These are my commanders, Talik and Romohr.”
Siobhan was personally pleased to see both men, as she hadn’t seen Romohr since the bridge incident at Quigg, or Talik since that last, desperate escape from Goldschmidt. It relieved her to know they were both fine. 
“From Silvermoon, this is Jonathan Glass and Gaurav Hasur. They have been invaluable help to us and have volunteered to stay at least long enough to reclaim Goldschmidt.”
Jonathan Glass had that ‘nice man’ look to him. Not particularly tall, fair hair, glasses perched on his nose. He looked more like a scholar than a fighter, but the solid build to his arms suggested that looks were very deceiving. If he had the rank of main enforcer, and was handpicked for this battle by Hammon, then he must be very, very good. He ducked his head in greeting but didn’t say a word. 
Gaurav Hasur absolutely must hail from the very southern edge of Robarge, with that dark toned skin and jet black hair. He had a wonderful smile, though, which he flashed at the table in large. From his height and build, Siobhan was fairly sure he could tackle a raging boar and come out on top. 
“Pleasure,” Gaurav said, voice pleasant and soothing. 
Darrens kept going around the table, introducing the rest. He finished with, “Now, that out of the way, I am now taking any suggestions that seem viable. Hyun Woo-zhi, Ryu Jin Ho-zhi, is capturing Goldschmidt possible? With the forces we have?”
Instead of answering, Hyun Woo turned an expectant look at his students. 
Siobhan’s enforcers shared looks between them, not out of uncertainty, but more like, Are you going to answer, or should I? In the end it was Fei that turned to Darrens and assured him, “We can. It will take cunning on our parts, but we can.”
“The trick will be to lure as many men out of the city as possible,” Tran added. “We don’t want a pitched battle on top of the walls like we had here in Converse. If it came to that, we really don’t have the necessary manpower to win. But if we can trick them outside of the city, then we have a solid chance of winning.”
All of the non-strategists at the table listened in growing confusion, but it was Darrens that voiced the obvious question. “And how do we lure them out? I would think only an idiot would leave fortified walls when an army comes knocking.”
“The essential point in order to bring down the defenses of any stronghold is,” Hyun Woo held up an illustrative finger, “to block them from receiving one essential element.”
Siobhan blinked. “Just one?”
“Just one.” A disturbing smile resided on Hyun Woo’s face that made her think he was cackling evilly on the inside. “If you take away just water, or just food, or something of that nature, a man caves quickly to the pressure. How long can a man fight and live without water? Without food? Removing that one thing can force him out of his stronghold within days.”
“There was a time, in long forgotten past, where a general tried this,” Ryu Jin Ho added musingly, fingers stroking his mustache. “He blocked all trade to the city. They came out within two days.”
Fei apparently couldn’t resist this history lesson as he expounded, “And when the general of long-lost Kold was forced to recapture his home city, he blocked their route to the sea. When the commander in charge of the city defenses realized what had happened, he immediately put together a force and charged the attacking soldiers. Without the sea, no one inside had enough food to live on for more than a few days. The general of Kold was able to breach the walls and retake the city in a matter of hours.” 
“That’s something of a record, though,” Hyun Woo said, as if not wanting anyone to get the idea in their heads that retaking Goldschmidt would be that easy. “In the course of history, we only know of that one battle where the siege was over so quickly.”
Siobhan was still impressed. Hours? Days? When she saw how well her people had defended Converse, she’d been afraid that retaking Goldschmidt would be a nigh-impossible task. A gnawing worry had been hovering in the back of her mind, as she was not sure if they could ever go back home until the enemy forces just got bored of being there and decided to return to Orin. 
“So…you think that retaking Goldschmidt is possible. Without a significant loss of life.”
“I do,” Hyun Woo assured her gently, eyes kind. “Do not worry, Siobhan-jia. But you must help me.” He turned his head, taking in everyone in the room as he repeated, “You must help me. I do not know your city of Goldschmidt well. I barely know it at all. How long can a force of, say, three thousand men survive in your city without trade bringing in fresh food?”
“With the sea augmenting their stores with fresh meat?” Darrens lifted a hand, wobbling it back and forth as he guesstimated. “I would say several weeks. It’s a large city, after all. If they find the warehouses of canned goods I have, then possibly three months.”
Ryu Jin Ho exchanged a confused look with Hyun Woo. “Warehouses of canned goods?” Ryu Jin Ho parroted. 
Siobhan groaned in realization. “Of course! I’d forgotten about those.”
Darrens gave her a grim nod before explaining, “In my father’s time, we had a terrible drought. I was only about ten, so I don’t remember it much, but we lost a good population of the city to starvation just because there wasn’t any food to be had. It took nearly five years before we recovered from it, another five after that before the economy became stable again. The price of food had gone sky-high. After that, we laid in provisions, made sure that we had enough food set aside to feed a respectable portion of the city for several months. We were afraid of what might happen if another drought hit us.”
Lirah’s eyes were on the ceiling as she slowly asked, “Didn’t we use part of that during that terrible ice storm when I was a child?”
“You were six,” Darrens said in mild surprise. “I didn’t think you remembered that. Yes, sweets, we certainly did. The warehouses have come in handy several times since my father created them. Until now, that is.”
“So food is not our quickest route,” Gaurav summarized with a grimace. “What other way?”
A silence fell as people thought.
“Water,” Grae said softly. Even in the absolute stillness, his voice was barely audible. “You said that water would be a good way to force them out.”
Both strategists snapped around, giving him their absolute attention. Grae almost flinched at their reaction, looking nervous to have all eyes on him. He cleared his throat before continuing hesitantly, “There’s only one water source to the city.”
“There’s several,” Darrens disagreed, more in confusion than anything else.
“The water comes into Goldschmidt in several ways, either by canal or water fountains,” Grae half-agreed. He looked very ill at ease arguing with his head guildmaster, but forged ahead regardless. “But the source of the water is just outside of Goldschmidt. I know. It’s the only one that I can use to activate my paths.”
Siobhan smacked her forehead as the obvious became clear. “Of course. The water you use has to be from a true source, otherwise it doesn’t have the power it needs, right?”
“Right,” he agreed, relieved he had gotten his point across and he didn’t have to talk anymore. 
Taking over for him, Siobhan turned to the rest to explain eagerly, “I know exactly where this is. It’s about five hundred feet from the western gate. The source bubbles out into a stream, but the way it’s fed into the city is through an open canal. Most people think it’s just one long river or something because grass grows up alongside it, covering the stonework. But it’s the only source of fresh water for the city. We can easily dam it up.”
Hyun Woo looked between her and Grae with a hopeful expression on his face. “You are certain of this?”
“Dead certain,” she assured him. “Grae has to know the source of any water he uses for a path. It directly affects the power he can draw on for the path, after all. He’s traced every waterway in Goldschmidt at least once a year to make sure his water source is still clear and hasn’t changed. If anyone in the city will know, it’s him.”
“Then that is the element we must block.” Satisfied, Hyun Woo sat back in his chair. “A man cannot go more than three days without water. We will force them out very quickly.”
Wolf rubbed his hands together, a feral smile of anticipation curling his mouth up. “So, Master, how should we do this?”
“With cunning,” Hyun Woo answered, tone mild. “And with stealth. But most of all, with intelligence. They still outnumber us, but they cannot out-fox us. This is a lesson we shall teach them. First, however,” he gestured to everyone in the room with a small circular motion of his hand, “I need the collective knowledge of everyone in this room. You must tell me, in detail, about the walls around Goldschmidt. Tell me its weaknesses, tell me its strengths, and give me an idea of how to approach the walls without them seeing us. For if we are to succeed, they cannot know we are there until it’s far too late.” 
“There are no weaknesses to the walls.” Darrens normally would have said this boastfully, but at that moment, he sounded resigned more than anything. “Even the gates are made of hard timber, two feet thick, and reinforced with iron grating. You cannot go through the walls. Only over them.”
“Guildmaster Darrens, surely there’s some chink to the walls,” Jonathan protested. “I mean, one side of your walls is only a hundred feet from the coastline, and ground near water is famous for erosion. You’re saying that area doesn’t have any problems?”
“Not at the moment.” Lirah sounded just as resigned. “We fixed the bad sections two years ago and they’re still holding strong.”
“And the area surrounding Goldschmidt is entirely flat, except the dry river bed,” Emalee added in a light voice. “With the aid of an eyeglass, I believe you can see a good mile out in every direction.”
“Which includes the coastline,” her husband agreed, sounding even more depressed. “How important is it that we can approach without them seeing us?”
“Perhaps vital. I am not yet sure.” Ryu Jin Ho turned to Grae. “As you explained to Cha Ji An, in order to make a path, you must know the land very well. This dry river bed, you know it?”
“Intimately,” Grae answered with a supporting nod. He seemed more comfortable talking directly to just one person. “I use it often as a source of stones to build paths with. It’s not particularly deep, but a crouching man can hide in it.”
“Where does it connect?”
“It doesn’t, not above ground,” Grae said. “I think it once connected to the sea, but the land changed at some point in the past, and now it’s permanently dry. It stretches out for about a half mile away from the southern gate before it peters out.” 
“Still, this sounds promising. How many people can fit inside?” Ryu Jin Ho persisted. 
“Not many.” Grae looked at his fellow guild members with a helpless splay of the hands. “How many would you say?”
“Two, three hundred if you really crammed people in,” Wolf responded promptly. “And that would take the whole length of the river bed to do it. It comes very close to the gate, though. If we can somehow trick them into opening it, we’d have the perfect means to get men quickly inside.”
“Three hundred will not be enough.” Ryu Jin Ho let out a contemplative hum and sank back into his chair, absently staring at the table top.
Gaurav apparently couldn’t help but ask, “If your city is that well-fortified, how did you lose it in the first place?”
“We were overwhelmed with sheer numbers,” Rune responded darkly. “We didn’t have enough to keep them from scaling the walls, and once they were inside….”
“Makes sense,” Jonathan allowed. “I wish we’d had time to get people in to help you before Goldschmidt fell. Defending is certainly easier than attacking.”
There was a glum round of nods, but it was already done and no one wanted to dwell much on what-ifs.
Seeing that everyone was thinking, but not knowing what else to suggest, Siobhan prompted, “Wolf? Didn’t you say that you had an idea you wanted to run past Grae?”
Wolf sat up abruptly, snapping his fingers. “I did. Grae, can you build a path that will take people just to the wall of the city?”
Gasps sounded around the table as people realized the full import of that question. 
Grae once again shifted uneasily under the weight of their attention, but focused steadily on Wolf as he responded, “Of course. I can’t take more than a few hundred at a time, though. And once I’m there, I’m stuck. I can’t take the path back to Converse without being in full view of the walls.”
“But this can be done?” Hyun Woo looked more excited by this idea than the suggestion of damming up the water. 
“Yes, it can.” Grae rubbed the back of his head and added sheepishly, “Although it’ll take me about a week to build a path to do it with. Nothing I have here in Converse will do the job. And what you’re asking is tricky—it’ll take fine calculations on my part to do it right. Otherwise I’ll ram people directly into the walls instead of just outside them.”
Hyun Woo nearly vibrated in his chair, words tumbling over each other as he asked, “How close can you get? How many can you take?”
“With the evergreen pattern, I can take approximately three hundred men. That’s a rough estimation, you understand, and I’ll have to do calculations to make sure that’s right. But I believe I can get them within five feet of the walls.”
Both strategists looked dangerously close to bear-hugging the stuffing out of Grae, they were that excited. 
Siobhan was equally excited, as this idea hadn’t even occurred to her. Thank heavens Wolf had thought of it, as Grae likely wouldn’t have thought of the paths in a military way either. “Grae, couldn’t you transport more with your coral pattern?”
“The ground here isn’t rich enough for it.” Grae’s mouth pursed in an unhappy line. “Otherwise it’d be perfect for this situation. The evergreen pattern is the largest I dare use.”
“Three hundred is not enough, but I understand that we have more than one Pathmaker in this city.” Hyun Woo looked at Rune with a questioning eyebrow.
“Three, actually.” Rune gave an abashed shrug. “Including me.”
“Nine hundred altogether.” Hyun Woo rubbed his hands together in an idle gesture of thought. “Pathmaking cannot be used at night, is that correct?”
“It can’t be used without strong sunlight,” Rune responded. “So not even in dawn or sunset hours.”
“That does complicate the use of this.” Hyun Woo looked pleased but frustrated all at once. “We have nearly sixteen hundred men here who are capable of fighting. I need to transport all sixteen hundred to Goldschmidt, otherwise our task becomes even more dangerous and prone to disaster.”
“Three hundred of those can be snuck into the dry riverbed at night,” Tran suggested. “I know the land like the back of my hand. I can guide them there.”
“That still leaves four hundred that I must somehow get to Goldschmidt.” 
“We can get some of them there by ship,” Jonathan volunteered. “Converse does trade up and down the channel all of the time, no one would pay any attention to merchant ships traveling up along the coast. If we time it right, we can get them there just at the turn of dawn, give them time to get to the walls before any lookout has enough light to see by.”
Tran backed this by saying, “We can manage to offload two hundred that way. We already have a force trained to offload quickly because of the recent battle. We’d have time to get two hundred to the city walls before a lookout could see them. The light is always bad on that section of the city anyway, because of how the sun rises.”
“That leaves two hundred.” Darrens shared a look with everyone around the table. “Any other ideas?”
Siobhan raised a finger in the air. “Why don’t you let me take them in?”




Rune couldn’t tell who was more surprised. Siobhan had said it so naturally, as if it were a foregone conclusion that she’d go, that no one seemed to know how to respond at first. He glanced at Wolf-dog’s face, seeing how he took it, but one look was enough to see that the other Wynngaardian wasn’t ‘taking’ it at all. Wolf-dog seemed torn between shouting her down or shaking sense into her. 
When she didn’t get an immediate response, Siobhan continued as if that awkward silence had never descended. “I know we’re still working out timing, and making plans, but it’s pretty clear to me that you’re going to need every commander at this table to lead people into the city. That leaves you short at least one commander to deal with the water, doesn’t it?”
“It does,” Gaurav grudgingly admitted. 
Siobhan asked the table at large, “Well, who else can you send? How many of your commanders know exactly where that water canal is?”
Hyun Woo studied each man before turning to her and admitting, “It appears only the men of your guild know.”
“Exactly. Grae and Rune can’t, they’ve got people to transport. Tran can’t, he’s got people to take to the dry river bed. I’m assuming you want Wolf and Fei poised to take people through the gates or off-loading from the boats, as they know the area the best?”
Neither strategist could disagree with her.
“So, who’s left? Me. Now, I’m not a trained strategist like my men here, but I know a thing or two about leading people into a fight. I’ve been doing that for ten years. I know the area around Goldschmidt as well as Grae, as I’m always the one that goes with him as he’s preparing to build a path or checking up on his paths. And, unlike the rest of you, I don’t have an important task already assigned to me. Shouldn’t I be the one to go?”
Hyun Woo spread his hands. “Your assessment is sound. But four hundred men is more than you have ever commanded. Are you sure of this?”
“I’ll need at least fifty to quickly dam up that river, I would think.” Siobhan frowned thoughtfully, apparently oblivious that Wolf-dog was glaring a hole in her head. “And the other three hundred would be there to protect the workers in case the rabble inside realize what we’re doing and charge out the gates. Give me one man that can be heard above a crowd, as I can’t shout that loud, and I think I can do the job just dandy.”
Wolf abruptly shot out of his chair, grabbing Siobhan’s arm as he did so, and growled at the room, “We need a moment.” 
Siobhan spluttered out protests as he dragged her clear out of the room, up the stairs, and into a private room on the second story. 
Rune, watching this, shook his head and muttered, “She shoulda known better.”
“Truly,” Tran sighed, not in the least surprised. 
Jonathan raised a hand and asked tentatively, “Am I the only one that’s missing something?”
It was Tran that explained in a wry tone. “The main reason that Wolf first joined Deepwoods was Siobhan. He’s highly protective of her and always has been. I’ve seen him break a man’s nose just for looking at her wrong. He’s not about to take the idea of her leading a force of men into an enemy city well.”
“Well, not without him going with her.” Fei shared a secretive smile with Tran. 
“So, to clarify, it’s not her being in danger that has him wound up in knots, it’s being in danger without him there to protect her?” Jonathan seemed immensely interested in this. 
“We go into danger all the time.” Tran lifted a shoulder in a shrug that said such danger was commonplace by now. “We’re all used to that. But Wolf doesn’t do well when she’s in a dangerous place and out of his sight.”
“For good reason.” Markl joined the conversation for the first time with an amused twinkle in his eyes. “I’ve yet to see anything that can actually get past Wolf’s guard.”
Tran, affronted, glared at him. “I can.”
“Even then, you only have a fifty-fifty chance of managing it. Rune and Fei are the same. You four fight each other to a standstill all the time.”
Rune was not about to admit, out loud, that Markl was dead on. 
Ryu Jin Ho leaned both arms against the table, following this with quirked eyebrows. “Interesting. I knew their bond was strong, but not that strong. So, if we sent Wolf-gui in with Siobhan-jia, he likely would not argue?”
“Yes,” Rune confirmed. “But Siobhan’s right, we don’t have the manpower for that. You’ve only got so many commanders and that’s a mighty big city to cover.”
Hyun Woo rubbed his hands over his face in a tired gesture. “This is true. And I can hardly teach the finer points of siege warfare to a group of new commanders in the week it will take us to prepare. Siobhan-jia is the right person to send, where shutting off the canal is concerned. At least, if the idea I have in mind will work.”
Darrens perked up hopefully. “You have an idea already?”
“I do. It will take skillful timing, though, to pull off.” With an exasperated look toward the ceiling, the older man got to his feet. “I will elaborate shortly, but let me go and fetch my two commanders first. I do not wish to tell my plan only to repeat myself.” 
Rune felt like someone should warn the master. “Um, Master, Wolf and Siobhan’s fights aren’t something a man chooses to interrupt. They don’t argue often, but when they do, it’s downright scary.”
Hyun Woo gave him that enigmatic smile that Rune found impossible to read. “The young are often boisterous, but rarely wise.” So saying, he walked calmly across the room and ascended the stairs. 
Rune waited for that to make sense, but after it whirled in his brain three times, he gave up and turned to Fei. “What did that mean?”
“It means the young are loud but not usually right.” Fei seemed as amused as Hyun Woo, strangely enough. In fact, that smile was eerily alike the other man’s. “Do not worry, Rune. I think Hyun Woo-zhi has broken up worse fights than this.”
For his sake, Rune sure hoped so.
ӜӜӜ
By the time that Wolf got her into a room upstairs and the door closed behind them, Siobhan had put it together. She could see it on his face, what he thought of her volunteering to go. Why he bothered to close the door was the real question. With the way he could bellow, everyone downstairs would be able to hear him, even through five doors. 
Crossing her arms over her chest, she lifted her chin in challenge and squared off with him. “Alright. You obviously don’t want me to go.”
In an eerily similar manner, he also squared off with her, torso leaning forward slightly in an aggressive way. “You’re right. So don’t go.”
“I will,” she negated, words cutting.
Brows snapping together, he growled at her in wordless denial.
“Don’t growl at me, Wolf. I said I’ll go, and I’ll go.” 
Seeing her get more stubborn, he took in a huge breath, and backed off enough to try reasoning with her. “Siobhan, you don’t have any experience in this.”
The forced patience in his tone put her back up even more. “And what’s ‘this’ exactly? Leading men into a place that they don’t know? Guarding an area that might be under attack any minute? Pulling off an impossible job ahead of time so a much larger force can come in at my heels and finish the job?”
“No, that’s not—”
Raising her voice, she ran roughshod over his attempt of responding. “What do you think I was doing when we were guarding the bridge last fall in Quigg? And how else would you describe my job for the past ten years as I led this whole guild from one city to another without any information about its conditions except the location? Or what, do you think I don’t have enough experience leading hundreds of people? All the caravans we’ve escorted, which have sometimes three hundred people in them, don’t count?!”
His good hand came up to grip at his hair, hard, in a gesture of sheer frustration. “That’s not what I meant, woman! And you know that!”
“If by ‘this’ you refer to me not having the same training as you in strategy, aye, I’ll agree!” Siobhan snapped back. She had to strangle the urge to grab him by the shoulders and shake sense into him. It wouldn’t do an ounce of good trying, and it would make her look like a child trying to budge a mountain. 
“THEN WHY DID YOU VOLUNTEER TO LEAD ANYONE?!” he thundered. 
It set her ears to ringing, the volume was so intense. Instinct almost sent her taking a step back, but she dug in her heels and stayed her ground, although it was hard to do so. “Because it doesn’t take a head for strategy for this! Hyun Woo will tell me exactly what to do, or Ryu Jin Ho will, and even if they didn’t, it’s a simple thing! Go in, block the canal, protect it and the workers from any attacks in the city. When the reinforcements arrive, retreat. Did I miss something?!”
Wolf jabbed a finger at her. “It’s simple, I’m not arguing that, I’m saying you shouldn’t be the one to go.”
Siobhan had never felt more insulted by someone in her own guild before. The urge to shake him returned two fold and she had to dig her nails into her palms to keep herself from acting on it. Either that or kick him hard in the shins. He honestly didn’t think she could handle it, did he? Was his opinion of her skills really that low? The anger abruptly transmuted, leaving her shaking and cold with rage. 
The silence that fell between them was hard, hard enough to forge into steel. Wolf’s eyes went wide as he realized that he had pushed her past anger. Splaying a hand out, he pleaded, “Wait, Siobhan. Wait. That didn’t come out right.”
“Oh, I think it did,” she breathed, tone soft and icy. 
“No, really, it didn’t,” he negated desperately. “I’m not saying that someone else is a better leader than you. I just don’t think you should go.”
The words flowed over without touching her. She felt impervious to his words, like a stone in the middle of a river was impervious to the fish that swam around it. Her eyes went blind to his very presence as she walked past him, heading for the door. “We’re done here.” 
At that moment, the door opened and Hyun Woo stepped through. He came in cautiously, like a man that knew he was stepping into a place where angels feared to tread. His eyes went from her face to Wolf’s and back again. “Is all well here?”
“Fight’s over,” Siobhan assured him, her mouth creaking up into something that might charitably be called a smile. “I’m going.”
“Siobhan,” Wolf pleaded, worry and desperation clear in the way he spoke her name.
Hyun Woo might have come up to mediate, but facing the icy rage in her face and the desperate fear in Wolf’s, he wasn’t quite sure what to say. Whatever scene he’d expected to find, this wasn’t it. “I think it best we sit and discuss this.”
“Discussion’s over. I’m going. You can deploy him wherever you deem fit.” 
Trying for a gentle tone, the strategist said, “He argues against this because he is worried about you.”
Lip curling into a snarl, she grabbed the door and yanked it back open. “He should have said that, then.” Siobhan cleared the door in one stride before slamming it behind her. She threw it with such force that it actually bounced back and vibrated, slowly swinging back open. Not caring, she stalked for the stairs. 
As she went, she heard Hyun Woo say, “I fear you have hurt her pride, Wolf-gui.”
“I did more than that,” Wolf groaned, sounding miserable.
Yes, you certainly did, she fumed. Almost, she turned back to rip a strand off his hide, but…no. Words said in anger were always regretted later. She’d regret this fight enough as it was, no need to add more to it. 
Getting to the base of the stairs, Siobhan realized in some surprise that everyone was gone. Only Markl was still there, and he was leaning against the edge of one table, legs crossed casually at the ankle, obviously waiting on someone to descend. 
“Where is everyone?”
“Ryu Jin Ho said we needed a more accurate map and detailed information before we could make any plans. He’s going out with Grae and Rune to do some calculations. Darrens is getting a more accurate headcount of who is battle ready now and who will be able to fight a week from now. We took a unanimous vote and decided to meet back here after noon.”
“In other words,” she translated, still feeling rough around the edges from the residue of anger, “no one wanted to continue the meeting after Wolf and I had that scream fest upstairs.”
“Exactly.” Extending a hand, he offered with a gentle, sympathetic smile, “Walk with me.”
Wondering where he was going with this, she accepted the arm, putting her hand inside his elbow. He led her out the main doors of the tavern and onto the street. This hour of the morning, everyone had their own tasks to do, and there was little traffic. They were able to step out and walk along the side without bumping into anyone. 
“Are you the oldest in your family, Siobhan?”
Surprised by this out-of-the-blue question, it took a second to switch mental tracks and answer. “Ah, no. Third to last, actually.”
“Really? I’d always pegged you as the older child.” His head cocked slightly as he thought that over. “Probably because you’re such a natural big sister to everyone in the guild.”
“It comes from being a big sister to Grae. He’s actually eight months younger than me. For a child, that’s a huge difference.”
“I suppose it is.” His eyes crinkled up in a semi-smile. “As you know, I’m the oldest. For many years, I was the only boy, too. Because of that, I was usually in charge of protecting my sisters. Even when Samuel came along, he was too young to protect anyone, so I was still the default guardian of my teenage sisters. It was quite harrying at moments, trying to protect three of them all at once. Especially without stepping on any toes.”
Siobhan did not for one minute think that he was telling her all of this just to pass the time. But she didn’t quite see where he was going with it, either. “Did you learn how to be good at it?”
“Still learning, actually.” His grin became rueful. “I’ve learned that protecting my lady-love is somewhat different than protecting my sisters. I’ve made a muck of things several times with Sylvie without intending to.”
Siobhan probably knew more about those times than he realized, as it was usually she that advised Sylvie how to handle it. 
“Still and all, I’ve gotten an idea of how to handle protecting a woman without angering her in the process. So. Won’t you let me say what Wolf was trying to say?”
Siobhan stopped, drawing him to a stop with her, and stayed in the shadow of a store front’s porch. Her eyes searched Markl’s and found nothing in them that was condescending or deceptive. “What did I miss, Markl?”
“Quite a bit, I think. Siobhan, you’re used to Wolf protecting you. You, and everyone in this guild. It’s his job, after all. You’re equally used to going into dangerous situations with him at your back, because again, that’s his nature as well as yours.”
She nodded impatiently. She knew all this.
“But,” Markl raised a finger in the air, “until this point, I don’t think this set of circumstances has ever arisen. Before, if there was danger ahead, and Wolf couldn’t go with you, at least one enforcer in the guild could, right? You never went in there alone without someone from the guild going with you.”
Siobhan opened her mouth, set to argue this, but couldn’t think of one time that wasn’t the case. Since gaining Wolf, she had never been in a dangerous situation alone. “Not since he’s joined the guild,” she admitted slowly. 
“You had been fighting and taking care of yourself for eighteen years before you ever met Wolf. You’re accustomed to this and know how much danger you can take on before you’re in over your head. It’s why you reacted the way you did, right? How dare he think that you couldn’t handle this, when you’ve been taking care of yourself and everyone around you long before he came along?”
Markl had hit the nail on the head. That was exactly what had angered her. “But he’s used to protecting me, and that’s why he thinks I can’t?”
Shaking his head, Markl corrected, “He’s used to protecting you, and the thought of leaving your safety in the hands of people he doesn’t know scares him down to his marrow. Siobhan, I don’t think you realize just how strong his feelings are. That man’s protective instincts are stronger than any other man’s I’ve met. The first month I was with this guild, it seriously terrified me whenever I went near him, because I was afraid that if I just breathed wrong around you, he’d take me down. Mercilessly.”
“Surely you’re exaggerating,” she protested weakly. 
“I’m not,” Markl denied firmly. “His desire to protect you is that strong. You are the cornerstone of his sanity. If he ever lost you…well, the aftermath wouldn’t be pretty. I shudder to even imagine it.” 
Siobhan still thought that Markl might be a little off in his observations—but probably not that off. “I know he was like that the first few years he was in the guild, but surely that’s changed…that look on your face said it hasn’t changed.”
“If anything, it’s probably gotten stronger. He loves you, Siobhan. And the easiest way that a man shows his love for a woman is by protecting her. I think you know that.”
She did. Or thought she had, until that fight upstairs. Wolf’s love could be overbearing, and frustrating, especially when he was overreacting. Still, she knew him well, and she should have realized why he reacted the way he had. If nothing else, she should have tried to understand what he was trying to say. She ran the fight with Wolf back through her head, taking things in his perspective, and winced when she did so. 
“Ahh, see his point, now?”
The headache that had been brewing arrived in full force and she rubbed her forehead in a pained way. “Alright. I understand his point. But he can’t always protect me!”
“He doesn’t see it that way. To Wolf, his priority is you. Always.”
Yes, that was crystal clear to her now. “How do I resolve this?” she whined.
Markl held up both hands in a gesture of surrender. “That, I can’t help you with. It’s between you and him. All I’m trying to do here is to help you see things from his perspective.”
“You did that.” Grumbling, she went back to rubbing at her forehead. “Wonderful. I guess I get to figure out how to fix this.”
“So you’ll take back your offer?”
“You and I both know I can’t do that. We just don’t have the manpower. No,” she sighed, feeling bone weary. “I’m going to have to come up with some sort of compromise.”




Rune had seen Wolf in a variety of moods over the past several months he had been in the guild, but depressed was a new one. He found the other Wynngaardian sitting on the back stoop of the inn, leading out into the stable yard. Why Wolf had ended up here, well, that he didn’t know. Could be it was simply the first place he’d found that didn’t have people in it. 
If asked, Rune would be the first to admit that he was bad with people. ‘Sympathy’ was totally new to him, and it was Siobhan who had taught him that it even existed. Not that he knew how to feel it himself, most days. Camaraderie, and friendship, and that indefinable sense of belonging had all been new to him as well, but after being in Deepwoods this long, it felt normal now. Most days. Rune still struggled with how to show it properly, but he felt it, and that alone was an improvement over his past self. 
When Wolf had slunked down the stairs after that spectacular fight, Rune had watched him go without trying to stop him. The other man had walked so heavily that it was a wonder he didn’t leave craters in the ground with every step. Something had prompted Rune to get up and go after him, but even as he stood just behind Wolf, watching him, he wasn’t sure what. Maybe it was friendship. Maybe he’d finally gotten a handle on that elusive ‘sympathy’ or maybe it was something entirely different. 
“What, Rune.” Wolf remained slumped in on himself, facing the ground, not lifting his head at all as he said those flat words.  
Not quite knowing what to say yet, Rune sank down to sit next to him, their shoulders brushing. He looked up toward the sky, watching a few thin clouds float past, as he tried to form the words he felt welling up in his chest. Instead of saying something in an attempt to comfort, as he’d seen Siobhan do, a question came out. 
“When Siobhan goes into a place that you know is dangerous, and you can’t go with her, how do you feel?”
Wolf made a sound that was half-growl, half-groan. “Kiō, I’m in no mood to answer such questions.”
Rune normally would have gotten up and left at that point, but he only half-heard Wolf’s response. A strange certainty had come over him, a sense of self-discovery, and he felt like he had to keep talking to get a proper look at it. “Does it make you feel like you can’t take a proper breath? Like someone has a hand around your heart and has squeezed it hard?”
Because their shoulders were just touching, he felt it when Wolf went taut. Slowly, his head lifted enough that he could turn and meet Rune in the eyes. “Is that how you feel when Siobhan goes into danger?”
“No,” Rune denied with a simple shake of the head. “Denney.” So those moments of terror came hand in hand with loving someone? He’d thought it was just his dark background that made him prone to think of every worst case scenario. Well, maybe he shouldn’t use Wolf as a gauge, considering he also had a bad background. Re-thinking that, Rune added, “Well, I do when any of you go into danger, a little. Makes my heart thump hard. But it’s always the worst with Denney.”
Coming out of his bad mood, Wolf stopped slumping and instead leaned back, putting his shoulders against the door behind them. “You know why it’s the worst with her?”
Rune was used to those questions from Wolf. Tran and Fei did it to him too. They always asked a question, making him think about things, so he learned on his own why he felt what he did. At first it had bothered him, but now he understood that they weren’t feeding him the answers because it was better for him to learn it on his own. So he didn’t feel annoyed when Wolf asked him this, and just answered it bluntly. 
“It’s because I love her.”
Wolf’s head snapped around so fast his neck cracked. 
Rune found this reaction amusing and chuckled. “Look at that face. What, you didn’t think I know what it’s like to love someone? Wait, you really didn’t, did you. I’m insulted. What, did you think because I grew up the way I did, I couldn’t feel love for someone else?”
“No, kiō, it wasn’t so much that,” Wolf denied. His tone said otherwise, though. 
Snorting, Rune shot him a look that said he didn’t believe that for a second. “It was Siobhan that first taught me, y’know. How to love someone. She taught me family love, and friendship. The rest of you did, too. But it was watching Markl and Sylvie that let me figure out that how I felt when I was near Denney was different.” 
Wolf used a palm to scrub his face, hard, several times. It seemed that Rune’s confession had startled him badly. Finally, he found his tongue enough to ask, “How long?”
“How long, what? Have I felt this way? Or have I known?”
“Both.”
Rune pondered this question and found he couldn’t answer the first part. Trying to pinpoint a specific time was impossible. So he went for the second. “I think it was about two months or so ago. Before we talked about going to Saoleord.”
“Sinte,” Wolf swore. “That means I lost the bet with Conli.”
An amused grin took over Rune’s face. “You two bet on this? Really?”
“We bet on everything,” Wolf responded dryly. 
“True, but I didn’t think anyone else realized it.” Rune had thought, actually, that everyone else was too involved with their own problems to pay much attention to what he was feeling. 
“You really thought that Conli wouldn’t notice you paying extra attention to his niece?” Wolf shook his head in pity. “Kiō, be sensible.”
Alright, well, maybe he should have realized that Conli’s protectiveness towards Denney would make him hyper aware of anyone being close to her. Not ever having family until Siobhan, Rune couldn’t always predict how family relationships worked. 
While this was interesting, it wasn’t what he came out here to talk about. He lifted one shoulder and shrugged this aside. “Y’know, it was me realizing my own feelings that made it obvious how you felt for Siobhan. Do you know your own heart, Wolf?”
Wolf met his eyes steadily. “Your attempt at sympathy is badly done, Rune. You need to work on your people skills.”
Only partially offended by this (because even he could admit Wolf was right), he responded indignantly, “I have some.”
“Assassination does not count as a people skill.”
Delighted at the teasing, Rune laughed outright, rocking backward on his seat. 
Wolf’s mouth twitched upward, apparently amused at Rune’s reaction. “I suppose I should take it as a good sign that you’re even trying to be sympathetic.”
Grin still splitting his face, Rune parried, “It’s not sympathy. It’s empathy.”
“Ahhh. I should have figured.” Shaking his head, Wolf went back to staring at the plain paving stones under their feet. “I know my own heart, Rune. And I know why she reacted the way she did. I said the wrong things.”
Oh? Then he (hopefully) knew what to do next. Rune was glad for that, because he only had one piece of advice to give. “If you’re stuck for what to do, go ask Markl.”
“Markl?” Wolf repeated, an odd look on his face. 
Rune nodded somberly. “Markl. He knows how to protect a woman without ruffling her feathers.”
For a long moment, Wolf turned this over in his mind. “I’ll do that.”
Satisfied that Wolf was no longer depressed, and knew what to do, Rune felt his job was done. He pushed his way up to his feet and turned, ready to head off. 
“Kiō.”
Stopping in mid-step, he turned just enough to look back over his shoulder. “What?”
“Heill ok sael.”
Hearing the traditional expression of thanks in that moment took Rune completely off-guard. It was the first time that Wolf had ever said it. He had to find his tongue before he could respond, “Pakkan.”
Wolf’s eyes crinkled in a subtle smile. “And for the record…I’m glad that you’ve learned you love Denney.”
It wasn’t only the strong sunlight that made Rune feel warm in that moment. “Me too.” Content for the first time since they’d lost Goldschmidt, Rune turned on his heel and headed off. 
If he were to keep Denney safe, he had work to do.
While Wolf and Siobhan had been fighting upstairs, Darrens had sensibly chosen to break the meeting for now and go gather information before meeting back in the afternoon. Rune and Grae had been tasked to go with Ryu Jin Ho to the outer wall. They were to make calculations and do some investigating of the land and the water to see how feasible Wolf’s idea was. Rune had stayed behind only to talk to Wolf, but with the other enforcer more or less taken care of, he went directly to the eastern gate to meet up with the other two men. 
He saw Grae first, standing just inside of the gate, a pencil stuck behind an ear and rolled up paper in one hand. Rune knew from experience that Grae could do all of the calculations in his head, but when people were asking for information like this, he often would write it down so that others had something to refer to. Grae was a very considerate man. Rune tried to be more like his master, but often he didn’t have the sense of what the right thing would be to do. He ended up emulating Grae more often than not. 
Grae’s head cocked slightly as he came under the gate’s shadow. “How’s Wolf?”
“Not depressed, now.” Rune felt a sense of self-satisfaction saying that. 
Eyebrows climbing, Grae asked in surprise, “Truly? After fighting with Siobhan, Wolf’s usually depressed the rest of the day. At least. What did you say?”
Come to think of it, Rune didn’t know what the magic phrase had been to pull Wolf out of his funk. “We talked about a lot of things. I told him to ask Markl for advice.”
For some reason, Grae gave him an odd look. “Markl.”
“Markl knows how to protect without making the women angry with him.”
“Well, I grant you that. Ever since he and Sylvie started courting, I think I only saw her get angry at him once. After that, he seemed to have figured out how to handle her.” And that was saying something. Every man in the guild had a new respect for Markl due to his skills in pacifying Sylvie. She could be temperamental at times. “Well, I’m glad Wolf’s been sorted out. Let’s get to work, then.”
Rune fell into step with his master. It was only when they passed through the gate entirely that he saw Ryu Jin Ho. The man had an eyeglass up and was peering in the direction of Goldschmidt. When they stopped next to him, he lowered it, but kept facing toward the other city as he commented, “It truly is flat the entire distance. I could actually see the city from here.”
That must be a powerful spyglass to manage that. It was nearly sixty spans from here to Goldschmidt. 
Ryu Jin Ho frowned as he said, “Land this flat is going to make our jobs harder. It will be difficult to approach Goldschmidt without being seen.” 
“Which is why Wolf thought of using paths, no doubt.” Grae had that expression on his face that suggested he was doing calculations on some level. “How many men should we assume we must transport?”
Ryu Jin Ho shook his head as he corrected, “You tell me that. How many men can you transport at once?”
“I’m not entirely sure right now.” That was Grae-speak for: he had an idea, but couldn’t give precise figures. 
Rune took that as his cue and sank down onto his haunches. With one hand, he rummaged into his belt pouch, drawing by feel alone the tool he needed. 
The first two months of learning pathmaking had been all about the patterns, how to calculate for weight and distance, and what areas were considered un-crossable because of the various landmarks. But after that, Rune had been taught that in order to do pathmaking, there were quite a few tools involved. Glass vials for testing water composition and soil, small spades to help firmly plant stones into the ground, measuring tape, and pruning shears, to start. He’d had Beirly help him create a pouch that would hold all of it and prevent things from being jumbled or damaged. They’d had to refine the design as he kept adding tools, but it let him draw things out without having to open the pouch and dump it onto the ground to find something. 
For now, he drew his spade, a glass vial, and another vial of treated paper strips. With efficient movements, he dug up a little of the ground, dumped it into the glass vial, then put a strip of paper inside before putting the stop on and shaking it hard next to his ear. With it properly mixed, he lowered it again and took out the strip. Middling blue in color. Hmm. 
“Looks like you’re right, Grae. There’s power here, but not enough for a coral pattern.”
Grae sighed but didn’t look surprised. “The ground hasn’t changed since I built a path here nine years ago, then. Sometimes it does, when it’s this close to the sea. We really are limited to the evergreen pattern, or possibly something smaller.” 
Ryu Jin Ho looked at the paper in Rune’s hand with curiosity. “What does that color mean?”
“The paper measures the richness of the soil,” Grae explained, his tone slipping into ‘teacher’ mode. “The more vibrant a color of blue, the richer the soil is. A desert, for instance, will produce so light a blue as to be almost white. A rainforest will produce a deep, vibrant blue. This color that you see means that the soil has some fertility to it, but not enough to support complex pathways.” 
“And the paper? Where does it come from?”
“Oh, that? It’s pre-treated with a chemical base that I create myself. I know some Pathmakers that actually carry a vial of the chemical itself and they use it directly on the soil, but I learned early on that those vials tend to leak in my bag. The paper strips are much easier to transport.”
Rune could not, after a mere six months of learning, do the calculations necessary in his head like his master could. He carried around several sheets of paper and a stubby pencil so that he could write them out. As Grae explained things to Ryu Jin Ho, he sat cross-legged on the ground, leaning forward so he could write out numbers at high speed. 
“Grae, what’s the water level here?”
“Six, last I checked.”
That low? Well, granted, they were using canal water. That didn’t have the same power as water coming in off the high seas. Frowning, he factored that into the equation and kept going. 
Grae, proving that he could not only converse but also keep an eye on his student, interrupted himself once to correct Rune, “No, we’re sixty-two spans exactly from the outer wall.” Rune obligingly crossed out his guess of sixty that he had written and kept going. In the end, he reached the same conclusion that Grae had. The evergreen pattern was the only one they could use and still transport more than a hundred men at a time. Finished, he handed the sheet up to Grae. 
“—we never measure from city gate to city gate, as that tends to cause problems.” Grae continued to explain as he took the sheet from Rune and looked it over. “Gate guards are never happy when they have a sudden influx of people at their gate, and it’s dangerous besides; dropping a load of people off into a section that you know is populated can cause serious accidents. We always measure at least ten feet out away from the wall and use that as our city marker. Rune, excellent work, as always. This is correct. Ryu Jin Ho-zhi, I’m afraid I was right in my guess. We must use the evergreen pattern, and there is no way that I can carry more than three hundred and fifty men at a time. The soil and water levels here simply won’t permit more than that.”
Ryu Jin Ho nodded, not entirely happily. “But how close can we get?”
“With a few minor adjustments, within five feet of the walls. I can’t get you closer than that without running the risk of dropping people smack into the wall.”
Rune’s mind was briefly distracted by the mental image of people colliding head first into Goldschmidt’s walls like a bird impacting against a glass window. While entertaining, Grae was likely right. It wouldn’t be the best option. 
“Five feet. Yes, that should be close enough.” Ryu Jin Ho lifted his glass again to peer towards Goldschmidt. “Seven hundred men in total, if you and Rune-gui both take a group in.”
“Can’t we borrow Jay Fowler from Winziane again?” Rune asked. It might be a stupid question, but the man had already come up once to help them transport people. Rune didn’t see why they couldn’t borrow the man again.
From the startled blink that Grae gave, it seemed to Rune he’d forgotten the other Pathmaker. “Oh. It’s true, he might be willing to help again.”
Ryu Jin Ho looked excited about this possibility, in a restrained way. “Is he a good fighter, this man?”
“Decent, I think.” Rune hadn’t seen the man in action, of course, but the way he moved suggested he could probably handle himself in a one-on-one fight. 
“But I would suggest having someone dedicated to protecting him,” Grae cautioned. “We have too few Pathmakers in this world as it is. We can’t risk losing one.”
“We’ll take precautions,” Ryu Jin Ho promised. “But if he is willing to help us, that means we can get all able-bodied fighters into Goldschmidt at more or less the same time. And if we can do that…”
“It gives us better odds of winning,” Rune finished. 
Ryu Jin Ho inclined his head soberly. “It does indeed.”





  
 





Siobhan was not able to find Wolf before the meeting reconvened. Where he had been, or what he was doing, seemed to be a mystery among the guild. She had spent most of her time detailing for Hyun Woo and Darrens everything she knew about the canal, which (because of Grae) was a great deal. They’d also conferred with Beirly, wanting to know exactly how much material and time it would take to dam it up. Because it looked as if they would need his expertise, she had Beirly join them for the meeting, and he sat next to her at the table. 
Everyone trickled in by twos and threes, Wolf being the last to sit at the table. She expected him to be angry, depressed, or some mix of the two but instead he seemed only resigned. Odd. Wolf was not known to recover that quickly after he’d fought with her. Had someone taken him aside and given him a talking to, like Markl had her? Whoever had done so did a splendid job, judging from the result. Perhaps it wouldn’t be quite the chore for her to settle things with him after all. 
Darrens didn’t ask her or Wolf outright if they’d settled things but his eyes held the question as he looked between the two of them. When neither of them jumped out of their seats and started yelling, his shoulders relaxed a fraction. “Well. I hope the past two hours have been productive for everyone. Where do we stand?”
Hyun Woo cleared his throat. “Guildmaster, if I may?”
“Please do. You’re in charge of this, after all.”
With an inclination of the head, Hyun Woo took control of the meeting and turned to the table at large. “First, Grae-gui, on the matter of paths. What are your findings?”
“We can only use the evergreen pattern,” Grae answered. His tone suggested he was making an effort to be more audible this time. (Trying to set a good example for his student, perhaps?) “According to our calculations, we can take up to three hundred and fifty men. I can get you within five feet of the walls.”
“Rune-xian suggested that perhaps we can borrow Pathmaker Jay Fowler once more from Winziane?” Ryu Jin Ho added hopefully. “If so, we can take over one thousand directly to the walls.”
Everyone turned to Markl, as he was the closest link to Guildmaster Hammon. He spread his palms up in a shrug. “I believe my father will have no problem letting us borrow the man again. We will have to guarantee his safety, though. Jay Fowler is the only Pathmaker that Winziane has.”
“I personally will guarantee his safety,” Gaurav Hasur promised. 
Hyun Woo perked up noticeably at this. “Excellent. This will make things much easier.”
“Hyun Woo-zhi,” Rune spoke up, “I’m not sure if you know this, but we don’t have this path already built.”
Hyun Woo had been about to say something else, but at Rune’s words, he visibly started and said instead, “We don’t? But we were using paths to transport people out of the city, were we not?”
“We have a sunflower pattern built outside the city,” Rune explained. “It’s a different pathway. We can only transport up to one hundred people with it. In order for our plans to work, we’ll have to build the evergreen pathway.”
Hyun Woo stroked his beard thoughtfully before asking Grae and Rune together, “How long will that take?”
Rune looked to Grae, who had more experience in building paths, for the answer. Grae offered, “With the help of a dozen people gathering stones, and Rune building alongside me, I think we can get it done in a little over a week.”
“Oh, is that all?” Hyun Woo relaxed back into his chair. He’d apparently thought that pathmaking would take months or something along those lines. “Then we will gather a dedicated team to help you. Start after this meeting.” 
“Of course,” Rune and Grae said in near unison.
Siobhan hid a smile. She’d noticed that Rune seemed to be picking up some of Grae’s habits and mannerisms. The more time they spent together, the more noticeable it became. She wasn’t sure if it was a conscious choice on Rune’s part, or if it was just a side effect of them being around each other so much. It might be a mix of the two. Rune seemed to have a small case of hero worship where Grae was concerned. 
Hyun Woo clasped his hands together in open satisfaction. “I am pleased. This means that my plan will work.”
“Plan?” Darrens asked hopefully.
“Forgive me, Darrens-zhi, I will detail it in a moment. Before I do so, I must ask one other question. You have an accurate head count of how many fighters are fit to go into Goldschmidt?”
“Sixteen hundred and fifty-three, or so our doctors and enforcers report.”
The strategist nodded, unsurprised. “Approximately the number I estimated. Very good. Now, to my plan. Siobhan-jia, Tran-gui, I will be sending your groups in together.”
Siobhan hadn’t expected that. Before, Hyun Woo had acted as if he would send her in advance of everyone else. “Together?”
“You will be in charge of different groups,” Hyun Woo responded, his tone careful. Afraid of stepping on her pride as Wolf had done earlier, and thereby setting her off? “But yes, you will go together. I have no way of anticipating how quickly the enemy will react when their water source is cut off. They are not, after all, attached to Goldschmidt. They do not know it well. Since it is not their home, they might choose to quickly abandon it when their only fresh water source is lost.”
A good point and not one that Siobhan had thought of. Siobhan had this sneaking suspicion that Hyun Woo had altered his plan so that she wouldn’t be going with just her own group. He was perhaps making allowances to help one of his students. Then again, perhaps not. He had a perfectly sound, strategic reason for two groups going in at once. 
“It would be wise to not only have your group there, but also another force standing by in case they do open the gates immediately.” 
Everyone was very carefully not looking at Wolf when he said this. Everyone, that was, except Tran who was not afraid to put a stick in that particular nest of vipers. He looked directly at Wolf with a challenge in his voice. “Are you going to insist you go instead?”
Wolf met the stare levelly and without any sign of anger. “No.”
“No?” Tran looked like he was biting back a smile. “So you admit I know the land from here to there better than you do?”
“Only by a little.”
Siobhan had to bite her tongue to keep from laughing. Tran was the only one in the guild to ever cross that distance by foot, and he did it on a fairly regular basis, to boot. Wolf, she believed, had only done it three times in the past ten years. But of course, neither man was about to admit that the other one might be better than they were on anything. 
The real question that Tran was asking, of course, was, ‘Do you trust me with Siobhan?’ and Wolf had given a firm yes. Everyone at the table had heard it and it made Tran sit back, nearly glowing with contentment and pride. It was not often, after all, that Wolf showed him such an open gesture of trust. 
Hyun Woo didn’t openly heave out a breath of relief over escaping the need to mediate a fight at the table, but he clearly was doing so on an internal level. “Then Tran-gui will take a force of two hundred and fifty men with him to hide in the dry river bed. Siobhan-jia, you will command fifty, along with Beirly-gui, to dam up the canal with.”
“Understood.”
“Beirly-gui, you said earlier that if everyone in Tran-gui’s command helps you carry the materials, you think it will only be an hour’s work to dam up the canal.”
“That’s right,” Beirly confirmed. “To do it quick like this, all we need are sandbags, but a lot of them. If each person can carry one bag, we’ll have enough to do the job.”
“Then that is what we will plan to do. Tran-gui, any objections?”
“If there’s a single man in my command that can’t carry a sandbag a mere sixty spans without fussing, then I don’t want him.”
He didn’t agree aloud, but Hyun Woo’s expression said he silently concurred with Tran’s opinion. “Then your group will carry the bulk of the materials necessary.”
“And when we’re done?” Siobhan asked, unclear about what to do after her job was finished. 
“You will retreat back along the highway toward Winziane. If pursued, do so at all speed until you have drawn your pursuers well out of the city’s gates. Then, Tran-gui, I want you to do one of two things. If she is pursued, send some of your men to her defense, as she will not have enough men to fight a force off with. The other part should be sent to the gates with the focus of keeping them open. Your task is to get as many of our men through that gate as possible.”
Tran nodded understanding. “And if she isn’t pursued, stay put?”
“Indeed. You follow me well.” Hyun Woo gave him a proud smile. “As expected of my student. Can you guess what I want you to do next?”
“Provide a distraction so that all of their focus is on me, spreading their forces thin, so that the other groups can get men over the walls.”
“Precisely.”
Emalee was the one that asked, “But which do you think they’ll do?”
“I give it even odds of them either pursuing Siobhan-jia’s group immediately or staying safely inside the walls.” Hyun Woo’s mouth pursed thoughtfully. “If they had a strong commander over there, I would think he would defend the walls until they had confirmed that there was no fresh water to be had in the city. But there is no strong leadership over there, so it makes it hard to predict what they will do.”
Siobhan was personally hoping that they would choose to chase her, as it would mean less waiting around under a hot sun. 
“Siobhan-jia, you will start working at pre-dawn. By the time your work is finished, the Pathmakers should have enough daylight to send the other groups forward. Each will have their designated spot along the wall they will be aiming towards. Unless, of course, Tran-gui manages to secure an open gate. Then they are to go there with all speed.” Hyun Woo was speaking to the table at large as he said this. “I will speak with each of you after this and assign you your areas. What men we cannot get there through path or with the forward group will come in by ship. They will, naturally, have to leave ahead of everyone else to make it there on time. Jonathan-gui, Gaurav-gui, you will be in charge of those men.”
“Understood.” 
“Yes, Master Hyun Woo.”
“I also want our Pathmakers to board those ships as soon as their groups are at the wall. Except Rune-xian, of course. He will be leading one of the groups. But Grae-gui, I need you back here just in case. If the enemy force inside Goldschmidt does not immediately fall for our bait, and chooses to wait a few days, we will have our men trapped outside of the city without any resources. We must have a way of supplying them quickly in case this happens. Quickly and quietly, if possible. Your paths are the only way to do that. So, board a ship as soon as you arrive and come back here to Converse.” 
Grae gave a soft, “Yes, of course.”
Darrens held up a hand. “Wait, I’m no strategist. Let me see if I follow this. Siobhan goes in with Tran at night, waits until predawn, then dams up the canal. Now, if the men inside immediately react, they’ll open a gate to chase after her. If that happens, you want her to run along the highway to draw them out further and have Tran rush in, keeping the gate clear. Is that right?”
“It is.” 
“And while they’re doing that, the Pathmakers and the other commanders will be bringing in their groups and taking advantage of the open gate to pour into the city.”
“Correct. If this does not happen, Tran-gui and Siobhan-jia will do their best to make a disturbance to draw the guard to one section of the city, making it easier for the rest of our groups to scale the walls. Either way, we should be able to breach the city.”
“And then?”
“And then…” Hyun Woo’s expression became darker. “And then, there is little strategy that we can plan, as it will fall to street-to-street fighting, which is an ugly thing. I will prepare the men on how to do so effectively in the week we have. If all my plans fail, we will be facing what they faced here: a siege. And that is the one thing we must, at whatever cost, avoid. For if we are forced to do such a thing, we will surely lose the majority of our men.”
ӜӜӜ
The meeting more or less broke up after that, although they all lingered so that Hyun Woo and Ryu Jin Ho could meet with them individually and give them assignments. Siobhan turned to Beirly and asked, “Is there anyone that you want to take with us? Anyone that has good masonry skills and is a capable fighter?”
“Hmm. Chris Knesek comes to mind. Not sure which guild he’s from, but we worked together well when we were making all those caltrops.”
“Do you know where to find him?”
“I do,” Beirly confirmed with a bob of the head. “I’ll hunt him down and ask if he’ll come with us.”
“Anyone else?”
“Well, I don’t know about her masonry skills, but I know her fighting skills. I had to make her a new spear, as hers was broken first day. Holly Sadler.” Beirly let out a low whistle. “You think Markl’s dangerous with that spear-sword of his? You should see Holly fight with a plain old spear. I wouldn’t mess with the lass.”
“Get her too, then.” Siobhan was sure that between Hyun Woo, Wolf, Tran, and Darrens, they would put together a group of people for her, but she liked having a say in things like this. “I have one or two people I want to ask as well.”
Beirly lowered his tone even further, making it hard for her to hear him even though she was standing right next to him. “Mighty strange feel to the meeting at first. Everyone was looking at you and Wolf like they expected an explosion any minute. What was that about?”
Ah, right, she hadn’t warned Beirly about that. “Wolf and I had a fight in the first meeting. He didn’t want me going.”
Beirly looked at her steadily. “Didn’t want you going, or didn’t want you going without him?”
She puffed out her cheeks. “The second, I guess.”
“Siobhan. After ten years, don’t you know by now that Wolf will never, ever, let you go off into danger without someone he trusts at your back?”
Intellectually, she did. She just forgot, sometimes, during the heat of the moment. 
“I take it the two of you haven’t made up yet.”
She mumbled something inarticulate. 
“Go do that.” 
Yes, she probably should. Putting it off or trying to avoid him for another hour would only make things worse. Still and all, she wasn’t really looking forward to this conversation. Grumbling to herself, she stalked out of the room. 
Hyun Woo had already spoken to Wolf, and she’d seen him walk out a side door that led into a second gathering room. At this time of the day, it was empty of all people. Wolf was slouched in front of a cold hearth, sitting in a chair that was a mite small for him, eyes staring blindly at the ashes. 
Siobhan had expected him to be in a better mood after the meeting, seeing as he had gotten his way and she was not going without one of her own guildsmen going with her. But that was naïve of her. Of course he wouldn’t be happy again yet, because he was convinced she was still mad at him. 
Oh dear. Taking in a breath for patience, she released it with one word: “Wolf.”
Shooting up from his miserable slouch, he almost launched himself out of his chair and grabbed her with both arms. Siobhan was squashed against his chest, barely able to breathe. 
“Don’t be mad,” he pleaded against the top of her head. “Here, hit me until you feel better.”
That was such a male thing to suggest. Siobhan felt like either laughing or groaning at the offer. A part of her was tempted to accept the offer, though. “Wolf, ease up. I can’t breathe.” 
He did, a bare inch. Deciding she wouldn’t be able to take a proper breath until she talked him down, she went with the semi-rehearsed speech in her head. “First, I’m no longer mad at you.”
Wolf went abruptly still. Hope predominant in his voice, he asked, “You’re not?”
“No. Markl translated for you. I now understand what you were trying to say.”
Letting out a huge breath of relief, he finally let go and stepped back a pace. “I owe him one.”
“Majorly owe him,” she agreed dryly. “Now. As I understand it, it’s not my skills or my ability that you doubt, right?”
Wolf vigorously nodded. 
Siobhan had to purse her lips to keep from laughing. So, wiser to just agree with her and not talk, eh? “What upset you was me going off alone with men you don’t know into a very dangerous situation. Was that it?”
Again, that vigorous nod. 
“Alright. We’re now on the same page. I take it that you’re now fine with me going because Tran is going with me?”
“You’ll be fine with him nearby.”
 Phew. Thankfully this conversation wasn’t as hard as she’d feared it would be. “Delighted to hear it.” Feeling like things were more or less resolved, she felt she could finally ask. “You bounced back faster than usual. Did someone talk to you?”
“Rune.”
Siobhan felt her eyes crossing. The boy who only had a vague idea of what sympathy was had talked Wolf out of one of his moods? “Rune.”
“I was just as surprised.” Wolf shook his head in a rueful way. “Rune has actually made considerable progress, where emotions and people skills are concerned. He’s just been quiet about it.”
“Understatement,” Siobhan choked out. She’d been keeping an eye on the kid ever since he joined the guild and while she’d seen signs of progress, it wasn’t anything close to this level. “What did he say?”
“Quite a few things. The most surprising was, he’s in love with Denney. And is comfortable with it.”
Siobhan’s hand reached out blindly behind her until she found a chair, then she dropped into it. Her legs didn’t feel capable of holding her just then. “In…love with…”
Wolf gave her a look of sympathy. “I was sitting down when he told me. I was glad for that, too. Conli’s grumblings aside, I didn’t think it was anything more than what it looked: Rune had found someone he felt comfortable with and made a firm connection to her.”
Siobhan’s mind had gone numb. Likely because she’d had too many shocks to the system this morning. Still, her mouth kept moving. “Did he say what he planned to do, now that he’s realized?”
“No.” Wolf reclaimed his seat so she wasn’t craning her neck upwards to look at him. After a moment of consideration, he threw out, “He did say that he had figured out what he felt after watching Markl and Sylvie. Seems he’s using them as a role model.”
“Thank all mercy for that.” Markl and Sylvie had one of the healthiest relationships Siobhan had ever seen. If Rune was using them as an example, it put a lot of her fears at ease. 
Wolf blinked, as if a thought had just occurred to him. “Should someone tell Conli about this?”
“Someone needs to break it to him gently, otherwise he’ll have heart failure if Rune just springs it on him.”
“Like he did me?”
“Exactly.” Siobhan was torn between celebrating Rune’s growth and finding a hard surface to bang her head against. Instead, she flopped back in her chair, letting her legs and arms sprawl out like a rag doll’s. “Well, the upside to this is we won’t have to worry about Denney’s safety anymore.”
“Truly. I pity the fool that crosses her. Rune doesn’t know how to pull his punches.”
That was only half the problem. When Rune decided that something was precious to him, he protected it with his life. She’d seen what happened when anything threatened the guild as a whole, and Rune’s reaction had been over the top. He’d improved, some, since Hyun Woo had taken him on as a student. But that didn’t mean he was fully in control of his darker instincts yet. “So…Rune hasn’t confessed to her yet?”
“No. I think he told me because he felt like I would understand.”
What? Siobhan canted her head, looking at him sideways. “Why would you understand?”
Wolf didn’t answer. He just looked at her, and the heat in those clear blue eyes made her blood run like quicksilver. She felt unable to move under the weight of his gaze. In that moment, she felt like he was telling her something, but she was too scared to hear him properly. Or maybe it was something else that stopped her from understanding him. 
“Siobhan.”
She startled so badly that she nearly fell out of her chair. Beirly’s voice was like a thunderclap in the taut silence. She looked away, uncomfortable, and cleared her throat before she could find her voice enough to answer. “Yes?”
“Our turn. Hyun Woo needs to talk to us and Tran.”
Right. They were still discussing things in the other room. “I’m coming.” Standing on shaky legs, she resolutely didn’t look at Wolf. She wasn’t sure what would happen if she did, all she knew was that she didn’t know how to respond to him right now. “We’ll talk later.”
“Yes,” Wolf promised in a soft voice. “We will.”




It was all easier said than done, of course. It would take them the next week and a half to make the preparations. Since Siobhan was an experienced stone gatherer who more or less had time on her hands, she was drafted as one of the ‘voluntold’ who got to help Grae and Rune build the new pathway. As a consequence, her knees and back ached from being hunched over. But it might have been a blessing in disguise. Gathering stones kept the hands busy, but allowed the mind to roam free.
Siobhan desperately needed some time to think.
That moment with Wolf had been seared into her mind. She couldn’t shake away the image. She wasn’t sure she wanted to, either. 
For ten years, ten incredible years, Wolf had made it clear on a daily basis that he loved her. His love was fierce, sometimes overwhelming, and was usually displayed through a variety of broken bones. The one thing that Siobhan had never doubted, since she’d brought him back from Reske, was that he stayed because he loved her and couldn’t imagine not being with her. But until that moment, she’d assumed it was the love of a brother, a friend, and while incredibly deep, it wasn’t anything more than that. That look in his eyes, however, had opened a door in her mind and now she couldn’t see anything else but the possibility that perhaps she’d been wrong to assume she knew how Wolf felt about her. 
Now that the option was there in front of her, she didn’t know how to respond to it. 
For three days, she gathered stones and stewed, lost in thought. On the fourth day, she went with everyone else in the morning out of sheer habit, sank onto the ground near the sandy beach, and went about gathering without any real focus on her part. She was so lost in thought, in fact, that Grae managed to sit next to her without her noticing. When she turned to stand, she nearly bumped heads with him, and had to jerk back to avoid doing so. 
“Grae!”
“I didn’t think you’d noticed me.” Grae sat on his haunches, arms resting casually on his knees, looking quite comfortable and relaxed. “So, Siobhan. What has you so preoccupied that you can’t hear me calling to you?”
Only three people in the guild could be trusted to keep a secret and give good counsel when confided in. Grae was one of the three. Even knowing that, it still required her to summon up a little courage before asking, “Is Wolf in love with me?”
Grae blinked, expression saying he hadn’t expected that question, then he got an odd look on his face. “You mean, you didn’t know until now?”
For some reason, she felt like she had to clarify. “No, I know he loves me, that’s obvious. He loves most of the guild dearly. I mean, in love with me.”
“Yes, Shi, I meant that too,” Grae responded patiently. “He’s been in love with you for at least seven years that I know of. Not that he’s ever come out and said the words, but I think most of the guild has realized it at some point.”
She just sat there with her mouth hanging open like some sort of beached fish. 
Grae put a hand under her chin and closed her mouth for her. “Before you gather any flies, close it. Shi, you honestly mean to tell me that before this you didn’t realize? Really? I thought you knew but didn’t return the feeling, so were pretending you didn’t know.”
Siobhan felt like the sea and the sky had changed places, her shock was so intense. In fact, her whole body felt almost numb, yet charged with energy at the same time. “How…could I not have seen…?”
“I couldn’t tell you.” Grae charitably gave her a few minutes to process this before gently asking, “Did he say something to you?”
“No. Well, yes…no, not in words.” She had to restart as her mind couldn’t seem to focus long enough to get a full sentence out. “We were talking, after that fight we had, and I asked him a question, and he gave me this look,” she didn’t know how else to describe it, “and I somehow knew. I’ve never had a man look at me like that before.”
“You probably have,” Grae corrected in amusement, eyes crinkling up at the corners. “Wolf just made sure you didn’t notice and they didn’t try it again.”
Now, why didn’t that surprise her? 
“Well, if he didn’t say anything, that means you have time to think about this.”
“I’ve spent three days thinking about this and I’m more confused than ever!” Siobhan wailed. 
“Then maybe it’s time to stop thinking.” Grae put a hand on her shoulder and leaned in slightly. “Shi. You think and analyze the cons and pros of every decision before you make it. It’s why you’re such a good guildmaster. We know, when you tell us to do something, that you’ve made the best decision possible because you thought it through from every angle. But love has nothing to do with reason. I think this—” he put a hand over her heart “—already knows the answer. Why don’t you try just listening?”
Sound advice, if she could manage it. Listening to what your own heart said was sometimes the hardest thing to do. 
His next piece of advice was more practical. “But do your soul searching after you’ve eaten lunch. You tend to make better decisions on a full stomach.”
A point she could not argue. Sighing, she got to her feet, hauling her bag of stones with her. Sure, she could eat something, and then spend the rest of the day thinking in circles. That sounded like a splendid plan. 
It wasn’t a good sign when she was being sarcastic with herself. 
ӜӜӜ
There were only two reliable methods to getting the kinks out after a day of stone gathering: either pestering someone into massaging you or taking a hot bath. Since they had plenty of bathing chambers available, Siobhan went for the latter option. She stopped by her room briefly for a clean change of clothes, making a mental note to do laundry, and then went back downstairs and toward the women’s bathing room. 
In the process, she ran into Sylvie, also heading that direction. The woman was moving at the same creaking pace as Siobhan, although Siobhan couldn’t understand why, as she hadn’t been with the stone gatherers earlier. “Sylvie?”
Stopping, she craned her head around. “Oh, Siobhan. Back already?”
“The term you’re looking for is ‘fled while I could,’” Siobhan drawled. 
Sylvie gave her a tired grin. “Grae’s like that when he’s on a schedule.” 
“Don’t I know it.” Catching up to her, she realized that Sylvie sported quite the sunburn across her nose. “Where have you been?”
“With Cha Ji An. She asked for help in setting up trade negotiations, as she doesn’t know anyone. I thought it was a safer option than being volunteered to help Grae with his new path, so I offered to help.” Sylvie made a sour face. “That woman can walk even a Teheranian into the ground, I swear she can.”
“Not the safer option, I take it.”
“My feet haven’t ached this badly in ages. I’m glad I didn’t wear my new boots—I haven’t broke those in properly yet. If I had, I’d probably have blisters on blisters.” 
“Are you set to going out again tomo—” she cut herself off as the door to the men’s bathing room opened and Wolf stepped out. Despite the fact they had a good two feet in between them and she wasn’t in any danger of bumping into him, Siobhan instinctively skittered backwards another two feet. 
“Siobhan?” Wolf asked in confusion.
Her face was flushing, heart beating a tempo in her ears, and for some reason she found it impossible to look him in the face. Her eyes went everywhere but toward the man. 
“Sorry, you startled me. Sylvie, let’s get a bath, I want dinner.”
“Sure?” Sylvie’s tone indicated she felt something was off but couldn’t figure out what. 
Back almost to the wall, Siobhan scooted past both of them and ducked into the women’s bathing room like a goose with its tail on fire. Sylvie stepped in behind her, closing the door, and it was only then that Siobhan felt like she could take a proper breath. 
With the door shut, and Wolf out of earshot, she realized how she had reacted and her blush turned into a raging inferno. “That…was awkward, wasn’t it?”
“Beyond awkward.” Sylvie stepped around to look at her directly. “What is going on?”
Siobhan threw her clothes down near one of the barrels, upset with herself for acting so stupidly. “I realized that Wolf’s in love with me.”
“You mean you didn’t know before now?!” Sylvie responded incredulously.
“Why does everyone ask me that in that tone of voice?” Siobhan complained. “No, I didn’t know! How are you supposed to know things if the man doesn’t say anything to you!”
“Siobhan, it’s obvious!”
“Now it is, sure.” Outright grumpy at this point, she stripped and dove into the tub, grateful that the water was hot. They must have just filled the tubs recently. 
Sylvie followed her example and lathered up a bar of soap before she ventured, “So…what are you going to do?”
“I don’t know,” she wailed. 
“I’m sensing frustration, here.”
Grumbling to herself, she went back to getting dirt out of her skin. She had her hair washed and tied into a loose knot on the top of her head, most of the dirt out from underneath her fingernails, and was attacking her feet before the thought popped into her mind. Suddenly, she knew what the root of the problem was. Or at least part of it. The words slipped out of her mouth before she realized it. 
“I didn’t think he saw me as a woman.”
“Is that what it was?” Sylvie’s expression was shrewd. “I thought it was because you never once tried to see him as a man.”
Yes, maybe that was part of the problem too. Their initial meeting had set them off on the wrong foot, what with her acting as a rescuer, him as a victim. It had taken years before Wolf found his center again, and by the time he had, their relationship had become firmly lodged as friends. After that, Siobhan had never thought to see him as anything else or even try to. 
  “The question you need to ask yourself,” Sylvie continued, “is whether or not you can see him as one.”
“Grae said the question I had to ask myself was what my heart wanted from him.”
“That’s another good one,” Sylvie agreed. The calm way she said this was irritating, as if she already knew the answer, but was refusing to say it. 
“I don’t like it when you know things and won’t tell me.”
“I know.” Sylvie was bad at hiding her smirk. “But you know, don’t you, that it’s fear keeping you from finding the answer on your own. Markl can give you a whole discourse on why he was afraid to approach me, and I bet his reasons are very similar to yours.”
More than she cared to admit.
“I think you also know that the door is open. You can’t shut it and pretend you didn’t see it.”
“I know.” Siobhan drew up a knee so that she could rest her forehead against it. “I know.”
ӜӜӜ
Rune’s back and knees were absolutely killing him. After four straight days of kneeling on the ground, hunched over, that was to be expected. He had to act like he was perfectly fine, though. If he let out how sore and stiff he was, then he couldn’t tease Grae about creaking like an old man. 
The sun was setting, the light failing, so everyone else had already stopped for the day and gone back into Converse, no doubt hunting for dinner. But he lingered, looking over the pathway. It was almost complete. Another half-day’s work would see it finished. And when that happened, nothing else needed to be done. They would be ready to go into Goldschmidt. 
Rune wasn’t as attached to Goldschmidt as everyone else. He’d only lived there six months, after all. The city had been kind to him, more welcoming than Sateren had ever been, so it had bothered him when it had fallen into enemy hands. But more importantly, it had grieved everyone in the guild. Denney and Siobhan especially had cried many a tear about the loss of it. Those tears bothered him, somehow. It made him restless, and his hands twitched as if looking for someone to punch whenever he thought of those sad expressions. He’d been perfectly willing before to fight to get back into Goldschmidt, just on general principle of it being his new home. But after seeing how devastated his guildmates were, he’d become fiercely determined to win Goldschmidt back for them. 
There was also the fact that Denney was safer in that city than almost anywhere else. Except Saoleord. She’d had more freedom there than anywhere else in the four continents. But Goldschmidt was her sanctity, of sorts, so he needed to regain it for her. And that still felt odd, thinking that way. Rune had spent eighteen years thinking of only himself as a priority. To suddenly have his thoughts shift, to where another person’s happiness and well-being were automatically first, still threw him for a mental loop from time to time. Then again, it was this shift that had made him realize how he felt for her. So perhaps it was a good thing he now thought that way. 
“Ah, there you are, Rune!”
He turned and automatically smiled at Denney as she came to him. Something about the sunset highlighting her blonde hair made her seem prettier than usual. Or was that his imagination? “What is it?”
“You’re late,” she informed him, head cocked in question. “What are you doing still out here? Grae came back ages ago.”
“Thinking.” 
“About?”
“You. Pathmaking. Goldschmidt.”
She blinked, perplexed, then her brows twisted up in bemusement. “How in the world do I relate to either pathmaking or Goldschmidt?”
“You do,” he drawled. “Trust me.” Everything related to Denney, in one way or another. “We’ll be done with the path tomorrow. We’ll probably launch our attack tomorrow night.” 
That sobered her up quickly and wiped the smile off her face. “Tran said our chances were good of taking the city. But how dangerous is this?”
“More dangerous for them than us,” he assured her. He carefully didn’t say, If everything goes according to plan, but he had a feeling she heard the words anyway. “Hyun Woo-zhi’s plan is a good one. If it works like I think it will, we’ll have those dregs out of our city within three days.”
“I’m more worried about you than the city.”
It was his turn to blink in surprise. “Me?”
“I’m afraid you’ll be reckless once you get into Goldschmidt.” 
Now what had he done to give her that impression? 
She must have seen from his face that he wasn’t following her, as she explained with a worried frown, “Whenever you see how upset we are about the loss of the Hall, you get this dark look on your face, like you’re thinking about murdering someone.”
How observant of her. He hadn’t realized that showed. For a moment, he wondered how to reassure her, as he was still learning how to give comfort. He’d spent quite a few hours watching Markl, trying to learn from his example. Deciding he’d give it a try, he tentatively caught one of her hands. His hands were callused and rough from the work he’d been doing, so he was careful to not scrape her soft skin. 
“I won’t be reckless. More like, I can’t be reckless. I’m in charge of three hundred and fifty men. If I don’t lead them properly, their lives might be lost.”
The tension that had been riding in Denney’s face and shoulders smoothed out and she returned his grip firmly, fingers half-twining with his. “I hadn’t thought of that. I’m relieved.” 
Ho? That had worked. Rune made a mental note on that tactic so he could use it again in the future. Well, hopefully he wouldn’t need to, as he’d learn how to put her mind at ease before doing or saying something that would cause her to be anxious. On second thought, that might be wishful thinking. No, better to keep this tactic in mind. 
“Let’s go in,” she encouraged, tugging on his hand to lead him toward the gate. “I’m sure you’re hungry.”
Starving, actually, but that wasn’t the reason why he readily followed her. He just didn’t want to let go of her hand. 
ӜӜӜ
There was tension throughout Converse that night. Word had spread (probably from the stone gatherers) that the pathway was almost complete. Everyone had more or less been waiting on that and they knew that once it was done, it would be time to go. This would be the last night they would spend together in Converse. If all went well, they’d be able to retake the city before the week was out. Rune could feel it in the air no matter where he went. 
The guild lingered around the table after dinner was eaten, and although no one said it aloud, there was a silent agreement that they wanted to spend time together on the eve of battle. Rune didn’t think that any of them would be seriously injured. After all, their opponents so far hadn’t been very skilled. But there was nothing predictable in war, Hyun Woo had drummed that into his head, so he could appreciate that people were nervous about tomorrow. 
Beirly seemed intent to liven the mood somehow, and was taking turns telling embarrassing stories about everyone. Rune was safe, as Beirly didn’t know anything to tell about him, which let him enjoy the others’ discomfort all the more. 
Seeming to realize this, Beirly pointed a finger at him, beard lifted in a smile. “I bet you think you’re safe, young’in. But I do know a story about you too.” 
Rune frowned at him. What could he possibly know?
Most of the table was surprised as well, as Rune was very careful to avoid getting caught up in situations as a general rule, so they didn’t know any stories about him either. That, of course, made it all the more interesting and they were leaning closer to Beirly, trying to hear better over the other conversations in the taproom. 
“Our boy here was caught and accused of being a peeping tom in Sateren.” Beirly grinned wickedly at Rune. 
The blood rushed to his face, setting it on fire. Oh. Oh right, he remembered that situation. As if he were thrown back in time, Rune repeated now what he had then. “I wasn’t peeping!”
“Wow, what a blush.” Siobhan laughed and slapped a hand against the table. “I’ve never seen the like on him. Rune, need some ice for it?”
He shot her a lethal glare. 
Beirly continued as if he hadn’t been interrupted. “The story, as I got it, was that he was leaning on the door of the women’s baths. When he was caught, he refused to move at first, and then had a fine time explaining himself.”
Wait a minute. If Beirly knew the full story, then…Rune growled wordlessly at him. 
Beirly remarked out the side of his mouth, “Wolf, I think he’s been hanging around you too long. That growl sounded just like one of yours.”
Wolf, far from being offended, chuckled. 
Denney tilted forward, trying to catch his eye. “So what were you doing there?”
For some strange reason, he found it hard to look at her. 
Beirly lost his evil humor and sobered into a more serious mood. “If I have the story right, he was protecting you.”
The whole table caught their breath and waited for his response. Feeling trapped, Rune blew out a breath and decided to face it head on. “Yes.”
With a wise nod, Beirly took pity and finished the tale. “No shame in it, Rune. See, those prowlers that had tried to catch Denney straight out of the baths last time hadn’t really learned their lesson. Don’t know how, but Rune realized this. Whenever she went for a bath, he’d stay nearby and discourage anyone from getting too close. That last time he was caught out in the open instead of them, so they accused him instead. It didn’t take long for him to straighten it out, though.”
“That’s ’cause I had two knocked out idiots to prove my story,” Rune grumbled in a low tone. He glanced at Denney out of the corners of his eyes and found a strange expression on her face. He couldn’t decipher it. 
“Was this before or after I gave you the marks?” she asked slowly. 
Rune couldn’t see how the timing would make any difference but answered. “Before.”
Her eyes went wide with wonder, lips parting. “Why…? I mean, I didn’t mean anything to you at that point.”
Now how had she gotten that impression? “Fei explained it to me. If I didn’t protect you, all of you, and try to gain your trust, then I couldn’t stay. I wanted to be part of Deepwoods, even then. I just didn’t know how to go about it. But he said, protecting all of you was the first step. I knew you were being watched every time you took a bath, so I stepped in. That’s all there is to it.”
Denney threw both arms around his shoulders and hugged him to her. Rune hadn’t expected this reaction, but was certainly not against it. A smile on his face, he hugged her back and enjoyed the sensation of soft female in his arms. Unfortunately, the hug was brief, as she popped up and then gave Fei an equally firm hug. 
Fei looked as bemused by this reaction as Rune had felt. “Denney-jae, I have done nothing to warrant a hug.”
She didn’t let up. “You gave Rune the advice he needed. Without you, we wouldn’t have him today. That warrants hugs.”
“I agree,” Siobhan stated, eyes sparkling with laughter. “Well, Beirly, I do appreciate you telling that story. It’s one we all needed to hear, I think. But I’m calling a halt to the storytelling as it’s late and we need to get to bed. All of you will be able to sleep tomorrow night, but Tran, Beirly, and I won’t.”
Rune highly doubted that Wolf would sleep tomorrow night with Siobhan that close to an enemy occupied city. But her point was taken. People stood, chairs scrapping against the wood floors, and made their way to bed. 
Tomorrow would be an extremely long day.




The sun was setting, slowly and steadily over the horizon. Siobhan and Tran had discussed it ahead of time and decided to leave at this time to avoid having to go the whole distance in pitch darkness. By the time they were within sight of Goldschmidt’s walls, they’d be traveling by moonlight, and that was good enough. 
Her group was already here. Beirly and Chris Knesek—or Knesek, as he preferred to be called—had come out of the gate together. Knesek had that boy next door feel to him, with a blocky build, short brown hair, and a goatee. In fact, he could have been Beirly’s darker, taller brother, the two men resembled each other that strongly. He had a cheerful attitude about running all night carrying tools and a sand bag, and Siobhan prayed his cheerfulness lasted until sunrise. 
Holly Sadler stood talking to Tran, spear resting casually in the crook of her arm and pointing toward the sky. When Beirly had first mentioned the woman, Siobhan had pictured a tall, muscular brunette for some reason. The only part her imagination had gotten right was the dark hair. Holly kept hers cut short, at jaw-length, framing fair skin and dark eyes. Far from tall, she was a little on the short side, with a padded figure. But the way she casually moved the spear around (a spear that Siobhan knew weighed a good amount) said that she was far stronger than she looked. Beirly was right. This was a good woman to have as an ally. 
Turning, Siobhan did a headcount. Fifty-three. Good, she had all of her people here. Siobhan maneuvered around Holly to stand at Tran’s side. “Sorry, I’m going to interrupt for a moment.”
“Go ahead,” Holly responded easily. “We’re just chatting.”
“Are we ready?” Tran asked her, apparently realizing what she wanted to talk about. 
“My group is all here. Yours?”
“I was waiting on you.”
And this was why Siobhan always took the initiative to ask questions. Men never thought to do so and it turned into this endless game of one person waiting on the other. “Then let’s go.”
Tran raised his voice to a near deafening pitch. “We’re ready to move out! Before we do, check your bags! You need water, food for two meals, bandages, and at least one sandbag in your packs.”
Carrying anything more than that was strongly discouraged. They would not only be crossing sixty-two spans that night, after all, but expected to fight the next day with that on their backs. They needed to keep as much weight off of them as possible. Even the sand bags would be dropped off near the canal quickly to avoid burdening people. 
When he got a wave of assents, Tran grunted in satisfaction. “Good. We’re going to move out now. Do I have any questions I need to answer before we go?”
“Tran!” Beirly called out from nearby. 
“What is it?”
“I have a dying request. Don’t run the whole distance?”
Tran let out a booming laugh, slapping one leg in mirth. Tran could run the whole distance without a problem. In fact, he probably even wouldn’t be winded when he arrived. But he was the only one that could do so. Siobhan and Hyun Woo had both impressed this idea into him. He had to go slowly. 
“I won’t go above a quick walk,” he promised. 
There was a collective breath of relief from the group. After all, they had seen this man run for three days, over and over the same distance, without tiring. Siobhan was sure that more than a few of them were concerned about being able to keep up. 
Seeing that there was nothing else, Tran waved his hand above his head in a tight circle and then gestured forward, leaving out as he did so. Siobhan was right next to him and realized to her dismay that his version of a ‘quick walk’ forced her to almost do a slow jog to keep up. Curse those long legs of his. When people started flagging, surely he’d realize, and drop his pace. Or at least, she hoped he would. 
No one was foolish enough to try and talk while they moved. But hearing that many people moving at a steady jog, silently, felt eerie to Siobhan. She was used to this many people moving at once, but there was always laughter and jokes and stories going about during the trip. This dead silence, except for breathing and the low thunder of footsteps, felt like they were traveling to a funeral. Hardly a comforting thought, when they were heading for an enemy-occupied city. 
The hours and spans passed with nothing more than the occasional word exchanged. The sun slowly disappeared, the stars becoming brighter in the sky, and the temperature dropped. Siobhan’s body was warm and loose after constantly moving, and she was thankful for that, as the wind on her face had a distinct chill to it. 
Tran might’ve been accustomed to running at full speed wherever he went, but he was also used to traveling with people that didn’t have the same stamina that he did. He did nothing more than glance over his shoulder now and again, and when the first person flagged, slowing to a walk, he slowed as well. Siobhan heaved a silent breath of relief, as she was sure that if he’d kept that up much longer, she would have stumbled to a walking pace. 
Out in this open space, with nothing more than moon and stars to light the way, it was difficult to see anything more than vague silhouettes. Still, everyone could see Goldschmidt as they approached it. Tran didn’t go directly to the city, but skirted around the southern edge, toward the dry river bed. 
Siobhan frowned, as that wasn’t the plan. They were supposed to go to the east, by the canal, and drop off the sandbags. 
“Tran?” she asked in a loud whisper.
She couldn’t see his face in the darkness, but his voice had a frown in it. “We’re making too much noise. Even in this darkness, if we get too close to the walls, they’ll hear us.”
Oh. Were they really being that loud? Siobhan strained her ears and discovered that Tran’s concern might very well be dead on. They were used to a certain level of noise from Goldschmidt, no matter what hour it was, because the city was that large. But with it occupied by only a few thousand people, the city was relatively quiet. In fact, there was hardly a noise to be heard from it. In the stillness of the night, the noise their group was making could probably be heard on top of the walls. 
Storm and sky, that wasn’t something they had factored into their plans. She’d have to figure out how to get all of those sandbags over to the canal. Actually, she had a sinking feeling she already knew how that would have to happen. Siobhan was just in denial at the moment. Her aching legs and back preferred not to think about carrying additional weight at dawn. 
They arrived at the mouth of the dry river bed and Tran slowed to—for him—an absolute crawl. The river bed wasn’t smooth, after all. It had a very uneven surface with rocks sticking up everywhere. People had to move with caution just to avoid turning an ankle or landing on their faces. 
As they packed in, Siobhan stayed at the mouth while Tran moved forward, softly encouraging her group to stay to the right, and Tran’s to stay to the left. When it came time to move, she didn’t want her group tangled up with his, and having to jostle their way out. When the last person was settled, she moved forward, checking on her people as she did so, and finding that while they were all winded, with aching legs and backs, no one had lost their determination. Satisfied, Siobhan passed along the word to eat, drink, and settle in for whatever rest they could on this rocky ground. She estimated it to be nearly three in the morning, and dawn happened in roughly two and a half hours. They wouldn’t have time to sleep after that, so they needed to snatch whatever sleep they could now. 
Finally, she reached Tran’s side again. He had his head turned so that he kept an eagle eye on the city gates not far from them. Although what he expected to see in this darkness, she didn’t know. With fumbling, Siobhan managed to find a clear enough space to sit in between him and Beirly, although there was a particularly sharp rock there that wanted to poke a hole through her thigh. Grimacing, she maneuvered the sand bag around so she could sit on it instead, which helped tremendously. Settled, she drew out her water bag and drained a third of it in one long gulp. 
“Easy, Siobhan, that has to last you until tomorrow,” Tran cautioned in a low tone. 
“No, it doesn’t,” she denied pleasantly. “I’ll be right next to the canal, remember? I can fill it up there.”
“I wouldn’t count on that, Shi,” Beirly warned. “As soon as we get there, we’ll be busy beavers. And after that, we might be fighting off angry men.”
Point. She capped the water bag, grumbling, and stowed it in her pack to avoid draining the rest of it. Instead, she took out her wrapped bread and jerky and started in on it. Truth told, she felt like her stomach was trying to chew threw her backbone, she was so hungry. 
“What do we do about the sandbags?” she asked in between bites. 
“We’ll have to double up and carry them ourselves,” Knesek stated. From his voice, he wasn’t far from her, maybe two people over. “Only option I see.”
“The math on that doesn’t equal out.” Beirly sounded like he were calculating things in his head. “Tran’s got three hundred with him. We’ve got fifty. We’d all have to carry six sandbags to get them over there.”
Six?! Siobhan wasn’t sure she could manage three at a time! “Ah, gentlemen? How certain are you that you absolutely need all of those sandbags?”
“Fairly sure, Shi,” Beirly drawled. “We wouldn’t have made people cart them all the way over here on a ‘maybe.’”
Well, alright, that had possibly been a stupid question. 
“You better think it over again,” Tran advised. He hadn’t shifted his position at all, but he was clearly listening in. “If you can’t find a way to do it with less, that means I have to send some of my fighting force with you, and I’m not sure it’s wise to do that.” 
Siobhan was very torn about taking any men from Tran. They had carefully calculated how many men he needed for each stage of this operation. Taking anyone with her would tip the balance, and that might endanger the whole plan. 
Beirly and Knesek apparently thought the same, as they put their heads together, and started talking about weight, and water depth, and force, and other things that mostly went over Siobhan’s head. She sat there and ate, waiting for them to figure it out. 
“Guildmaster Maley?”
Caught with her mouth full, she could only respond with, “Hmm?”
“How important is it that we keep the water fully contained? Do you care if it spills out over the road?”
Siobhan almost shook her head, then realized Knesek couldn’t see her, and hastily swallowed instead. “No. As long as it’s blocked from getting into the city, we’re good.”
“Oh. Well, in that case…” he turned back to Beirly and they talked in numbers again. 
Eventually, Beirly tapped her shoulder to get her attention and said, “We think we can do it with half the sandbags. It’ll cause an unholy mess everywhere, so we might be fighting in several inches of water. But if you don’t care about that…”
“I don’t,” she assured him patiently. 
“Then we can make do with less,” Beirly finished in satisfaction. “Can everyone here carry three sandbags?”
Siobhan was fairly sure that was her limit. And her arms would be aching carrying those any sort of distance. Fortunately, from here to the canal, it was a relatively short hop. “I think so.” 
Holly must have been somewhere close and following this conversation, as Siobhan could hear her pass along the question. It took several minutes, but eventually word came back to them, that everyone was confident they could carry three at a time. Relieved, Siobhan ordered, “That’s what we’ll do, then. Tran, keep your force intact.” 
“Understood. Now, I’ve got the watch. Everyone try to sleep as much as you can.”
Concerned, she asked him, “What about you?”
“You think that little jaunt made me tired?”
Siobhan felt like there were weights on her eyes, and her muscles were throbbing after what she had just done. She was tired enough to become cranky, so her first instinct was to punch him in the arm. 
“Ow! Siobhan, what was that for?”
“Being an insensitive man.” 
Anyone who caught the exchange snorted or laughed softly. 
“Just sleep,” Tran ordered, tone exasperated. 
Honestly, she felt tired enough to fall asleep standing up. Pointy rocks wouldn’t pose much of a problem at the moment. She maneuvered about so that she could lean on Beirly’s shoulder. Semi-warm, only marginally comfortable, she still managed to drop off into a restless slumber. 
 





Of course, it felt like she had barely closed her eyes before Tran had a hand on her shoulder and was shaking her awake. If the situation hadn’t been so dire, she’d have kicked him and rolled back over, but now wasn’t the time for such a luxury. Instead, she dragged her eyelids up, one at a time, and forced her body into a sitting position. It felt like muscles screamed in protest as she did so, but she ignored that too. After she got moving and warmed up again, it wouldn’t be that bad. Hopefully. 
With her eyes now properly open, she could see the barest hint of sunlight. The sky was no longer dark, but a sort of muted grey and blue. Close enough to dawn that it was time for her to move out. 
Siobhan, in a fit of evil enjoyment, shook Beirly and Knesek awake, and watched them go through the same process she had. Beirly especially looked as if someone had glued his eyes shut, but he eventually did manage to get both of them open and focused. Once they were in motion, they jostled the people next to them, and so it continued down the line. Tran’s group had unloaded their sandbags already so that her people could easily pick them up before they went. Siobhan ate the last meal out of her pack, knowing full well it might be the only thing she would get to eat that day, and then used the empty space to put two sandbags in there. The third she would have to carry in her arms. 
She gave people a few more minutes to get ready, as the ones at the back would have had a slower start time than she did. But then she motioned people to get up and get ready to move. 
The key to this whole plan was for her to get to the canal as quickly as possible, without drawing attention, and put the temporary dam on the canal before the watchers on the wall could fully realize what they were up to. To that end, her first task would be to get her people over there with all due haste. That would be difficult to manage while carrying three sandbags, but trying to run with these things wouldn’t kill her. 
Trying to say anything to the whole group without shouting wouldn’t work, so instead, she just moved. They were obviously waiting on her, as the whole line moved with her, climbing up over the banks and onto flatland. That was when Siobhan discovered that running while carrying three sandbags was simply impossible. She could manage a jog, and that was it. Gritting her teeth, she kept the speed up as much as possible, determined to maintain it all the way to the canal. 
Muscles screaming, feeling as if she would totter over from the cramps in her calves, she finally stumbled to a halt five feet from the canal and dropped everything. Fortunately, no one stopped with her, but instead flooded around her, taking their bags directly to the canal’s edge. Also, fortunately, neither Beirly nor Knesek were waiting on her to issue orders. They immediately started working, giving out directions to people as they did so. 
Siobhan took a minute to find her wind again before calling out, “Holly!”
“Here!” the other woman responded. She waved her spear in the air to be seen over the group. 
Focusing in that direction, Siobhan ordered, “Get our guards in position!”
“On it!” 
Siobhan had to watch the timing and keep an eye on the overall picture, so she couldn’t be part of either the building group or the guarding group. Holly was an enforcer in her guild, accustomed to directing people, so she’d been volunteered for that role. Siobhan instead found a high point on the canal, out of the way of the work crew, and stood on top of it so she had a semi-commanding view. One eye on her people, one eye on the wall, she held her breath and prayed this turned out the way they hoped. 
With a determined crew of forty people, the temporary dam was built very quickly. Siobhan was amazed at the speed of which they moved. Granted, they had done a practice run on this two days ago, so everyone more or less knew what to do even without being directed. Still, it was impressive. Siobhan’s attention was drawn to it, and she watched in open admiration. People that could work that quickly always impressed her. 
“—down there.”
What was that? Siobhan jerked her head up and around, trying to pinpoint the source of that voice. It had come up from a higher place, somewhere near the wall. The sun wasn’t strong enough to reach her yet, so she didn’t have to shield her eyes as she looked up, but she did have to narrow them to see over that kind of distance. There! Two men, pointing toward the ground and talking loudly to someone else she couldn’t see. The wind snatched their words so she was only catching one in three, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out that they’d seen her group and had more or less figured out what they’d done. 
Now came the turning point. They would either attack immediately or spend several hours, if not days, going through the city in search of water. Either way they went, Siobhan needed to get people in motion. Turning on her heel, she nearly lost her balance on her perch and had to windmill her arms for a moment to avoid heading straight for the ground. Fortunately, she managed to right herself again. Hand over her thumping heart, she called out, “Beirly! Knesek! We need to be done!”
“Two minutes!” Knesek called back. The man was dripping sweat and sounded like a leaking blacksmith’s bellows. 
Close enough. Turning to the rest, as not everyone was still working, she ordered, “Get ready to move out! Holly, stand as a point of gathering!”
Holly didn’t respond but waved her spear in the air again, signaling where she was. People started flocking to her in a semi-circle. 
By the time that Siobhan made it off her perch and to Holly’s side, Beirly bellowed from the canal, “DONE!”
That hadn’t been two minutes. Not that she was complaining. Relieved, Siobhan yelled as loudly as she could, “MOVE!” Spinning about, she took off in as fast of a run as her aching legs would allow. She didn’t think for one minute that everyone heard her. Most were already waiting on her, though, and they readily followed. 
As she ran, she kept a weather eye on the top of the wall. Things were definitely getting more hectic up there. People were shouting, and running back and forth. Either they were responding to an enemy force right next to their walls (one that had seemingly appeared out of nowhere) or someone up there had realized that the water going into the city had just been dammed up. Or possibly both. The first fountain was right inside the wall, after all, and it wouldn’t take brains to figure out that the water had been abruptly cut off. 
The real question was, how fast would they react? Would they bother to open the gates and try to attack her people considering they were such a small force? Would they want to come outside and undo the dam? Siobhan wasn’t sure, so she ran sideways just long enough to take her people outside of bow range. No sense in exposing them when there was no need to. 
They made it to the highway leading out of the southern gate without issue. There, Siobhan slowed her pace. Here was where they wanted to linger, without actually lingering, and act as bait to draw their enemy out of the city. Breathing hard, she put her hands on her knees and took several deep breaths. When she didn’t feel like her head was spinning anymore, she straightened and looked about her. Everyone looked as drained as she felt but she couldn’t let them rest here on the open road. Taking pity, she led them off at a quick walk, giving them some space to regain their breath. Besides, the Orinites in the city hadn’t made their move yet. 
Nerves jangling, Siobhan kept stealing glances behind her, but they were now several hundred yards outside of the city with no sign that the gate would be opening soon. She mentally started cursing. It didn’t appear like their first plan would work. 
Siobhan had spent a good amount of time thinking what to do if the first plan failed. Tran had suggested setting the wooden gates on fire, and so far, that was the best idea that anyone had. She was loathe for it to happen, though. The gate might fall, but it risked setting the rest of the city on fire as well, and they had just dammed up the only available water source, so wouldn’t setting anything on fire be a bad idea? She personally wanted a city to return to, not smoldering ruins. 
But they had to do something quickly. Siobhan looked at the sky in open worry. The sun was rising steadily now and any minute, the sunlight would be strong enough for pathmaking. Grae, Rune, and Jay Fowler would bring people through, and when that happened, they had to be in a position to distract all of the men on the wall. 
The creak of hinges sounded like a heavenly chorus singing through the air.
Siobhan spun around, a delighted smile blossoming on her face as she realized that while late, the enemy force had taken the bait. They only opened it far enough to let about two hundred men pour through, but that was enough. 
“Alright, people, run scared!” Siobhan called, resisting the urge to laugh like a maniac. 
The people around her didn’t resist the urge, but they were all winded enough that it came across strangled instead of merry, so their pursuers didn’t realize they were laughing. It sounded like choking ducks, actually. Not that she had ever heard a duck choke, but if it did, it would probably sound something like this.
Stumbling more than running, they bumped into each other as they moved, heading in the general direction of the highway. From an outside perspective, it probably looked chaotic, like they were so panicked that they were knocking into comrades in their efforts to escape. In truth, people were apologizing to each other breathlessly as they tripped, and others caught elbows and held them up. Siobhan could only hope they’d catch their wind soon, as the battle was only beginning. 
From the corner of her eye, she saw Tran move, and with him, a small sea of people flowed in his wake. One group immediately ran ahead, straight for the gate, while the rest came and joined their rear, turning to face the onslaught. It was so perfectly timed that Siobhan almost cheered aloud. But no, cheering on a battlefield was probably a no-no. At the very least, it would be distracting. 
She veered off, as planned, and raced back the way she had come. Her muscles still felt heavy with fatigue, but she had her wind back, and felt strong enough to fight. People moved with her, drawing weapons as they did so. 
The two forces met somewhere near the middle. Siobhan was ruthless and cut down people without mercy as her swords met whatever weapons they held in their hands. Her focus narrowed down to a single point: get through these men as quickly as possible and then head straight for the gate so that she could help Tran hold it open. They could not, under any circumstances, allow that gate to close on them right now. Too many plans hinged on it staying open. 
A near deafening cacophony sounded in her ears, a dreadful music made of screams, the clang on clang of metal, and wordless shouts of determination. It set her head to ringing. Still, she shouldered through it, and before she properly realized just how far she’d fought, she fetched up near the gates. 
To her relief, they were still open, and Tran’s group was holding off any attacks from either side well. Tran, however, seemed upset about something. When she reached his side, she glanced at his face before setting her back to his. 
“What’s wrong?” she shouted over the din. 
“They should be here by now!”
Who? Oh, the other groups. Yes, of course, that was true. They had plenty of daylight, so where were the rest of them? Had something gone wrong? She couldn’t imagine that was the case, not with three Pathmakers going over every little detail to make sure it worked. Worried now, she tried to steal a peek toward the east, seeing if she could spot them coming. But there were far too many people in the way for that, and she wasn’t willing to budge far from Tran’s side now that she was here. 
Time passed indeterminately, with no way for her to mark it, except perhaps by the number of opponents she defeated. Worried and frustrated that she couldn’t do anything from here, she took her anger out on anyone foolish enough to get close to her. 
“HA!” Tran crowed, victory and relief evident in his voice. 
“They’re here?” she asked, wanting to be absolutely sure she knew what that ‘ha’ was for.
“They’re here,” he confirmed for her before slamming his fist into a hapless jaw, sending the man flying backwards, out cold. “About time.”
She seconded that. Really, what had been the hold up?
Tran let out a boisterous laugh, sounding for all the world like a little boy with a new dirt pile to play in. “Now the fun really begins!”




Rune could not believe how hard it was to get three hundred people moving along one path. He was so used to caravans, or piling people up in carts, that it hadn’t occurred to him that it would take this long to move the whole group through on an open path. He’d already had it open for a full hour and he was just now getting to the end! 
No one had foreseen how long this would take, not even Grae. The evergreen pattern was a wide one, so it was large enough for two men abreast to move through, but putting three hundred and fifty people two abreast on an open path was like forcing an ocean to trickle through a funnel. It had taken far longer than anyone had anticipated. Worse, for his group, they more or less waited on him to finish before moving out, as few of his people knew Goldschmidt well and needed him to lead the way. It was maddening. By the time the last person came through, Rune was ready to punch something. 
The fight outside the walls was already in full swing. It seemed Tran and Siobhan had managed to get the gates open. He saw people in the gate archway fighting, at least, and even from here he could see Tran’s head. He was tall enough to loom over everyone else. 
Rune’s job, after getting everyone here, was to get inside the city and head straight for the eastern gate and force it open. The more gates they had open, the better. But before that, he had to check on his people. If anyone from his guild was in trouble, he was grabbing them and sticking them near the path to take back to Converse. His guild was more important to him than this city. 
Fortunately for Hyun Woo’s plans, Rune saw Siobhan, Tran, and Beirly fighting just in front of the open gate. They had their backs to each other, in a triangular formation, and none of them took more than two steps out before falling in again. Neither Siobhan nor Beirly had much training fighting in that position, but both had watched the enforcers train, and apparently that had been enough to give them a feel for it. It was a little awkward still, but they were executing it well enough that no one attacking could seem to isolate them and take someone down. And that was good. 
Relieved, Rune sucked in a deep breath and yelled to Tran, “WE’RE HERE!”
“GOOD!” Tran bellowed back, sounding like a war horn. “GO!”
He went, not questioning or second guessing the fighting skill of those three. If they’d held up through the initial rush, then they could take anything else thrown at them. 
Getting through the gate with three hundred and fifty people was a real trick. Everyone was crammed into the archway, enemy and ally alike. Granted, this space was built to handle two or three wagons abreast, but when over eight hundred people were crammed into it, it became about as passable as quicksand. Rune had to use excessive force just to carve a path through, and even then, he had to focus on the area right next to the wall to manage it. If he succeeded in getting his entire group past this mess, it would be a bona fide miracle. 
Finally, he broke free, or at least, free-ish. But of course, on the other side, there were at least two thousand men fighting to get through and block his path. Alright, well, it wasn’t two thousand, it was probably less than that as the enemy forces in this city were being distracted on all sides by attackers. It just felt like two thousand to him. 
Hissing breath in and out between clenched teeth, he gathered himself and launched into this new fray, determined to get through and to the next street. If he could just manage that, it would be a straight shot to the eastern gate. 
Of course, there was nothing easy about it. Never mind that he had walked this direction hundreds of times and could probably do it blindfolded by now. The sheer volume of angry, armed people in his path made going three inches a real challenge, let alone three feet. He ducked, weaved, kicked, punched, and at one point, hopped his way forward, and just prayed that the people in his group could keep up. No way he could go back for any of them at this point. 
When he reached the corner, he scrambled up onto an iron-wrought balcony and used it as a perch so he could catch his breath and get a bird’s eye view of the street. For the most part, his men had managed to keep up, although he was losing a few to side streets. That was bad, he needed everyone to stay together. 
Rune was not normally loud. In fact, he avoided ‘loud’ like one would avoid a barrel of dung. His specialty lay in being sneaky and one did not do well at sneaky if they were also loud. So doing what he was about to do went against every instinct. He was up high, there was no cover, and he was surrounded by enemy forces below. Past history told him to stay still and quiet until it was safe to move; but a commander couldn’t afford to do that. Hyun Woo had drilled that over and over into his head. Instead, he had to do the exact opposite: he had to be loud and visible. 
Ignoring his thumping heart and jangling nerves, he took in a deep breath, trying to project his voice as he had been taught. “EAST GATE! THIS STREET!”
From here, he could see heads turn as they sought him out. Then he saw a few waves of confirmation, and the stragglers that had been heading the wrong direction reversed themselves and came toward him, one footstep at a time. Relieved he didn’t have to yell anymore, he put his hands on the rail and nimbly swung back down, taking out two men as he did by using them as a landing pad. 
Then he waded back into the fray.
Hit, hit, duck, kick, repeat. Rune fell into a rhythm and the violence and the sounds washed over him. The sound of his heartbeat in his ears was louder than anything else. He was ten steps into the street when it occurred to him that half the reason why he was so annoyed was simply the lack of creativity on his enemy’s part. These people only had three moves. They either came at him overhand, or they sliced at his chest, or they tried to charge and stab. Really, was that all they could think to do? Didn’t they have any technique or skill at all? 
This had to be the most boring fight he had ever been in. He’d been in some bad ones, but this, this qualified as the worst. He was almost falling asleep on his feet here. And that would be bad, because if Hyun Woo or Wolf or Fei learned later that he was sleep fighting, well, he’d never hear the end of it. 
Fortunately, once he got past the mouth of the street, it abruptly became cleared of the congestion, probably because the enemy wasn’t good at predicting what they would do. No one was there to block him. Rune stayed put long enough to make sure the majority of his group was still following him, and the rest were coming as quickly as they could. Then he bounded forward, heading straight for the gate before the enemy commanders could figure out what they were doing and send a force to head him off. 
It was almost eerie, how quiet the street was. Compared to the loud clash behind him, where a man’s head rang from the force of it, it was very strange indeed. In fact, it made his skin crawl. Rune had this paranoia about quiet streets. It usually meant an ambush lurked in the shadows. He kept his senses alert and trained on his surroundings, but there wasn’t so much as a peep from a mouse. They really had deserted this side of the city in favor of putting their troops elsewhere. 
The stupidity of that decision made his head hurt. 
East Gate directly faced Converse. It was the most direct path to that city. Ignoring it in favor of the other three gates made no strategic sense whatsoever. Were these idiots absolutely incapable of thinking things through? 
Wait, he shouldn’t complain when his enemy was making a mistake. That was rule number five. Instead, he chose to count it was a blessing. But when he put his hand against the rough wood of the gate, he was still torn between incredulity that it had been so easy to get there and relief that he’d made it. 
“Help me open it!” he commanded the men right behind him. 
People leapt to obey, lifting the heavy bar off before putting their shoulders to the door and shoving at it. The gate was a good two feet thick, twenty feet tall, another twenty feet wide, so it wasn’t an easy thing to budge. But with the dedicated effort of a dozen men, they managed it. As soon as they did, the group from the channel ships poured through. 
In a prearranged signal, Rune let out three sharp whistles. It told a hundred from his group to stay here and make sure this gate stayed open, at all costs. It also told the rest of his men to follow him back into the city.
They had hunting to do.
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The plan went smoother than they had any right to expect. There were a few hitches, of course. A battle plan never really survived first contact. 
Because Rune’s group had been delayed in getting to Goldschmidt, everyone else had been delayed as well. Jonathan Glass’s group, taken through by Jay Fowler, was so late getting there that they were of little help in taking the southern gate. Rune had already beaten him there. When Jonathan saw what was going on, he just came in to help mop up any of the more stubborn fighters. Then he held the gate open while Rune’s group went off, back through the center of the city, sweeping out anyone trying to hide or fight or negotiate their way out of Goldschmidt. 
Of course, Jay was so late that he missed his ship entirely. The ship had been ordered to not linger on the shoreline, for fear of being used by the enemy, so when he didn’t come on time, they drew anchor and sailed off to the middle of the channel. Trapped, the man did the only sensible thing he could: he joined in on the fight.
The fact that Rune suggested he fight would be a well-kept secret from Nuel Hammon. The man got twitchy about putting his Pathmaker in the line of danger for some reason. 
Hyun Woo had understated things at the meeting, a week ago. Street fighting was dirty, dirty business, and Rune didn’t enjoy a single moment of it. It was so terrible, in fact, that the Orinite soldiers decided they’d had enough, and at four o’clock in the afternoon, they tried to escape Goldschmidt. Of course, with every gate guarded, they didn’t get very far. 
Rune caught up with Wolf and Tran at the southern gate, the one he had originally used to get into Goldschmidt. Both were bellowing orders left and right, directing people on what to do with the captives. Wolf acted as if he hadn’t really seen him, but when Rune stopped, the man took a water flask from his belt and handed it over. 
Not about to ask questions, Rune took it from him and drained it dry with one long pull. After fighting all day, he was beyond thirsty. Lowering it, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and asked, “How goes it?”
“We estimate they’re down to about nine hundred,” Tran responded absently, not facing his direction. “We’ve whittled down their numbers easily, with them running in between one gate and another. They’re not resisting anymore, just letting us take them, which is good. If we knew what to do with them.” 
Rune was all for tying a stone to their ankles and throwing them into the channel, but he had a feeling that no one would support this idea. Curse the luck. 
Looking about, he frowned when he couldn’t find a certain set of red heads. “Siobhan and Beirly?”
“Beirly took a blow to the head. Siobhan’s tending to it.”
Concerned, he asked, “Bad?”
“Naw, not really. He just can’t stand up without wanting to empty his stomach. A few days’ rest will put him to rights.” 
Conli would probably have a very different opinion on that. Tran seemed to think that if you weren’t bleeding to death, or poisoned, then odds were you’d survive it fine. It was one of the reasons why Rune suspected that the black bag was never, ever, left with Tran. “Where are they?”
Tran jerked a chin toward the wall. 
Rune absently tapped his heart twice in understanding and thanks before brushing past, looking for his people. He found Beirly lying flat on his back, a cloth over his eyes, and Siobhan kneeling next to him. She had a worried set to her jaw and the way her hands moved, it was clear she was hovering without really intending to hover. 
“Siobhan.”
Her head jerked up, taking him in, then she broke out in a relieved smile. “Rune. You’re not hurt?”
“I’m fine,” he negated with a wave of the hand. “Heard Beirly was, though.”
“Beirly was,” Beirly said drolly. “And while his head is ringing, his hearing is just fine.”
“Glad to hear it,” Rune responded dryly. “I thought, I can take you to Conli? Or bring Conli here?”
“Bring Conli here,” Siobhan said firmly. “He’s in no condition to travel by path. Just standing is making him dizzy and nauseated, I can’t imagine what a path will do to him.”
Good point. “I’ll fetch him, then. Anything else while I’m making the trip?”
“Ask Darrens what he wants us to do with all of these enemy soldiers. The plans we laid in place won’t work for this many people.”
Rune nodded, understanding. “That it?”
“Anyone that wants to come back with you, can. We’ve got things in hand here.”
Now that, he wasn’t sure he agreed with. He wasn’t too keen about letting Denney come back into Goldschmidt, not yet, anyway. But he gave her a sloppy salute with two fingers before turning and trotting off, heading for the eastern gate and the ready-made path just outside of it. 
“And if you see Knesek, tell him to do undo the dam on the canal!” Siobhan called after him. 
Come to think of it, he’d have to do that anyway, otherwise he wouldn’t have any water to turn the pathway on. Changing directions mid-step, he went hunting for the man. 




Siobhan wanted it explained to her why they could win the battle of Goldschmidt in a day, but even after two weeks of cleanup, they still weren’t allowed back into their homes. There was some sort of irony there that escaped her. 
The main problem they faced was the sheer number of men they’d captured. It overwhelmed them. They hadn’t been prepared for the prisoners to outnumber the guards. Nuel Hammon sent up more people to help. Finally, after many, many, many meetings, they were able to sort things out. The prisoners were split up as a work force and sent to Stott and Channel Pass, and some of course stayed in Goldschmidt. They were to help rebuild what they had destroyed. With them split up and scattered as they were, it made things easier to manage. 
Even with this problem solved, they couldn’t immediately move back in. A whole section of Goldschmidt had been burned during the first battle, after all, which unfortunately included her guildhall. Siobhan stood on what used to be her front stoop and surveyed the scene with tears in her eyes. Wolf had described it to her, of course, but seeing it herself made it infinitely worse. There was nothing left. It was all charcoal timbers and ash and black soot staining the ground. Anything of value had gone up in smoke. Fortunately, the majority of their guild funds weren’t kept here, but in a secure vault in Blackstone. Also fortunately, their enemy hadn’t figured out how to open it, so the funds were intact. Otherwise, she hadn’t a clue how she would afford the rebuild. 
“Siobhan?”
Startled, her head snapped around. “Grae.”
His eyes were kind, sympathy and empathy blending, as he had been as attached to the place as she was. But he didn’t say any comforting words to her. Instead, he came to stand beside her, slipping an arm around her shoulders. 
“This time, can I have my own workroom? Beirly’s a space hog.”
Not expecting this, she choked on a laugh. “Is that right? Well, you’re going to have to wrangle the idea past him. He’s the one planning the rebuild, after all.”
“That’ll be easy. He didn’t want to share with me to begin with. We just had to, because Conli really did take priority over us.” 
Well, yes, the man had to have a sterile environment to treat people in. Not something that was covered in wooden shavings and chemicals and dyes. “You’d better talk to him quickly. As soon as this mess is clear, we’ll rebuild.”
Grae blinked at her. “Really? But Guildmaster Darrens is still at the inn in Converse.”
People had been talking about that the last few days, why Darrens hadn’t yet moved back into Goldschmidt. Siobhan knew why—only half of his compound was standing. He was in the same position as she was—he would have to rebuild at least the basic living quarters before they could move back in. “His house itself is intact, but not the housing for his people. He won’t move back in until everyone has a place to sleep, at least. And it’s not like there’re any tents left in the city to be had.”
“Oh,” Grae intoned, a wealth of understanding in that single syllable. “I hadn’t realized it was that bad.”
“I hadn’t either, until I was talking to him about it yesterday. He’s encouraging people who can come back to do so. After all, we’ve been burdening Converse and Winziane for several weeks now.”
“It’s hard to be convincing when the head guildmaster himself doesn’t do it.”
Yes, that was exactly the problem. “Well, I plan to move back as soon as I can. Can you bring us all here tomorrow? My goal is to have this place cleaned out in two days. That way we can start working.”
“Certainly. Darrens is just having me ferry people and building supplies back and forth, so I can bring you all with me on one of the trips. I’m not sure how available I’ll be to help with this, though.”
She wasn’t surprised by that. “We need you and Rune to continue doing what you’re doing. We’ll handle the grunt work.”
Grae’s expression suggested that didn’t sit right with him, but he was also accustomed to the fact that as the only master Pathmaker in Goldschmidt, he often was exempt from the dirtier chores simply because he was needed elsewhere. 
“Speaking of, I’m actually here to fetch you. Darrens has called for a meeting.”
“Right now?”
“Right now. Apparently he sent someone out to gather information about two weeks ago and they came in this morning.”
Information was always a good thing. Even though they’d won Goldschmidt, they didn’t know if this was truly the end of Fallen Ward’s schemes or not. Siobhan would like to be prepared for the future. She was deathly tired of being blindsided. “Then take me to him.”
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Siobhan was getting used to these come-right-now summons. They always involved the same people, conducted in the same corner of the inn, and for some odd reason, she was usually the last to arrive. This time was no exception. She came in to find that all of the commanders were there, as well as Darrens and Emalee, with only Romohr absent. 
Darrens gave her a quick nod of greeting and started speaking before she could properly put her backside into a chair. “I know this is short notice, thank you for coming so quickly. I have information here that I think everyone needs to know. First, this is Alianore de Essewell, one of the best traders I have in my guild. She’s famous for being able to find what no one else can.”
For a woman of such skill, she certainly didn’t look the part. Siobhan would have pegged her as a grandmother. She was plump, had wavy dark hair, and genial expression. Then again, the bow she carried, and that short sword strapped to her waist, somewhat belied that initial impression. Siobhan re-evaluated her first opinion. This woman might be the most dangerous one at the table, simply because no one would expect anything out of her until it was far too late. 
“I sent her to Orin to see if she couldn’t ferret out more information. Well, that and to get a better feel for the economic conditions.” Darrens gestured for her to stand. “Please tell them what you found.”
“Well, it was mighty bad, I tell you that.” Alianore shook her head, mouth set in a grim line. “I took mostly food with me, that and some cheap wine, as I figured that’d sell best. I barely made it through the city gates before I’d sold most of it. People were giving me a pretty penny for it, too. Or so I thought, until I got into the market and found that inflation was on the rise.”
Inflation? 
Markl groaned, the sound full of understanding. “Of course. Of course, it would.”
Alianore cocked her head at him. “You see the problem already, do you?”
“I do, at least I think I do.”
“Hoo. Well, I’ll explain to the rest, then.” Alianore held up two fingers. “The problem’s two-fold, as it be. Attacking Robarge as they have, everyone’s stopped trading with them. So there’s precious little food and such coming into the major cities. Not much food to be had. On the other hand, those scoundrels that pillaged our cities are returning with loot, but it’s all valuables. Gold and jewels, and things like that. It’s overloaded the market and made value decrease. Worse, most people won’t buy it, as it’s not in demand right now. Food is.” Pausing, she added almost as an afterthought, “A woman could make a killing over there right now, if she played it right. Go in, buy all that stuff in lots, and ship it back here. Sit on it a few months, till things go back to normal, and sell it back.”
She was likely right. Played well, a good profit could be made doing that. Of course, no one was in the position to do it. At least, not from the northern section of Robarge. Maybe the southern edge, or Wynngaard, would be able to pull it off. 
“None of this sounds good,” Emalee groaned. 
Alianore gave her an unhappy shrug. “I know it. Now, strange thing is, no one knows who the new guildmaster of Fallen Ward is still. But, he’s now issuing edicts and commands and such. Most of them don’t make sense to me. In fact, a few even contradicted themselves. I got the impression that whoever it is, is untrained. He’s new to power, new to ruling, and hasn’t a clue how to go about it.”
The change in leadership in Fallen Ward had happened nearly half a year ago, and people still didn’t know who he was? “Like what?”
“Well, you know how they were all set to build that bridge and connect it to Wynngaard? The building’s stopped.” She lifted her arms to form an ‘x’ in front of her chest. “Stopped dead. Word is, they don’t plan to finish it.”
Rune lifted both hands into the air in a staying motion. “Wait, I thought the whole point of this was so they’d have the money to finish the bridge!”
“We all did, lad,” Alianore grumbled. “That’s what I mean about not making sense. It’s like, he’s trying out ideas to see which one will take, and if they don’t reap immediate profit, he hops to the next idea. It’s a dangerous trait for a leader to have.”
Siobhan felt a headache coming on. How could they predict what this man, or woman, would do next if they were constantly changing plans on a whim? 
“How did this man become guildmaster if he’s this indecisive and inexperienced?” Tran asked in a rhetorical fashion. 
“Oh, didn’t you know?” Alianore responded in mild surprise. “The position of guildmaster in Fallen Ward is hereditary.”
“WHAT?!” several voices screeched at once. 
“Oh aye, been that way since its founding,” she continued, not missing a beat in spite of their reaction. “It’s why, I think, the city has never prospered through most of its history. How can it, when for every generation it’s a throw of the dice whether you have a capable guildmaster or not?”
“Makes sense,” Wolf allowed. “The success of a guild, of a city, depends on the guildmaster.”
Wolf had lived through both good and bad guildmasters, so he would know that more intimately than most. 
Darrens looked ready to bang his head against the table several times. “How do I reason or bargain with a guildmaster that changes his mind based on the color of the sky?”
Alianore’s smile was thin and depressed. “You sent me in to find an answer, but all I found was more problems. Apologies, Master Darrens.”
“No,” he negated, staying her apology with a hand. “No, I sent you in there for information and to answer my questions. You did that.”
“You did that even after I tried to find out information and couldn’t,” Siobhan supported. “We appreciate what you did find out. It gives us a better feeling for what’s going on and how to combat it.”
Alianore’s expression suggested that she wasn’t sure if they were sincere or just being kind to her. But she squared her shoulders and faced Darrens straight on. “Sir, I want to go back. I think with more food, and more things to trade, I might get to the right people.”
“I don’t see how it’ll hurt to try,” Darrens allowed. “But wait until we’re into Goldschmidt. I’ll give you something from our stores so that you can trade that. And next time, I’ll send you in with someone else, someone who knows the city a little better than you.” He gave a sidelong glance at Siobhan that suggested he was thinking of someone from her guild.
Markl obviously caught the look and the implications as he said firmly, “Not Sylvie.”
Darren’s brows rose in sharp surprise. “Why not?”
“She draws the wrong attention from men on a regular basis, and sending her into that city while it’s in such turmoil is a terrible idea. It’ll be a disaster.” Markl shook his head roughly. “She’s a good trader, and she knows the city, but she’s the wrong person to send in there right now.”
Siobhan had to agree. Granted, her reason for feeling that way was slightly different from his. Markl was saying this out of protective instinct. Sylvie was his woman, after all, and his reaction was completely understandable. 
A twinkle in her eye that spoke of devilish amusement, Alianore leaned in over the table and stage-whispered to Markl, “Are you in love with this girl?”
Blush staining his cheeks, Markl nevertheless met her eyes without flinching. “Yes. Problem?”
“Not at all, lad, not at all.” Satisfied, she didn’t hide a smile of feminine satisfaction before turning to Siobhan. “You’re this girl’s guildmaster, I take it?”
“I am.”
“What do you think?”
“That Markl’s right. Sylvie catches the wrong attention in the city when it’s relatively stable. Right now, from your description, every city in Orin is anything but. Sylvie would be more of a liability than help.”
“Then I’ll look for someone else.” Alianore nodded, and with that, the matter was closed to discussion. “Master Darrens, anything else you need me to tell them?”
“I think you covered it.” Turning to them, he said, “Please encourage people to move back into Goldschmidt if they can. I realize that most are dragging their feet because I’m still here, but we really shouldn’t inconvenience Converse any more than we already have. If you see someone that you know, talk to them, and if there’s a problem that can be solved, tell me. We need to move back home.” Seeing several nods of understanding, he leaned forward, as if preparing to stand. “Anything else? No? Dismissed. Siobhan, see me for a moment.”
Having an inkling what he would say, she came around the table and leaned against the top so they could converse easily. “Sir?”
“How are the preparations for rebuilding your hall?”
“Going well. We have the plans more or less drawn up, although we’re still making tweaks. We’ll clear the area out and salvage what we can tomorrow. Rune and Grae will, of course, still be doing their jobs as Pathmakers. I won’t need them for the grunt work.”
“You knew I was going to ask about them.” Darrens gave her a swift, fleeting smile. “But I want to ask about Markl as well. He was the one, or so you reported to me, that actually managed to find out information the rest of you didn’t. I know he’s adamant about Sylvie not going, but would he go?”
She cocked her head and wondered why she hadn’t thought of that before. True, when they’d done reconnaissance for Jarnsmor, it was Markl that thought to check the record halls. He’d come back with information no one else had. He was also the one she sent out when all doors were closed, because he could usually charm people into opening them again. 
“That is a very good question. I think he might. Let me speak with him about it.” 
“If he does go, I assume you want to send an enforcer with him.”
“Of course.” Although as to who would go would be an interesting debate. Rune, maybe? By using the paths, he could get them there quickly, and get them out again just as quickly if trouble arose. She didn’t know if they could spare him right now though. 
“Then I’ll leave you to talk to them. Let me know before the day’s out what decision you reach.” Lowering his voice even further, he asked, “And what about our Saoleord guests? How long can we keep them?”
“A very good question,” she admitted. “I have no idea. None of them seem particularly motivated to go back home right now. They’re having fun, I think, seeing the outside world.”
“So if I offer one of them a temporary position to train my men…”
“I think if you offer all of them temporary positions, you could probably keep them for another six months.” 
Darrens gave her a very greedy grin. “I’ll do that.”
Siobhan had spoken with Hyun Woo and Ryu Jin Ho on a daily basis since they’d left the Saoleord mountains. She’d seen the changes in them. Hyun Woo was having fun teaching a whole new batch of students and wasn’t slightly interested in going back home right now. Ryu Jin Ho, unless she missed her guess, was very torn about going back at all. He was becoming more and more like Fei, and seeing the four continents with his own eyes was becoming irresistible to him. Cha Ji An was the only question mark in her mind. 
“Then, I’ll go talk to Markl.”
“Tell him to advise me on how to thank his father, as well. That man’s aid has been invaluable to us. We would have been lost without him.”
Truly. “I will.” 





  
 





Rune had done a lot of dirty work in his life, but clearing out the charred remains of the hall had to be the dirtiest. Only an hour in, he had black arms, chest, and thighs. Two hours in, he was fairly sure he tasted soot on his tongue. He kept spitting it out, but it didn’t seem to help much. 
Denney glanced his direction and burst out laughing. 
One arm full of what used to be a support beam, he rolled his eyes at her. “What?”
“Look!” she insisted, holding an arm next to his. “We match!”
Ah, was that it? True, his normally pale skin looked dark next to hers. Even with her smeared with soot. Still, he had to shake his head in disagreement, lips kicked up on one side. “Does not. I’m black, you’re brown.” 
“You’re white and black, I’m brown and black,” she corrected, not giving in. “See? I’m right.”
“If that’s your argument, we all match.” Rune jerked his head to include the rest of the guild, all equally as dirty. Although, granted, it was hard to tell with Tran. He was so naturally dark that a dirty smear on his skin was barely visible, even with your nose an inch away. 
While looking about, he once again noticed that Sylvie and Markl were arguing about something. Those two didn’t always see eye to eye, but Markl wasn’t the type to prolong an argument and usually found a compromise quickly. Yet this was the third time he’d caught them exchanging heated words. Forehead wrinkling in a frown, he lowered his voice to a more confidential tone. “What are Sylvie and Markl arguing about?”
“Oh, you didn’t hear? Darrens apparently sent someone to Orin to gather information. They came back yesterday morning and asked to be sent out again, but this time, they wanted someone else to go with them. Darrens asked if Markl could go.”
All things considered, Markl wasn’t a bad choice, but… “What about Sylvie going? It’s her hometown, isn’t it?”
“Sylvie was actually the first one Darrens requested, or so I hear.” Denney gave a rueful shrug. “But you know, Markl isn’t about to let her go into that city right now. Too dangerous.”
Ah, right, that would be a bad choice at the moment. He knew the woman well enough to predict how she’d react and guessed, “But Sylvie wants to go.”
“She feels she’s the best choice to go. And she might be right. But if she goes, we’ll have to send an enforcer or two with them, otherwise it’s not safe.” 
Yes, that would follow. “I’d be sent.”
“Probably.” It was the logical thing to do, after all. Still, Denney’s mouth went flat into a worried line. 
It was moments like this that Rune really wished she knew how he felt for her. Because all he wanted to do was reach out and touch her, somehow. The instinct was a strong one—to touch and reassure. But he hadn’t made that clear yet. Mostly because he didn’t feel like he had a complete grasp on how to be a good man to her yet. 
The conversation paused there while they both took loads of debris to the cart and carefully loaded it in. As Rune went for the next load, a question occurred to him, so he chose to work next to her so he could ask, “What else did this informant say?”
“Quite a bit, apparently. She said the market was terrible right now. People are paying high prices for food, but valuables are going low. Too much pillaged loot flooding the market.” Denney made a sour face, nose wrinkling. Rune found that particular mannerism perfectly adorable. “She also said something surprising. Apparently, the position of guildmaster for Fallen Ward is hereditary.”
Rune paused, half-bent over with a load in his hands, and cranked his head around to stare at her. He was absolutely sure he couldn’t have heard that right and had to clarify. “The guildmaster isn’t chosen in that guild, he’s born into it?”
“Seems strange, right?”
“Seems stupid.” Ridiculously stupid. Why did they even follow a tradition like that? 
“She also said that no one knows who the guildmaster is, still, but that there’s more policies coming out from him. Most of them contradict each other. He must be untrained and naïve, because what he’s doing doesn’t make much sense.” 
An inexperienced guildmaster? No wonder things had been so dangerously unpredictable. “So do they know what he’s hoping to do next?”
“No. She did say they stopped all work on the bridge, though.” Denney bit her bottom lip and looked uneasy. “Doesn’t that mean they gave up on it?”
“Yes.” Yes, it did, and that scared him. In fact, it terrified him, because he saw the consequences of that in a split second. His mind had been trained by Hyun Woo to see every angle of an enemy’s movements and predict which direction they would go. The bridge they had poured so much time and money and secrecy into had been abandoned. That meant that even though their assault on the Robargean cities hadn’t gone completely to plan, it had worked better than the bridge. So that was what they would do next: they would start ransacking cities whenever they were low on funds. 
The market was overloaded with loot? Not for long. Rune hadn’t hung about Sylvie and Markl all this time without learning some basic trade skills. He’d bet good money that the merchants there were buying it up cheap and then shipping it to a different continent, a different city, and making a killing off of it. All of that money would come back in some form or fashion to Orin. It was just a matter of time. 
And that meant…Fallen Ward’s guildmaster wouldn’t stop here. He’d do this again. 
He’d do this again, and they had no way of stopping him. 
Rune felt his blood flow cold. He had an instant of panic, raw and open, searing along his veins; then a wave of clarity washed over him. Rune knew precisely what needed to be done. He also knew that no one in his guild would ever suggest it. 
Straightening, he half-turned, taking in the largely empty lot. His guildmates were still steadily working, and despite the harsh task they worked on, they were still jostling each other playfully and cracking bad jokes at each other. Despite the hall being ashes under his shoes, this was still home to him. 
Rune might not know how to be a good man to Denney, not yet. And he was still struggling with how to be a good friend and brother to every person in this guild. But he knew how to protect. That he could do. 
It was simple, really. All he had to do was return to his former occupation for a little while. 
“Rune?” Denney had her head cocked to the side, brows drawn together in worry. 
“I’m good,” he assured her. “I just realized there’s something I have to do tonight. Let’s get this cleared up.”
“Sure. You think we’ll be done today?”
“With the progress we’re making? We will.” They were set to start the rebuild tomorrow. They’d have to start the building without him. 
ӜӜӜ
Siobhan had estimated that it would take two days to clear out their lot, but to her delighted surprise, they were done just before sunset. What little they had been able to salvage (mostly Beirly’s tools) was set aside in several crates, the rest of it carted off to the dry river bed. Almost everyone in the city was using the place as a dumping ground. 
That settled, Grae took the guild, and anyone else that wanted to go, back to Converse. Siobhan made a beeline from there to their inn’s bathing room. She had soot on every part of her, including her tongue, which was disgusting, and she wanted it off. 
The girls must have thought along the same lines, as Denney and Sylvie were on her heels. For that matter, she saw the men also head for the bathing chambers, so the women were not alone in this. 
Chest deep in water, the soot scrubbed off, she felt human again. Siobhan sank down to her shoulders, letting her head rest against the side of the wooden barrel, and let the warm water soothe out the aches. 
“Siobhan.”
She cracked open one eye to look at Sylvie, who was in the next barrel over. “Yes?”
“I just thought of something I want in the new hall. Can I add it in?”
“If you can sneak it past Beirly.” Which would be a tall order at the moment. The man had become quite possessive of his floor plans. “And any changes you want done need to be in there tonight. Once we start building tomorrow, we can’t change anything else.” For the simple reason that she had to hand in a budget to Darrens and stick to it. 
“I figured I should speak up now, as I’ll be leaving with Markl in two days.”
Siobhan hadn’t been a part of that argument. She was just as glad she skipped it, too, as it had taken a full day for the couple to come to an agreement. “How did you convince him?”
“We settled on a disguise.” Sylvie had a strange smirk playing around her lips.
“Disguise?” Denney repeated, amused. 
“According to him, a tater sack and an ugly wig wouldn’t be enough to really cover my beauty,” Sylvie’s roll of the eyes adequately said how much she enjoyed that backhanded compliment, “but that it would suffice to keep the worst of the men away from me. So he finally relented and agreed I could go with him.”
A disguise, was it? Well, Siobhan had to admit it was a good notion. She might have Sylvie do that again if the situation looked dangerous enough. “Did you decide on which enforcer would go with you?”
“Rune. He’s the most logical choice, after all. And it’ll save us serious traveling time.”
In her shoes, that was who Siobhan would choose, too. 
A knock rattled the door before Wolf’s voice rumbled through the wood. “Siobhan. You in there?”
Siobhan flinched in reaction, instinct sending her deeper into the tub, even though he couldn’t see her through the solid wood door. “I am,” she called back with a note of panic in her voice. “Perfectly naked, I might add.”
“I won’t enter,” he assured her, sounding amused. “Don’t panic, woman, I know better than to step in there.”
“Wise man.” Sylvie darted her a look that said she had once again overreacted. Siobhan made a face at her.
“I’m looking for Rune. Did he mention going anywhere to you?”
Puzzled, Siobhan responded, “No. You can’t find him anywhere?”
“I’ve looked high and low and can’t locate him.”
“He said he had something to do,” Denney piped up. “He mentioned it to me this morning, although he didn’t tell me what.”
“Maybe he wanted to finish some task in Goldschmidt?” Rune had been the only one not to come back with them. Siobhan hadn’t worried about it, as he was perfectly capable of beating up anyone dumb enough to pick a fight and make his own way back. 
“The sun’s set and he’s still not back.”
The sun had already set? Just how long had she been in here? Frowning, she shifted to her knees, the water sloshing in all directions. She now understood why Wolf was a little concerned. Rune should have been back by now. The paths would be impossible to use in the dark, after all. 
“Did you check with the gate guards?”
“No. I’ll do that.”
“Do. Then let me know.” Either way, it was impossible for her to relax now. She threw a leg over the side and climbed out of the barrel, reaching for a towel. 
Denney moved as she did, also reaching for a towel, an odd expression on her face. 
That look of mixed suspicion and worry made Siobhan stop dead, only half into her pants. “Denney? Something you forgot to mention?”
“When Rune said there was something he had to do,” she said slowly, as if working through the idea aloud, “it was right after I told him about Fallen Ward. He had this look on his face like he was planning something.”
Siobhan had this uneasy pit developing in her stomach. “Denney, recite exactly what you were saying.”
“Well, I was basically repeating what Markl told Sylvie and me. About how bad the market was over there, and how Fallen Ward’s guildmaster was a hereditary position, and they stopped working on the bridge, and none of the new statements by the guildmaster were making much sense.”
“And then?”
Denney gave a helpless shrug. “And then Rune said he just realized he had to go and do something. I didn’t think much of it at the time, but…what could he possibly have to do that the whole guild wouldn’t know about?”
Not a blessed thing that Siobhan could think of. But when she put his words into context, it made that uneasy pit turn into a yawning abyss. She just didn’t completely understand why this fear had seized her. It was instinct that said her adopted brother was going to do something very dangerous. 
Taken with a new sense of urgency, she threw on her clean clothes, bundled up the dirty ones under her arm, and took off for the main room. By the time she made it out, Tran and Wolf were waiting at the entrance of the hallway. 
Tran said without prompting, “He didn’t come through the gate.”
Siobhan started swearing aloud, not caring who heard her. 
“Did he fall into some sort of trouble?” Wolf apparently realized from her reaction that she had a good guess what their boy had gotten into. 
“No, I think he went looking for it.” This was still theory on her part, and she needed validation. “Where is Hyun Woo or Ryu Jin Ho?”
“Ryu Jin Ho is in the inn across the street,” Tran answered promptly, jerking a thumb that direction. “I just saw him go in.”
“Siobhan,” Wolf said in exasperation, growing impatient at her lack of response to his question. 
“Wait. I need to verify something first.” Pushing her dirty clothes into Tran’s hands—he was surprised enough by this that he fumbled and almost dropped them—she slipped in between the two men and headed straight for the door. 
The inn across the street was just as crowded as her own, and it took her several moments before she spotted Ryu Jin Ho in a back corner of the room. He had several men and women sitting with him, and the discussion was a lively one, from the looks of it. Siobhan would have felt bad interrupting them if the situation wasn’t so important. 
Aware that she had Wolf on her heels, she didn’t slow her pace or try to keep him close. She just went directly to Ryu Jin Ho’s side. He looked up in mild surprise to see her, rising out of his chair on instinct. 
“Siobhan-jia. Something is amiss?”
“I don’t know. That’s the problem.” Her appearance alone probably told him this wasn’t a casual visit. After all, her hair was still dripping wet and tangled around her head. Taking a breath, she tried to order her thoughts and suspicions well enough to voice a question. “Ryu Jin Ho-zhi. I need you to think like a strategist for a moment. If someone were to tell you about the situation in Fallen Ward, all the facts that we heard yesterday, what would you do?”
Ryu Jin Ho’s dark eyes focused on her face in a penetrating way. “Is this question purely academic?”
“No. Rune is missing and we don’t know where he went. I suspect it has something to do with what he learned this morning, which was all about the condition of Fallen Ward.”
“So what you are truly asking me is, if I were Rune, and I learned all of that, what would I do?”
“Yes. You’re both students of Hyun Woo. Knowing strategy as you do, knowing Rune’s skills, what do you predict he will do?”
Ryu Jin Ho didn’t even think about it for a full second before he answered her. “Assassinate the guildmaster of Fallen Ward.” 
The table fell into shocked silence. Wolf just groaned, the sound guttural with frustration and a resigned acceptance. Siobhan felt like she had just been punched hard in the gut. She was surprised by this answer and yet not at all at the same time. 
“You’re not surprised.” Ryu Jin Ho said quietly.
“No,” she sighed, closing her eyes in a fatalistic resignation. “Rune’s first instinct when something troubles him is to kill it first and send flowers later.” 
“I think this time, his reasoning is sound. If he is truly going to Coravine, then it is because he has realized what Hyun Woo-zhi and I have. The guildmaster of Fallen Ward is an unpredictable and rash adversary. His recent tactic of ransacking the cities did not wholly succeed, but they did not wholly fail either, and he profited greatly from it. He will likely try this again, especially since he has decided to no longer pursue building the bridge. But if he chooses to keep doing this, we will be hard pressed to stop him. We will always be on the defensive, never knowing who he will attack next. It is a poor strategic position to place ourselves in.”
Yes, she understood all of that, but… “So what do we do? Just assassinate the man?”
“That is one of two options, yes. The other would be to raise an army of our own and march against him, destroying him so utterly that he cannot attempt this again. Which would you prefer, Siobhan-jia? The death of thousands or the death of one?”
Neither, but it was a naïve answer to give. Siobhan realized the truth of the matter even as she wrestled with it. 
“All of that aside, are you sure that Rune has gone to Coravine?” Ryu Jin Ho’s tone was heavy with worry. “This is not something a single person should take on alone.”
“It’s a guess on my part,” she admitted. “I’m really hoping that I’m wrong, and he just got caught up in something in Goldschmidt and couldn’t get back before sunset.”
“If he is at Goldschmidt, we’ll know in the morning.” Ryu Jin Ho hesitated before asking, “How long would it take a Pathmaker to travel to Coravine?”
“By himself? A day, I would think.” Not wanting to ask the next obvious question, she had to force the words out of her mouth. “How long would it take to assassinate a guildmaster?”
“Likely more than a day. He’ll need time for reconnaissance before making a plan.” Head tilting back, he looked at the ceiling, logistics flashing across his eyes. 
“I think he’ll need about five days to do the job,” Wolf offered behind her, voice solemn. 
“Yes, I must agree. That is a good estimate.” Shaking his head, Ryu Jin Ho stared at the floor for a long moment before his eyes came up to hers. “If he is not back by morning, we will assume the worst. When he comes back from Coravine, you must send him directly to Hyun Woo. His master will take him to task for this. He was taught better.”
Siobhan snorted. “If there’s anything left by the time I’m done with him, I’ll do that.” 




Rune had left the deserted remains of Stott behind him, and was about halfway across the bridge, when he realized that leaving as he did was likely going to get him in trouble. Rune didn’t believe for a second that he could have gotten permission for this particular mission. But he could have at least told them that he wouldn’t be back that night so they wouldn’t be worried and searching for him. 
Ah well. Damage was done now. He’d best be quick. The longer he left them hanging, the more he would suffer when he was back. 
A Pathmaker traveling alone could move much faster than a group. Rune had used the last of the sunlight to get to Stott, and from there it was a three hour run across the bridge. There was already a path in place that would lead from Channel Pass to Coravine. He would likely reach the city before mid-morning. 
From there, he had no plans. 
The problem was that Rune didn’t have enough information. He knew from his previous trip to the city its layout, and where Fallen Ward’s compound was located, but that was all he had been able to learn in the two days they’d spent there. In order to sneak into the compound, he’d need more information than that. It would take days of him observing the traffic coming in and out of the compound and the guard rotations before he would see the weak points. 
A part of him wanted to just slip in, kill the guildmaster, and slip out again. Nice and easy so he could go home. But rushing things would get him killed. Rune was fairly certain that if he died, Siobhan would make Conli revive him somehow just so she could kill him again. He owed it to her, if no one else, to be careful with this new life she had given him. 
As he ran, he planned in his head as best he could. He didn’t have much in the way of supplies on him, just a pouch full of money and his weapons. He’d either have to forage for food—he knew how to do that now thanks to Wolf’s survival training—before he entered the city, or buy food when he got there. Once he was set in a good perch, he wouldn’t leave it for the next two days. Buying enough food to last him might be difficult considering how expensive things were in Coravine right now. 
No, better to do some foraging out here. 
Decided, he took a break from running and settled on the side of the bridge. From his pathmaking tools, he made a rough line and hook, baited with a fly that had been trying to bite him for the past several minutes. As Wolf had taught him, he set his mind to fishing. Night fishing was actually the best kind, as some fish were much more active now than during the day. It took him a little longer than he liked, but he caught four fat fish. 
Satisfied, he hooked their gills through a line before setting off at a run. He’d cook and eat one in the morning while waiting for the sun to rise. The other three he’d sell in the city or use to barter with. He’d need more ready-to-eat food than raw fish. 
It took another hour for him to reach the end of the bridge. He decided to stop right near the embankment, as sleeping anywhere near Channel Pass would be too creepy, but sleeping out in the open space too dangerous. The side of the bridge would give him some cover, at least. 
He hooked his catch line around a stone and let the fish soak in the water, trying to keep them as fresh as possible. Then he snuggled into a dry patch of ground and tried to get some sleep. For some reason, it proved difficult. Was it just because he was in a relatively open place, outside of the city, and therefore unprotected? No, he’d slept in more dangerous places before. 
Rune snorted, amused at himself. Was he really so used to having his guild at his back that he now found it impossible to relax when he wasn’t with them? He’d been with them a little over six months. Six months had overturned eighteen years of habit? 
“I really am in trouble,” he murmured to himself. “How could I become this dependent so fast?”
Shaking his head, he tried again, shifting his arm underneath his head to a more comfortable position. Determined, he closed his eyes tightly. He had to sleep. Rune had worked a full day before he had done that little marathon across the bridge, and he’d be up with the sun. Then, when he arrived in Coravine, he’d only be taking cat naps before he went for the guildmaster. Four days, perhaps five, to do the job. That was a long time without properly sleeping. 
Sleeping several hours every night was a foreign thing even now. Rune managed four hours a night and the rest of the time he was patrolling the place and making sure nothing was coming anywhere near his guild. He did manage naps during the day, sometimes, if he found a good spot. But he was nothing like his master. Grae could sleep ten hours and still want a mid-day nap. How a human being could sleep that much was beyond him. 
Despite his best efforts, Rune never really fell asleep that night. He managed a doze, but came awake at the least bit of sound. When the sky turned that light blue-grey, he gave up trying to sleep at all and rose with the sun. It didn’t take much effort to find some driftwood and make a cook fire. With his fish cleaned and staked out near the fire, he went back to the shoreline and tried to clean himself up some. He was still covered in soot from yesterday. It proved easy to wash off, although his clothes didn’t improve any. It would take strong lye soap to get it out, not that he had any on him or a change of clothes. 
Shrugging, he let this go. He’d been dirtier in his life. It wouldn’t kill him to wear stained clothes for a few days. 
After a hot meal of the fish, he doused the cook fire, grabbed his catch and a small flask of water, and went for the path. This one was a coral pattern, a much larger one than he needed, as it was built for caravans. But it was also the only one that was prebuilt and Rune wasn’t going to stop and build himself a path just because this one was too large. It wouldn’t hurt to use it. 
Opening a path and stepping through it never got old. The brilliance of the stones as they lit up in that clear blue color, the way the air felt against his skin, the thrum of power as it hummed through him and into the path, all of it made him feel alive in a way he had never been able to describe. According to Denney, she sort of felt these things as well. She could see the stones light up, and the air felt more moist and dense to her, but it wasn’t on the same level as what he felt. Only Grae could understand his feelings perfectly. 
As much of a rush as it was to open a path, it was just as much a disappointment to close it again. Grae had cautioned him, the first time he’d activated a path, that this would happen. He said that under no circumstance should Rune just open a path and then sit there. It would cross his mind to do so at some point, and tempt him, but doing it was dangerous. Staying on an open path would invite anyone that wanted to use it to just go across, and if they brought too much with them, it would make the path warp or collapse. Even if no one came, if Rune sat there too long, it would drain his life force away and make him dizzy. It took concentration to keep a path open. If he lost that focus at any point, it would again warp the path or close it unexpectedly, leaving him heavens-knew-where. 
The way that Grae had given this advice made Rune think it was personal experience talking. He really wondered, just how and when had Grae done this? And what had happened afterwards? Grae wouldn’t say, and the only other person that might know was Siobhan. One day, he’d have to get her alone and ask her. 
Knowing better than to linger, Rune concentrated as he should all the way through and closed the path promptly once he was at the last stepping stone. 
Coravine. At last. 
Rune was barely a hundred yards from the front gate and, already, he did not like the feel of the city. He had only gotten the informant’s report third-hand, but what he had been told was remarkably on target. There was an air of desperation about the city, mixed in with an odd sense of greed, and a great deal of confusion. The state of the city was such that he was able to go through the main gate without even being questioned or checked by any guards. Granted, Rune had not done a great deal of traveling in his lifetime, but every city that he had ever passed through always had guards at the gate that at least took down your name and asked you what guild you were from. To have absolutely no control over who entered and exited the city was completely unheard of.
Once he was inside, he used his memory of where the market was to navigate his way there. It took a little haggling, but he was able to trade in his three fish for some bread, jerky, and a jug that he filled up with water in the main fountain nearby. As food went, it was nothing to write home about, but it would be the perfect thing to have on hand while he observed the Fallen Ward compound.
Getting inside of the city had been easy. Rune soon discovered that getting near the compound was actually the tricky part. He’d never seen a place that was so tightly locked down and so heavily guarded. If he wanted to know where the guards that should’ve been at the gate were, one look at the compound was enough to answer that question. They were all guarding these gates instead of the city gates.
Nearly six months ago, when he was here the first time on a reconnaissance mission, it’d struck him as strange that the new guildmaster for Fallen Ward would be such a tightly guarded secret. But now it was even stranger. What sort of leader could be so bad that they would sacrifice the security of the city in order to keep it hidden? If the guildmaster was that incompetent then wouldn’t it be better to get rid of tradition and fire the man?
Yes this was all very, very strange.
It took considerable patience and timing on his part, but eventually Rune found a chink in the defenses, and he was able to find a perch near the compound that would let him sit unobserved. It was nothing glamorous. Just a simple nook in between a chimney and a third floor balcony edge. But it kept him out of line of sight from the street, it gave him a comfortable place to sit, and if by any chance it rained, it would provide him with decent shelter. Really, he had done more with less in the past.
Settling in comfortably, he pulled the small spyglass out of his pocket, and started observing.
He sat like that for nearly two days, only leaving once in the dead of night in order to refill his flask of water and answer the necessities of nature. After two long days of sitting in the same spot, he was able to see the pattern of the patrols, and gain an idea of how to slip through them. They had covered all angles of the compound well, but like everyone else in the world, they had this inherent weakness: they never looked up. Rune had taken advantage of this his entire life. Unless some sound or flash of movement caught their attention, most people did not look up as a rule. One of the easiest ways to infiltrate an area was to simply go by rooftop. One of the first things he had tried when testing his boundaries with Deepwoods was to see if he could escape by rooftop. Of course, Fei had quickly shot down this idea as he too was a rooftop lurker. But he was definitely in the minority. Rune had never encountered that problem before. And it was not likely he would do so again.
The guards at this compound especially never seemed to be interested in looking up. Which was all for the better, as it made this job easier for him. With an entrance and exit strategy more or less mapped in his head, the only problem that Rune still faced was that he had no idea who the guildmaster was, or where he would be located in the compound. In the two days of watching the area, not once had he seen anyone that could be the guildmaster. There was only one solution to this problem. He would have to infiltrate the compound and then find a place where he could lurk inside until he could figure out who the guildmaster was. It would mean spending a great deal of time in their attic crawlspace. But he did not see any other way around it.
Rune had this bad feeling that he was going to be spending at least two or three days in that compound. And here he had hoped that he would be able to leave for home by now. Ah well. He was fairly certain that Siobhan and Denney liked him most of the time. They’d only kill him a little.
He hesitated a split second, looking into his food pouch. He had little more than a sliver of bread in there, although his flask of water was full. Should he stop, go get more supplies, before sneaking in? No, better to go in as light as possible. He’d steal something from the kitchens in there if he stayed more than a day.
Seeing no other option, he dropped from his rooftop perch to the outer wall of the compound and then quickly over the side. Slipping in between the patrols, he was able to gain the corner of the main building without being spotted. He climbed onto the roof with nothing more than a single heave of the shoulders, and then moved as far into the interior of the roof as he could. From here, only someone else on a second or third story would be able to see him. It would be impossible from the ground.
It took some hunting, but Rune eventually found an access point through a rarely used attic window. Slipping inside, he was careful to latch it shut behind him before moving on. Well, he was finally inside.
Now the real work began.




It took Rune about two hours in the attic to realize that the situation in the city was nothing compared to what the compound was like. No one seemed to realize what anyone else should be doing. And even in here most did not know who their new guildmaster was. Or at least Rune assumed that because different people would refer to the guildmaster by different genders. Sometimes they referred to the guildmaster as him or her, sometimes it was a young person, sometimes it was someone in their middle years, sometimes it was a child. No one really seemed to know.
Needless to say, that was very frustrating to the assassin eavesdropping in the attics.
Rune eventually tumbled onto the fact that very elaborate food trays were being sent to an inner room in the main building. From the way that the kitchen staff talked, this was meant for the guildmaster. As that seemed the easiest method of tracking, he simply followed where the food tray was going. No doubt other people had thought of the same method, as there were multiple checkpoints in the hallways, and the inner rooms were almost like a distinct building in and of itself. It would be hard to approach without someone recognizing an intruder was there. Even Rune, in his crawlspace, could not get any closer than the hallway leading into the inner room. The attic space and the roof were separated from the main building by a good four feet.
Well, this was a fine pickle. Rune had half-assumed that he could approach in the dead of night without triggering any alarms simply by using the crawlspaces. But his approach to this area was going to be much harder than that. It was almost like this space used to be an inner courtyard or an interior garden. There was no sense of it being intended to hold a house. The little building inside the space was little better than four rooms large, and while it looked very elaborate, it also looked relatively new compared to the rest of the building. Rune could not shake off the feeling that this place was built for a single purpose—to house and hide the new guildmaster.
Lining up his eye with a small crack in the boards, Rune watched the tray go inside and then after a significant amount of time had passed, the tray came back out again. Only half of the food had been eaten. Either the guildmaster had the appetite of a child, or he was spoiled enough that he did not feel like finishing the food. For all he knew it could be both.
Seriously, this lack of information even after looking in the compound for a full day was driving him crazy.
But at least he now knew where the guildmaster was. And that was a better situation than where he’d started out this morning. Carefully, he eased his way toward the right, doing a perimeter around the house. Rune was trying to find some way to connect to the little house without making his approach obvious. But whoever had built this area had done well in making sure that sneaking was difficult, if not downright impossible. The way that the guards had been positioned took advantage of the area. There was a guard at each corner and each door, all of them facing out towards the main building. Even in the dead of night, Rune would find it hard to go from rooftop to rooftop without catching someone’s attention. It was late in the afternoon now, and while there was not a great deal of natural light that came into this area, someone had lit torches all the way around. There were also lanterns hanging from each corner of the roof. It was as bright as it would’ve been in midmorning.
He didn’t see any other way around this. Rune would have to defeat all six men so quickly, and so quietly, that no alarm could be raised. Judging by the way that the men moved, they were not going to be easy opponents, so Rune did not believe that taking them down silently would be possible. The idea that he had come this far and had come so close without being able to realize his goal made him unbelievably frustrated. Especially since he knew without a doubt that as soon as he returned home he would be in serious trouble. Rune was of the opinion that if you were going to be in trouble for it, you might as well make it worth it. And since that was the case, there was no way that he could return home without having finished this.
Rune’s lips crawled back in a feral smile. A frustrated assassin was a very dangerous creature. The idiots below were about to realize this.
Contrary to popular belief, the best time to attack the night patrol was not at midnight. People were still more or less awake at that point. Rune had discovered early on that the stillest part of the night was actually about two o’clock in the morning. Even the best guards became sluggish at that point, their eyelids heavy, and while they would still be standing on their feet and moving, they would not be as alert as they needed to be. Rune would wait for that moment and see if any openings appeared. If they did not, he would retreat a little and rethink his strategy.
Come to think of it, it might be a better idea to attack early in the morning anyway. Rune would need to quickly leave the city once he had done the deed, and it would be hard to make a clean escape until the sun was high enough in the sky to use the paths. Perhaps he should aim for four o’clock in the morning. Sunrise was only an hour and a half later, after all. Rune nodded to himself, satisfied with this new plan. That was what he’d do.
Since it was barely sunset, and he had many hours to kill before he needed to move, Rune decided it was a good chance to catch up on some sleep. After all, he was in as secure of a location as possible while in the middle of enemy territory. Pillowing his head on his arm, he settled in.
Siobhan had once accused him of being part cat because he was able to sleep anywhere. Rune could not deny that there was some truth to what she said. Cats, after all, became even more alert when they were asleep. Rune fancied that he did the same thing. So even though he slept, he still came alert when the guards were changed out below, and he still heard the clock tower in the city toll out the midnight hour. Rune slept for another three hours before deciding that he had had enough rest. Stretching as much as he could within the narrow space, he got the blood to flowing again. Awake and ready to move, he went for the side window that he had discovered in his earlier sweep of the place, and carefully eased his way out onto the roof. Rune didn’t make a sound, and he was careful to keep his profile low so that he didn’t make a silhouette against the night sky. Imitating a spider, he climbed his way around until he could just see over the edge of the roof and into the inner courtyard below.
As expected, the guards were not as alert as the previous ones had been. They were still moving, and it was obvious that they were still trying to do their duties, but there was a great deal of yawning, and sometimes they would lean their weapons against the wall so that they could rub their eyes and slap at their face. It was obvious that they were struggling to stay awake and alert. Perfect.
All Rune had to do was wait for one of them to turn to lean his weapon against the wall with his back facing the wrong direction, and take advantage of it. As soon as one of them did this, he shifted quickly to that area of the roof and then leapt the four foot distance. He was not, of course, completely silent when he landed. His boots made a slight scraping noise against the tiles of the roof. But Rune was no amateur. As soon as he had gained the roof he went completely flat so that no one from the ground would be able to see him.
“Did you hear something?”
“Like what?”
“Like some sort of scraping sound.”
“I’ve been hearing that for the past hour every time someone puts a weapon down.”
“This sounded different.”
“Well, do you see anything?”
The first guard mumbled something that sounded like ‘must be my imagination’ and went back to slapping his face. Rune gave a minute shake of the head. The man should have listened to his instincts.
Satisfied that no one below suspected anything, Rune went for the window that he had been eyeballing since sunset. It was latched, but he had a folding knife in his pocket that solved that problem. The window was small and round, and was definitely meant to be only decorative instead of functional. It was something of a squeeze for Rune to get through. In fact, he had to take his belt pouch off first in order to manage it. Once he was through, he let out a silent huff of relief and put the pouch back on.
Finally, he was inside.
Trying to find the access panel in pitch darkness was always something of a challenge. But after so many years of doing this, Rune had developed very sensitive fingertips. It took a little fumbling, and patience, but eventually he found that niche in the wooden boards that meant he had found the panel. Lifting it up a bare inch, he strained his ears and listened hard. When he did not hear any sounds except for heavy breathing, he lifted the panel completely aside and dropped through to the floor below.
Rune’s first impression was that half of the loot that had been stolen from the other cities was all jammed inside of this room. There seemed to be gold everywhere. Golden framed art on the walls, gold statues on every possible surface, and even the curtains hanging around the bed looked to be gold cloth. There was a single lantern sitting on a table that was half shuttered, letting only a modicum of light out, and even then the whole room seemed to glow. The sight of the room made him sick to his stomach. Rune felt hot waves of anger course through him.
Yes, this man or woman, this greedy guildmaster needed to die. Right now. Rune was quite happy to make the funeral arrangements.
On silent feet, he moved towards the bed, his ears tracking the movements of guards still patrolling around the house. He had to shift one of the curtains aside in order to see his soon to be victim. The first look inside of the bed stopped him in his tracks.
It was a child.
Rune was no authority on children, but this boy seemed to be about nine or ten years old. His fair hair was tousled and sticking up in interesting directions, limbs sprawled like a puppet with all of its pins pulled from its joints. He was sound asleep, with no hint that there was a dangerous assassin looming next to his bedside.
For months now, everyone had offered different theories on what the guildmaster for Fallen Ward was like. Some had offered the opinion that they might be young. But never once had Rune heard the theory of the guildmaster being a child. 
Rune really, really had no idea what to do now. Out of all the different plans he had made, out of the different scenarios that he had entertained, this had not been one of them. He drew a line at killing children, enemy or not. But at the same time, it didn’t mean that he could excuse his behavior just because this guildmaster was still a child. It did not change the fact that his decisions were destroying the world. Rune could not leave him here and go back to Goldschmidt.
In the stillness of the opulent room, Rune debated on what to do. Killing the kid was out. Leaving him in place without doing anything was simply not an option. But what did that leave him? Rune highly doubted that threatening the kid would work. He was too young to really understand the full consequences of the choices and decisions that he had been making. Simply shaking his fist at him and saying be good would not have much impact.
In that moment, Rune missed Siobhan keenly. If there was anyone that would know what to do in this confusing situation, it would be her. No matter how strange things became, Siobhan had a moral compass that always knew which direction to go in. He relied on it more often than he would admit. This was one of those moments where he direly needed it.
For a moment, he entertained the idea of leaving here and fetching Siobhan. But no, it was dangerous enough getting in here the first time. Rune did not like the idea of doing this again. As it was, just standing here debating on the right course of action was dangerous. He had perhaps fifteen more minutes to make a decision before he needed to move.
Rune went taut as a thought occurred. Why not take the problem to Siobhan? If he didn’t know what to do, and he wanted her advice, and he wasn’t willing to leave this kid here, then why not just take him to Siobhan? It seemed the simplest solution to the problem. At least short-term.
After debating it with himself back and forth, he couldn’t find any serious drawbacks to the idea. Well, it would be a little challenging hauling a child through all the attic spaces and out of the compound without being caught, but Rune had done something similar before and knew that it was not impossible. He would have to gag and tie the kid up first of course. Maybe put him in a large sack to disguise him. But he was small, and Rune didn’t think he would weigh much.
Feeling good about this new plan, he went to work. Rune went on a scavenger hunt of sorts, looking for scarves or belts or something that he could use to bind the guildmaster with. There was a closet in the back corner that was stuffed to the gills and he found everything that he needed in there.
Going back to the bed, he set to work binding the child’s legs first. He half-expected the boy to wake up during this process, but apparently he was the definition of a sound sleeper. Rune managed to get his arms and legs tied without waking him up. Then, just for safety sake, he tied a gag around his mouth as well.
That was when the child guildmaster finally woke up.
The white of his eyes were visible in the dim lighting, wide with fear. Rune did not spare him any assurances or wasted breath speaking. He knocked the kid out with a sharp pinch to his neck. The kid sagged within seconds, becoming dead weight. Rune hefted him into a drawstring bag, tied it shut, and then slung him over his shoulder.
Now came the hard part.
The same method that had gotten him into the building would not get him back out again. Rune could hardly leap four feet across to another roof, carrying 70 pounds, without drawing attention to himself. Well, he could throw the kid first, then jump, but he had this vague notion that children were fragile things and throwing someone who was unconscious might be frowned on. So that option was out. 
He’d have to create his own opening. 
Rune took preparations first by going back up the way he’d come in, dragging his victim with him, and stuffing him through the decorative window that let out over the roof. With his sack resting on the tiles, Rune carefully closed the window behind him and looked for the pair of guards that were the least alert. 
By this point, the guards weren’t even trying to stay at their stations. They were sticking to one wall, but were moving back and forth to talk to each other, no doubt in a last ditch effort to stay awake. Rune just had to wait for the opportune moment when two guards met at the same corner at the same time. As soon as that happened, he dropped down from the roof and quickly struck, knocking both men out so quickly they couldn’t get more than a gargled gasp of surprise out. 
He propped them up against the railing, turning their heads so it looked as if they were talking to each other, with efficient speed. He’d done similar things countless times before. With them settled, he had a clear exit. Rune reached up, grabbed the sack, and hauled it down before darting across the exposed area and to the other side of the courtyard. Once there, he lifted his burden up first before climbing after him, making practically no sound as he did so. 
Rune’s nerves were stretched thin as he did this—they always were—his ears straining for every whisper of sound to alert him. But there were no shouts of alarm, no whistling of weapons being thrown his direction, and he did not pause. A man that stayed still in this situation opened himself up to discovery. Rune had learned to move fast and find cover first, then check if he was in trouble of being discovered. The timing usually worked out better that way. 
He stuffed the guildmaster through the first window he could find, sliding in after him, then shut it quickly. Leaning just inside, he took the first full breath he’d dared in the past hour. Only then did he allow himself a glance below. No, the guards hadn’t realized anything was wrong yet. If he moved fast enough, before their shift ended, he’d be able to get out of this labyrinth compound before the alarm was raised. 
Rune quickly discovered that hauling something out of the compound this time would not be quite the same as his experience last time. Last time, the woman that he had helped out had been cooperative. After all, her survival had depended on Rune getting her out. This time, he had a very unwilling bundle that he was dragging along with him. It took considerable strength and concentration on his part to keep a hold of the kid. 
Even knowing the route, and the schedule of the patrols, it still took him an hour longer than it should have to reach the outer wall of the compound. Rune was hypersensitive to the time. It was already predawn. Rune had no idea what time the little guildmaster was usually awoken. Or when someone would notice his absence. He had to assume that he only had a half an hour at the most to get out of the city before they would lock it down. With that in mind, he stretched out into a ground-eating lope and tried to cover as much distance as possible. The sky was a dark grey, and the air still had the chill of the night. Most people were still in bed with only a few out and about. With such little traffic on the street, he was able to move freely.
Before Rune reached the gate, the kid woke back up and immediately started kicking. If he wasn’t an enemy, Rune would have admired his fighting spirit. As things stood, he was just a pain. He didn’t have time to knock the kid unconscious again, as it would require taking him back out of the sack. Trifle hard, knocking people out blindly. Instead, he rearranged the bundle he was carrying. Rune slung the sack casually over one shoulder, then wrapped it around his chest to where one end was over a shoulder but the child’s legs were tucked underneath his other arm. He mostly did this because he did not want to carry a squirming package through the gates. Surely someone would think to question that.
When he reached the gates, it turned out that his precaution was unnecessary. The guards in the gatehouse did little more than glance in his direction, verifying that someone was leaving at this impossible hour of the morning, before they went back to chatting and drinking their morning tea. Rune rolled his eyes in despair. If this had been Guildmaster Darrens’ city, those guards would be flogged for their dereliction of duty.
Well, he shouldn’t complain when his enemy was making a mistake. Rule number five and all.
By the time that he had gotten water from the channel, the sun had risen just enough to where he could use a path. It was still shaky, and if he had had to carry more than two people he likely would not have risked it. But he dared not linger any more than he already had. Flask in hand, he dropped a splash of water on each steppingstone as he opened up the path and traveled back to the bridge at Channel Pass.
Once there he decided he might as well unload his captive from the bag. Partially because he was afraid the child would suffocate. With a distinct lack of gentleness, he dumped the boy onto the ground while shaking the bag. When he was free, Rune tossed the bag aside, no longer interested in keeping it. The boy’s face was quite a mess. He had apparently been crying during the entire trip. Tears were streaming out of his eyes, the rag was soaked with tears and snot, and his skin was blotchy and flushed. He was obviously terrified out of his mind. Rune tried to dredge up some sympathy but did not succeed.
“If you promise not to talk or scream I will take the gag out.”
The boy guildmaster seemed to think about this for a second before giving a hesitant nod.
Rune leaned down long enough to roughly yank the gag’s knot apart and pull it away. He waited a moment, but apparently the boy was wise enough to realize that if he broke the deal, the gag would go right back in. He did not so much as peep. Satisfied, Rune picked him back up and slung him over the other shoulder. This time he did not run over the bridge as he had done previously. He was tired after days of nothing but catnaps and running about in enemy territory, so he set his pace at a fast walk and maintained that.
It took longer to cross the bridge, of course. In fact it was past high noon before he made it back onto Robargean soil. But from there he was almost home free. Rune gave his back a break by setting the boy down on the grass while he fetched water from the channel. He was half tempted to untie the boy’s legs and have him walk along the path, but in the end decided it was a bad idea. If the boy had the use of his legs then he would likely try to make a run for it. Or he would start kicking Rune. Neither of those tactics would get the young guildmaster very far, but Rune was not in the mood to deal with it. So instead he slung the boy like a sack of potatoes over his shoulder and carried him along the open path to Goldschmidt.
Once they arrived, Rune spoke for the first time in several hours. “Well kid, we’re here.”
For the first time, the boy dared to speak. His voice was thin and reedy and wavered like he was tempted to start crying all over again. “Where is here?”
“Goldschmidt. The city that you ordered looted and burned. The city that I defended from your men. As you can see, it still stands.”
“What will happen to me here?”
“That’s up to my guildmaster to decide.” In a moment of brutal honesty, Rune added, “My first choice was to kill you. I don’t know what she will choose to do though.”
“I don’t want to die!” the kid blubbered, earnestly crying now.
“Save it. None of us do.” Rune could not wait to hand the boy over to Siobhan. He’d had about as much of him as he could stand.
Besides, he was hoping that with a live sacrifice, his guild would go easy on him.





  
 





Rune had not come back the next morning. Nor the next day, nor the next. When four days passed and he had still not returned, Siobhan felt like her theory about where he had gone, and why, was validated. No one in the guild doubted where he was or what he was doing. The only real question was if he would survive the homecoming. Everyone was more or less willing to punch him by the time he came to the door. The only two who seemed to be wavering on that was Siobhan and Denney. Siobhan was torn between hugging him and punching him dead in the face. Denney was just worried out of her mind. She was more likely to hug him than anything else.
Siobhan couldn’t sleep at night, for worry. She would toss and turn and wake up bleary eyed. On the third night, she gave up trying to sleep at all and got up, going down to the main room of the inn. The fireplace was down to embers, and she stoked it up, throwing a few logs on before settling into a wide armchair. A blanket around her shoulders, she curled into the chair and stared blankly into the flames. 
Rune. Bloodless. A dark guild assassin turned Pathmaker. Her adopted brother, a Maley. Rune had many definitions but most of the time Siobhan didn’t think of any of them. She simply thought of Rune as Rune, her friend. A wildly unpredictable friend, but that description could apply to most of the guild. 
After Ryu Jin Ho had confirmed her worst fears, Siobhan hadn’t needed to ask another question. She had known, in that moment, why Rune had gone. To protect all of them, he had thrown himself headfirst into danger without blinking. It would have been heartwarming if she didn’t want to strangle him so badly. 
“Siobhan.”
Startled out of her thoughts, her heart nearly leaped into her throat. She was twisting out of her chair on pure instinct when a hand she knew well landed on her shoulder and pushed her back. “Shh, sorry, I startled you, didn’t I?”
Putting a hand to her chest, she tried to keep her heart in place. “You did,” she told Wolf frankly. “Why are you up?”
“Because you’re up,” he answered simply. 
The answer made tears burn in her eyes. Siobhan had felt the fool before, for not realizing that he loved her, but now more than ever. How could she not have seen it, when he did things like this? 
“You’re worried about our boy.” It wasn’t a question. Wolf sank on his haunches next to her, hand still on her shoulder, giving warmth and comfort. 
Siobhan nodded uselessly. “I feel like I should go after him.”
“Siobhan…” Wolf warned.
“I know. I know I can’t. And it hurts that I can’t.” Until the words burst free, she hadn’t realized what emotion was burning and throbbing in her chest. But it was that, more than anything—her inability to help when Rune needed help the most. Even if he had put his fool self into such a dangerous situation. 
Wolf’s hand moved an inch along her shoulder, as if he intended to bring her into his embrace, and then he stopped short. 
She was confused for a split second before she realized why he stopped. She’d been so skittish around him the past several days, avoiding touching him at all, because of her new awareness of him. Now he wasn’t certain how to offer her any comfort as the old patterns were thrown off. Some part of her still felt that awkwardness as she didn’t know how to respond to him still, but more than that, she needed him in that moment. 
Siobhan reached for him, arms going around his neck, head on his shoulder. He relaxed into the embrace with something that could have been a sigh, drawing her in closer.
“He’ll be fine, Siobhan,” Wolf whispered against her hair. “Kiō’s part cat, he’ll show up when he’s of a mind to.”
“If he doesn’t, I’ll murder him myself,” she promised.
“I’ll help,” he soothed. 
Without asking, he shifted her so that he could squeeze into the chair as well, then pulled her into his lap. Siobhan went without protest. On a different day, when she wasn’t so tired and wrung out, she might have protested. That hadn’t been resolved yet, and until it was, taking advantage of him like this was not at all kind. But she was tired, beyond that, exhausted. To her sleep-deprived mind, it was easy to rationalize things. She hadn’t asked, he’d offered, and she wasn’t going to fight him on this. 
She let her forehead rest in the crook of his neck, taking in a deep breath, his clean, masculine scent filling her head as she did so. Siobhan let the breath out slowly. There was a time, not so long ago, that she would not have questioned this position and probably have fallen asleep against him. Now, she was too aware of him to do so. Still, she found this moment perfect. It was exactly what she needed.
He was what she needed.
Siobhan’s eyes half-opened as that thought penetrated. Wolf was exactly what she needed. When her heart was troubled most, it was him that she turned to. Every time. It seemed that she had finally found her answer to Grae’s question. He was right—her heart had known it all along. Although that still left Sylvie’s question.
“So,” he asked in a quiet rumble, “mind telling me why you’ve been so skittish the last few days?”
And how did she respond to that without making things even more awkward than they already were? “Sylvie asked me a question I don’t know how to answer.”
“A question about me?”
Wasn’t that obvious? She answered anyway. “Yes.”
“What was the question?”
No. She was not telling him that, especially while ensconced in the man’s lap. “When I figure out the answer, I’ll tell you.”
He seemed to weigh that for a moment. Wolf wasn’t one to let things ride. If he had to choose between lettings things go and pressing the point, he usually chose the latter. But this time, mercifully, he decided to not push her for an answer. “Promise?”
“You’ll be the first to know,” she vowed. 
Wolf put a chaste kiss against the crown of her head. “Good enough for the moment. Come on,” he urged softly, lifting her to her feet as he stood. “We both need to be in a bed. Asleep.”
If they had stayed in that moment a little longer, she wouldn’t have minded. But perhaps he was right, her heart had gone through enough turmoil for tonight. Still, she didn’t completely release him as she normally would have done. Instead, she wrapped both of her hands around one of his, leaning her head against his arm as they walked up the stairs.
Siobhan could feel a line of tension in the way that Wolf carried himself, as if he weren’t sure why she was acting like this or how to respond to it. After several days of her not touching him at all, it would seem very strange for her to suddenly cling to him instead. Even she couldn’t offer an explanation of why she was doing it. 
When they got to her room, she forced herself to let go, and gave him a wan smile of thanks before slipping inside. The door shut behind her, Siobhan took the first natural breath she had all night. “Heart, thank you for the answer,” she whispered to herself. 
Now if her hormones would just cast a vote, then perhaps she’d know what to do next.
ӜӜӜ
When the fifth day dawned, people more or less kept an eye over their shoulder, expecting Rune to waltz in at any moment. Of course, they were still steadily building on the new hall. Their worry and frustration with Rune had not stopped their progress. The framework for the guildhall had been constructed, and today they were working on adding a roof.
It was amazing what a group of dedicated people could get done when they put their minds to it. Beirly had pessimistically calculated that it would take them a solid two months to rebuild the guildhall. But to Siobhan’s eyes it appeared he was wrong. They were already three days ahead of the schedule he had laid out for her. It was probably because people were picking up a knack for construction better than Beirly had anticipated. Not everyone had the skills for it, but they were good at focusing on the parts they had a talent for, and between nine people they had enough skills to get the job done.
“Siobhan.”
Siobhan whirled around so fast that several bones in her neck cracked. There, standing framed in the front door, was Rune. Her first impression was that he looked tired, filthy, and perhaps a little thinner. He seemed to have a young child thrown over one shoulder, but before she figured out why he had carted a kid here, she needed to focus on him first. She had honestly wondered if she would hug him or punch him first, and it was not until that moment that she realized the answer. Without a moment of hesitation, she went straight to Rune and punched him hard in the gut.
Of course, Rune could have easily dodged it, but he didn’t. Instead he winced, before grimacing a smile at her. “Guess I deserve that.”
“It’s good that you feel that way,” she responded with a saccharine smile. “Because I think every person in the guild has vowed to punch you at least once.”
This time he looked more nervous. And for good reason. After all Tran, Fei, and Wolf could pack quite the punch.
She eyed the child that was still on his shoulder with open confusion. “I thought I knew where you went and what you were doing, but I must be wrong. Where did the child come from?”
As if remembering, Rune slung him off his shoulder and set him down on his own feet. It was only then that she realized the child’s hands were bound. The more she saw the situation, the less it made sense. What child could possibly be a threat to Rune?
A hint of mischief danced in Rune’s eyes, as if he were about to pull an elaborate prank. “Siobhan, you might want to sit down.”
She stubbornly remained standing. “Who is he?”
It was not Rune that answered her, but the child, and in the most haughty tone that she had ever heard. 
“I am Alexander Alfred Bertrand Jonquil III, Guildmaster of Fallen Ward. I demand that you return me immediately.”
For a split second, Siobhan was sure that the child had suffered some sort of head injury. Everyone in Robarge had debated on the identity of the guildmaster for Fallen Ward. But a child had never been seriously considered for the obvious reason that having a child rule would be madness. She glanced up at Rune’s face and that was enough to tell her that the child was not lying to her. Rune looked at her steadily, not surprised by what the child said, nor trying to deny it in any way.
Which meant that it was true.
Siobhan truly regretted not sitting down first. She had to lock her knees to keep upright. The silence stretched as she tried to figure out what to respond to first.
It was Conli, always a voice of reason, who stepped forward. “My name is Conli Roroana. You say that you are the guildmaster for Fallen Ward? Not the heir of that guild?”
Alexander-whatever’s expression became outraged. “I am the guildmaster.”
Siobhan had more or less been experiencing a headache ever since she discovered that Rune had gone missing. But at this conversation, she felt like an ice pick had been driven through her temples. “Rune. From the beginning.”
“I think you more or less guessed why I’ve been gone, and where I went,” he admitted easily with a nonchalant shrug. “Trouble is, when I got there, I found out that the guildmaster was this kid.”
“KID!” Alexander exclaimed, turning red in the face.
Rune ignored him and continued the explanation. “I couldn’t kill him. Didn’t seem right. But I didn’t want to leave him there either. So I thought, I would bring him to you, and let you decide what to do.”
Siobhan was fairly sure that she only got half the explanation. That must be the case, because she had no idea what Rune expected her to do. “Rune, brother dearest, that doesn’t really tell me why you brought him here.”
His head cocked in question, as if he expected his reasoning to be obvious. “Siobhan, he’s not evil. Kid his age can’t be evil. He doesn’t know right from wrong, and no one around him was telling him, so he couldn’t be punished for the things he did. Didn’t seem right. But you know how to teach people right from wrong. So I brought him to you.”
Siobhan stared at his face and the full realization of what he meant dawned. Rune too had very little sense of right from wrong when she had first met him. He still believed that Siobhan knew the answer to everything, and that there was no problem that she could not fix. He was just like a little child that still believed that his mother could do everything.
Helplessly, she looked at the both of them and honestly did not know where to even start to unravel this particular knot.
“Excuse me,” the little guildmaster said in a particularly frosty tone, “I do not need any instruction from the likes of you. You will return me to my guild.”
Cocking her head at him, she asked, “How old are you?”
His glare at her could’ve bore a hole through solid steel. “I do not see how my age has any bearing on this.”
Conli stepped in close to her and whispered next to Siobhan’s ear, “Judging from his size I would think he is about nine.”
She leaned her head a little closer to his and responded in a low murmur, “He does not sound like a nine-year-old.”
Alexander stamped his foot. “The nine-year-old can hear you. And you are wrong, I am ten.”
Rune, without a flicker of change in his expression, grabbed the kid’s head in the crook of his elbow and rubbed a knuckle hard into the top of his head.
More surprised than hurt, Alexander gave him the most incredulous look and said, “What was that!”
“It’s called a noogie, kid. You say stupid things, you get punished. That’s how the world works.”
Wolf and Tran seemed to find this funny as they both chuckled behind her. Siobhan gave them a Look over her shoulder. “You two taught him that, didn’t you?”
They attempted to look innocent. They were very bad at it.
All of this bantering aside, it did not solve the problem. Siobhan still had no idea what to do about the situation. While she was glad that Rune had not assassinated anyone, she half wished he had simply gathered intel and come back. Without a child guildmaster in tow. But the damage was done now, and Siobhan was not quite sure how they would return the boy home, or when, but the one thing she was sure about was that there would not be anything simple about it.
With her thoughts now semi-organized, Siobhan went to damage control. “Tran, go to Darrens and report what has gone on. Ask Cha Ji An to come back with you if possible. I feel like we need her skills for this.” Turning, she instructed, “Grae, go find Markl and Sylvie. They are supposed to be preparing to leave for Coravine but I think that the trip will now have to be either canceled or postponed. The city is surely a madhouse right now.”
Both men took off at her bidding. “As for you two, you need clean clothes and a bath, not in that order.”
“And breakfast?” Rune asked hopefully.
Siobhan gave him a scathing look. “Do you really think I’m in the mood to feed you right now?”
“I take this as a no.”
She didn’t deign to answer him. Taking the young guildmaster by the arm, she towed him outside. There was an inn nearby that would let her borrow their bathing room for the space of an hour. “Conli?”
“Find them clothes?” he guessed. 
“You’re a genius. Go.” Siobhan silently blessed him for playing along. Guildmaster and ex-assassin were dirty, yes, but really, giving them a bath was only a delaying tactic on her part. It was to give Tran time to notify Darrens and for him to respond. Siobhan was not above passing responsibility onto someone else.
ӜӜӜ
Bathing a reluctant child was akin to bathing a cat. Or at least, Siobhan felt so by the end of the ordeal. She had somehow become soaking wet during the process, had scratches on her arms where her victim had fought back, and, even though the bath was complete, he was still snarling at her. Yes, just like a cat.
Conli had found clothes from somewhere that would fit the boy. Rune, of course, had his own clothes to change into. Siobhan was relieved that offering dry clothes was an easier process than giving the boy a bath. However, her plan to get Darrens here before the bath ended failed. Tran had not even sent word back by the time that she got both of them into dry clothes again. 
Because she did not know what else to do while waiting, Siobhan fell back to Rune’s suggestion and ordered breakfast for them. Even the snobby little guildmaster’s eyes lit up when a plate of steaming food was set in front of him, and he dug in with gusto. The way that he and Rune consumed their late breakfast indicated that Rune had not stopped to eat at any point. When Siobhan thought about it, it made perfect sense for him not to. After all, he was traveling in between cities without an escort or any of his guildmates with him. Even with his pathmaking ability making the trip easier, it did not necessarily make the whole journey safer. Of course he would limit how much time he would spend in between paths.
It was while they were eating that Wolf silently came in and joined them. Siobhan took him aside several feet away from the table so that she could speak with him without being overheard. Rune’s ears were sharp, so she kept her voice as low as possible. To Wolf only, she allowed her uncertainty to show. 
“Wolf, I understand why Rune brought this problem to me. But what I don’t understand is what he expects me to do with the boy.”
Wolf cocked a brow at her, sardonic amusement on his face. “Siobhan, he expects you to fix it.”
“Yes, I got that. But how?” She almost threw her hands up in the air in a gesture of frustration before she curbed the impulse. After all, Rune would be watching her and she did not want him to realize how lost she felt at the moment. “This is not like the situation with Rune. He wanted to learn, grow, and become a better man. But this child has no such inclinations. Aside from that, he is the guildmaster to a city. It’s not like we can just keep him without there being repercussions.”
“No one knows where he went or who took him,” Wolf pointed out. “I say that buys us some breathing room.”
“That’s only if Darrens is willing to leave him here. He might not want to.”
“Well, what else is he going to do with him? Rune went about it all wrong, but the answer he reached was the right one. There is no sense in killing a child just because they were not taught correctly. The boy has no understanding of what he has done. We can’t kill him, we can’t send him back home. That won’t solve the problem either.”
Siobhan nodded impatiently. “Yes, yes, that is all obvious.
So what do we do with him?”
Wolf got a funny little quirk to his mouth as if she was missing the obvious and he was too kind to point it out. “I think Rune’s suggestion earlier was dead on.”
For a moment, her mind went blank and she could not understand what he meant. Then, in a flash, she had it. “You mean that someone needs to teach him right from wrong?”
“Exactly.”
This time, she did throw up her hands. “Wolf, that only works if the other person is receptive to being taught! That has to be the most unwilling student ever.”
Wolf did not seem to think that this was a true problem. “We’ll need to tenderize him some.”
Tenderize? He made the kid sound like a piece of steak. But she took his meaning. “And how in mercy’s name do you intend to do that?”
“I think it will take everyone’s help to manage it. But the first step is to show him the consequences of his actions. If he doesn’t see the consequences of the choices he’s made, then no amount of words will get through to him.”
Siobhan had to admit that he had a good point. “So, how should we go about doing that?”
“I have a notion or two. But I think we should speak to Conli before we make any firm plans. After all, we don’t want to break him. Some of the wreckage is pretty rough to stomach. Even someone hardened to such scenes has been known to be queasy after walking through a street.”
While this all sounded logical, it all hinged upon one assumption: that they would get permission to keep the guildmaster with them. “Aren’t you assuming too much? Perhaps Darrens will think of a different plan.”
Wolf’s mouth kicked up to the side again as if she had said something amusing. “You are the only person in Goldschmidt who has tamed two dark guildsmen. Just who do you think can top your experience? No, I bet you that Darrens will task you with this and you’ll be stuck with reeducating the brat.”
“Usual bet?”
“Usual bet.”
“You’re on.”




“We’re not giving him back,” Darrens said as if that was perfectly obvious.
Siobhan stared at her own guildmaster in open dismay. When he had come back with Tran, she had hopes that Darrens would take on the child guildmaster himself. But so far, even though he had been in the room for a good fifteen minutes, he had done nothing more than stare at Alexander for a long moment before promptly turning to Siobhan and focusing on her.
“I understand that simply giving him back would cause more trouble for us.” Siobhan felt like her grasp on her patience was tenuous at best. “But we cannot keep him here indefinitely.”
“No, that will cause trouble as well. What we need right now are solutions, not more complications. That said, I do not completely disapprove of what your young man did. Assassinating a child, aside from being morally wrong, would have opened up the situation to any power-hungry loon that thought he had a chance of becoming the next guildmaster. Political infighting is the last thing we need from Coravine.”
Just the idea made her wince.
“What we need to do is reeducate the boy, and then somehow appoint a guardian over him until he is of the age where he can take on the guildmaster’s responsibilities. I bet if we speak with Cha Ji An she will have an idea of someone who can help us in that regard. But our first priority is straightening out that boy’s moral code. Right now I’m not sure if he has one.” Darrens gave her a particularly blinding smile while putting a hand on her shoulder.
Siobhan eyed the hand and then gave him a dismayed, “Uhhhh?”
He did not seem to need a translator for that wordless protest. “You are the only person I know that has taken not one, but two dark guildsmen and made them into good men. I think this task is right up your alley.”
Wolf, standing at her elbow, tried to disguise a laugh behind his hand. Siobhan, without looking, threw an elbow into his ribs.
Darrens caught the exchange and asked Wolf, “I take it you said something similar?”
“Almost those exact words.”
“Ah, I see.” Not having any mercy, he patted Siobhan’s shoulder twice before he let his hand drop. “I trust your judgment on this. I leave it to you to fix the boy.”
Siobhan started muttering under her breath about how a child was not a machine, and there was no fixing people, and neither of them had any idea of what changing a person’s mind entailed. Both men stoutly ignored her.
Darrens seemed to think that this vague instruction was enough on his part, because he half turned toward the door to go. “When your man took him out of the city, I assume that Rune was as careful as always? No one has any idea of where their guildmaster has disappeared to?”
“None,” Wolf confirmed.
“Good.” Satisfied, Darrens headed for the door, saying as he went, “Good luck. For the time being, this will be your only task.”
If Siobhan had had something handy, she would have thrown it at the back of his head.
Pouting about this, or being angry, or protesting, obviously would not help her. Siobhan had tried all of that in the past two hours but everyone seemed to think that she had the right skills to fix this problem. (More likely, they didn’t want the responsibility of it.) It took a moment of internally wrestling with the situation, but eventually she resigned herself to it. Whether she liked it or not, Alexander was her responsibility now.
She would leave Rune to Denney.
“Wolf, keep an eye on the kid. I need to go talk to Conli.”
“What about Rune? Shouldn’t we do something about him?”
Siobhan gave him a saccharine smile. “Denney.”
Wolf asked no other questions. “Understood. I’ll keep an eye on things here, then.”
Satisfied, Siobhan left the inn and returned to the new guildhall. First, she found Denney. The girl was fetching tools and supplies for the men up on the scaffolding, but at Siobhan’s hail, she stopped and responded by meeting Siobhan halfway.
“How is Rune?”
Knowing full well that she was adding fuel to the fire, Siobhan answered bluntly, “Unapologetic.”
Denney’s mouth went flat. “I need to talk to him.”
“Please do.” It was not nice of Siobhan at all, to send an angry and hurt woman to Rune, but he really had brought this upon himself. She regretted nothing.
“Where is he?”
“The Rose’s taproom.”
In a clipped tone, Denney responded, “Thank you,” as she made a beeline for The Rose and Crown.
Chortling evilly under her breath, Siobhan called up to the second story, “Conli! Come down here, please.”
It took a minute, as he was somewhat involved in what he was doing, but she waited patiently for him to reach the ground floor. Wiping his hands with a dust cloth, Conli asked her, “What is it? Has something been decided?”
“If by decided you mean that Darrens shoved all responsibility for the kid into my lap, then yes, something has been decided.”
“I detect a note of irritation and sarcasm in your tone, Siobhan.”
“That’s because you’re an observant man, Conli.”
Being wise, Conli did not delve into that any further. “You say that all responsibility has been shoved onto you, but what exactly did Darrens decide to do?”
“In essence, he will pretend that he has no knowledge of our guest’s whereabouts nor have any idea of who took him. While he is playing innocent, it is our job to reeducate the child, and find someone that can act as a guardian and advisor to him when he returns home. The last part I think Darrens is more involved in. He said he would speak with Cha Ji An and get her advice. Our main task is the reeducation.”
Conli folded his arms across his chest and just studied her for a moment. When he spoke again, it was not a question, but more a statement. “You want me to help you.”
“Despite what everyone believes, I am not an expert on the human heart. Wolf and Rune accepted my help because they wanted to change and I was willing to help them. That is not the same as trying to change someone who does not want to change in the first place.”
“I agree.” Conli lifted one hand up enough to where he could rub the point of his chin thoughtfully. “Before I sit down with you and organize a strategy, I would like to sit and talk with the boy for at least an hour. If I know what his personality is like and I have a better understanding of his background, it will make it easier to form plans.”
Siobhan thought that a splendid notion. And not just because it halved her responsibility with someone else. “You might want to speak with Wolf as well. He seems to have a notion or three about how to approach this. He said something about tenderizing the kid first.”
Conli’s brows shot to his hairline. “The idea of Wolf tenderizing anyone terrifies me.”
“Me too. Which is why you really need to have a word with him.”
“I will do that first, I think.” The firm way that he said the words gave her the reassurance she needed. “And what will you do about Rune?”
“I’ve already dealt with Rune. I sicced Denney on him.” Siobhan held her breath to see how well this was taken.
The expression on his face made her think that Conli was well aware of how those two felt for each other but was quite happy to live in the land of denial. “I’ll pretend I did not hear that.”
Biting back a smile, she did not try to press the point. “That’s fine. Although you might want to try adjusting to the idea soon. I’m frankly surprised that nothing has developed already.”
“I will pretend that I did not hear that either.”
“Yes, yes.” Siobhan well understood his insecurities and fears. But that did not mean that ignoring things would make it go away. “Well, for now, let’s go speak to a certain young guildmaster. The sooner he is dealt with, the sooner that we can return to normal life.”
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Rune realized while he was taking a much-needed bath that he had probably handed Siobhan more of a challenge than she was immediately ready to handle. He didn’t doubt that she could handle it. But it would likely take her some time to figure out how to. That was fine by him, because he never expected her to have immediate answers, just that she would know what the right thing to do would be.
So it didn’t worry him that she did not immediately tackle the problem. He kept herd on the boy while they got dressed and ate a wonderful breakfast. He also kept his ears open as Siobhan talked to first Wolf, and then Darrens, before she left the inn altogether.
During this whole time, the bratty guildmaster made demands on an almost constant basis. The only time they got relief from his mouth was when it was full of food. The adults basically tuned him out, which seemed to infuriate him all the more. When Siobhan and Darrens left, leaving only Wolf behind, the boy’s patience seemed to evaporate.
Slamming both hands against the table, making the dishes and cutlery shake, he screeched at the top of his lungs, “YOU WILL TAKE ME HOME NOW.”
Without thinking about it, Rune caught his head and gave him a noogie.
Far from shutting him up, this made him screech even louder. “AND STOP DOING THAT.”
Wolf leaned a hip against the table, settling his iron hand comfortably across his thigh. “He doesn’t seem to learn very quickly,” he observed to Rune.
“You’re telling me? I’ve been giving him noogies almost constantly for the past day.”
Alexander-the-brat turned so red in the face that Rune was sure he would pass out and hit the floor soon.
Leaning across the table, Wolf gave the particular smile that was known to scare even minor demons. The boy went from red and outraged to white and afraid in a split second. “You are the reason why my home has been burned to the ground. If you expect mercy in this city, then you are a fool. My guildmaster is of the opinion that we can do something with you. I’m not as convinced. So if you make too much of a ruckus, then you will wake up the next morning in a shallow grave.”
Rune was fairly sure that Wolf would never follow through on that threat. He wasn’t the type of man to kill a child, no matter how annoying he was. But if one didn’t know the giant Wynngaardian, then they would have been convinced that Wolf really would kill the kid and bury him in the middle of the night. Even Rune had a second of doubt.
The young guildmaster believed him, at least. He immediately clamped his mouth shut and just sat there in his chair, shaking.
Rune had recognized all of the yelling for what it actually was. Bravado. In a situation where he was surrounded by enemies on all sides, in a city and continent he did not know, and with no way of returning safely to his home, he had put up a front of strength and bravery. But all that showed was that he had no survival skills. When caught in enemy territory, the best method was to be still and quiet. That way, people would forget you were in the room, and it would be that much easier to escape.
Rune was not about to explain this. Being loud made it easier to find him.
His attention was immediately diverted when Denney walked through the door. Rune had known when he left that people would not be happy with his decision, which was part of the reason why he had not sought a second opinion, or tried to leave a note behind. If they knew where he had gone, they could chase him. So far, it had seemed the right choice to make. No one had been happy with his return, but they had also been relieved, and had not done anything more than say a harsh word to him for his choice.
But he was not going to escape that easily.
One look at Denney’s face was enough to tell him that she was enraged. He had only seen her that angry once before, and what had followed was not something that he would like to remember. In fact, he actively tried to suppress that memory. So to see that expression leveled at him made even his bones tremble.
“Rune. Come with me. Now.”
His survival instinct said it would be much safer to duck underneath the table and hide there for the rest of his life.
Wolf gave a chuckle of dark amusement. “Hiding will not save you, kiō.”
Not bothering to hide his nervousness, he muttered, “How about running?”
“You can’t outrun the dogs. And you know she will send them after you.”
He was unfortunately right. Like a man walking to the gallows, Rune obeyed the summons, his feet dragging the entire way.




Denney did not lead him far. Just around the corner of the building, towards a shade tree in the back of the inn that had a bench. Neither one of them sat, though.
It was a stupid thing to do, but Rune tried to get the first word in. “Ah, Denney? Are you, by any chance, upset with me?”
She gave him a glare that by rights should have borne a hole right through him. 
Rune couldn’t quite conceal a wince. “I take that as a yes. Um, why?” There were several things he had done, and he wasn’t sure which one in particular it was that she was upset about. 
“You disappear for five days without a word to me and you’re seriously asking me that?”
It was at that moment that he belatedly remembered, very belatedly, that women liked to be notified of things before they happened. Markl had said something about that once, about how half the trouble a man could get into with a woman could be avoided just by telling her in advance what he was planning to do. Rune had been so wrapped up in working out the logistics of how to get to Fallen Ward and assassinating the guildmaster that he had failed to remember that piece of advice. Until just now. When it was worlds too late. 
Frantically, he tried to think of whatever other advice that Markl might have mentioned about soothing a woman’s fury. Nothing leaped to mind. And given the circumstances, he couldn’t very well put Denney on hold so he could chase the man down and interrogate him on the finer points of appeasing a woman. 
“But if we’re talking about things that you have done to upset me, then there is quite the list.”
Rune could see where this conversation was going. He might as well start digging his own grave now, saving him the trouble later for when he needed to climb into it.
“Why would you just disappear for five days without even leaving a note behind? Didn’t you realize that other people would be worried because they did not know where you were? Robarge is very dangerous right now, dangerous enough that even you should not be traveling alone.”
He could not come up with an argument against that.
“But the point that I am the maddest about,” Denney raised a finger to stab in his direction, “is that you would take this upon yourself. Rune, I know that after a lifetime of assassinating people, that your first instinct when something troubles you is to kill it. But why would you add more blood on your hands when no one has asked you to do so?”
This point, he could at least respond to. Without adding more fuel to the fire, that was. “I thought it was the only way to stop Fallen Ward from attacking us again.”
Denney slashed a hand through the air, the gesture agitated and impatient. “Ryu Jin Ho explained the strategies and what was going on. That is not what I asked. Rune, why would you take on that burden, adding another ghost on your shoulders, when no one demanded of you? You are too quick to sacrifice yourself for our sakes.”
Now that he could not let slide. “Denney, if something is going to hurt you, then I will meet it head on.”
“And what if doing so hurts you? What am I supposed to do? Just sit there and watch you?” Denney shook her head adamantly, sending her hair flying back and forth. “No. No, I refuse.”
Rune tried to reason with her. “Denney—”
“No. No, Rune. I know that I am precious to you, but you are just as precious to me. And I will protect you, even if it means protecting you from your own instincts. You are not to go off assassinating people just because you feel like it’s the right thing to do.” She grabbed him by the front of the shirt
and shook him. “You will not go off on your own, you will not make rash decisions and disappear in the middle of the night, and you will not do things that will worry the rest of us.”
Having her mad at him was one thing, but halfway through saying all this, tears welled up in Denney’s eyes. It was only then that he realized how badly he had scared her. He didn’t like being the cause of that expression on her face. Everything that he had done was to prevent her looking like that. The tears sent him into a panic. 
“Whoa, whoa, don’t cry. I promise not to do anything like this again. My word as a Maley.”
Her fists tightened in his shirt to the point where the seams were in danger of ripping. “You promise?”
“I promise. Never again. Just don’t cry, I seriously can’t handle you crying.”
Denney was not slow on the uptake. “You break that promise, and I will cry for days.”
As physically impossible as that would be, Rune had no doubt that she would somehow manage it. But it wouldn’t matter if she did. Denney didn’t seem to realize that just a minute would be enough to destroy him.
Hoping that they were at the making up stage, he tentatively put his arms around her back and brought her in a little closer for a hug. He held his breath until she sank into the embrace. Phew, he had somehow gained forgiveness. Better yet, Denney was not crying on him. He seriously could not handle her crying. He would prefer to be stabbed.
“Rune?” Her voice was so soft that he barely heard her.
He put his head right next to hers so that his mouth almost touched her ear. “What?”
“You really can’t disappear like that again. I don’t care what the reason is. You have no idea how badly it scared me. I…I love you, so stay with me.”
The world abruptly went still.
For a moment, Rune doubted his own ears. Surely he had not heard her correctly. But the way she held her breath, as if waiting for his response, told him that he had not misheard her.
Rune had known for months that Denney was fond of him. And that he was important to her. He was her friend and protector whenever she needed him. But until this moment, he had not suspected that she felt for him what he felt for her. Her words threw him, and he did not know how to respond. But fortunately, his heart knew what to do even if his head was still spinning. He pulled back enough to put a kiss first on her forehead, and then lightly on her lips. Or at least, he meant for the contact to be light and chaste, but he found himself lingering.
Denney made a noise of happy confusion. “Wait, Rune, wait, what?”
He found it easy to say now what had clamped his mouth shut before. “I’ve been in love with you for months.”
Her eyes shot wide. “Rune! Why didn’t you say something?!”
“I had too much to learn before I could be a good man to you.”
“Honestly, some days I have no idea if I should shake you or kiss you.”
The happiness he felt was almost euphoric. It was if he had found another place that he belonged. It reminded him of how he felt when he realized that he could stay in Deepwoods. His heart had found a second home. The joy of it made him a little giddy and he gave her an outrageous grin. “I know which one I would prefer…”
ӜӜӜ
When Siobhan made it back to the inn Rune was nowhere in sight. Wolf was sitting on the edge of the table wearing the smile that was known to scare lesser beings. Alexander, for once, was sitting very quietly. So quietly that she wasn’t sure for a moment if he were even breathing. Conli, seeing this, gave an aggravated grumble under his breath and stalked forward. 
“Wolf, quit that.”
Wolf blinked up at him innocently as if he hadn’t a clue what Conli meant. Of course he did, and no one else was fooled by the façade. Why he even attempted it was beyond her. “Wolf, where’s Rune and Denney?”
“Out back, I think. She dragged him to the shaded bench.”
Before they got into things with the young guildmaster, Siobhan wanted to check on how those two were doing. “I’ll be right back.” 
She scooted out a side door and peeked around the door jamb, expecting to see the two of them in an open fight, or Denney yelling at Rune. 
But the scene that met her eyes was entirely different. 
“How in the world did those two end up kissing?” she wondered aloud. 
Siobhan didn’t realize that Wolf was behind her until he chuckled and said, “Not surprised. I figured it was about time those two realized they had fallen for each other.”
“Yes, but she was mad at him,” Siobhan insisted. “How did she go from that to them kissing?”
“Rune’s irresistible charm?”
She would have argued that, but it was his charm that had convinced her to keep him in the guild. “Conli is going to have kittens when he sees this.”
“But it means I won the bet with Fei.” Wolf wasn’t the least concerned about Conli’s future reaction. 
Yes, well, part of her was very happy that this had happened. As Wolf said, it was rather overdue. But her plan to let Denney handle Rune’s punishment had obviously not worked out. She would have to do something about it later. Lifting a hand to her mouth, she tried to wipe her smirk away before going back into the building. It wouldn’t do for Conli to see it. She’d let Rune and Denney break the news in their own time. 
Retreating back into the main room, she found Conli seated at the table and already talking to the boy guildmaster. Alexander was still subdued but he was no longer cowering in his seat. She wasn’t surprised, as Conli could be quite charming when he put his mind to it. Not wanting to interrupt the rapport that Conli had developed, she chose to stand against the far wall and simply listen. Wolf emulated her and braced his shoulders against the wall as well.
“—you took over the position of guildmaster after your grandfather died last year?”
“That’s right,” Alexander confirmed as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “I am the last Jonquil left. I am the only one that can be Guildmaster of Fallen Ward.”
Siobhan did the math quickly in her head. The boy’s grandfather had died early last year. Alexander was ten now, which meant that he’d been nine at the man’s death. They had seriously given control of an entire guild and city to a nine-year-old boy?! Siobhan felt like banging her head against the nearest hard surface.
“The decisions that have been made over the past year, are they all things that you agreed with?” Conli’s tone was extremely neutral, as if he were actively trying to not be judgmental.
“Obviously. If I don’t sign the paper, then it can’t be done.”
Conli persisted, “So you are the one that ordered men to come and ransack the cities here in Robarge?”
“I had to. They told me we needed money to run the city on.”
“What about the bridge? Did you order that built?”
“No, grandfather started that. But it was silly. I’m not going to wait fifty years for something to make money. Getting gold from other cities is faster.”
Siobhan cringed just listening to this. She now understood what Rune had meant earlier. Alexander truly did not understand right from wrong. He had no idea that his faster method had destroyed thousands of lives. Nor did he seem to care because he did not even try to excuse what he had done.
Conli seemed to realize that asking any further questions was useless. He might have suspected that the boy did not have control of the decisions coming out of Fallen Ward. But Alexander seemed to know exactly what was going on and even took credit for everything that happened. Conli switched tactics and asked instead, “Before being brought here, have you ever left Coravine before?”
“No.”
“But you ventured out into the city, correct?”
“No,” Alexander denied with a pout on his face. “Why should I? I had everything I needed in my rooms.”
In a low tone, Wolf said to her, “Now I get it. Boy’s got no experience with the world. It’s not a matter of choosing right from wrong, he doesn’t even know what wrong is.”
Siobhan’s head spun. “How can he be ten years old and never have left his guild compound?”
“As Beirly would put it, that’s a head scratching question. But it does give us a good starting point. He needs to know what the world looks like. Why don’t we show him Goldschmidt first?”
“And then show him a place that has been destroyed? Say, Stott or Channel Pass?”
Wolf bobbed his head in agreement. “Give him a clear black-and-white comparison.”
From the table, Alexander burst out, “I WON’T TALK TO YOU. TAKE ME HOME.”
Conli just gave a long sigh before he pushed away from the table and came to where they were standing. “I thought that he might be sheltered, but not to this extent. It’s a strange combination where he is very informed about the decisions he made, but at the same time he has no idea what he actually has done. Even now, he does not seem to realize that we are enemies. He seems to think that he can order us about like he would his own people.”
“Wolf thinks that we should show him Goldschmidt and then take him into one of the destroyed cities, like Stott or Channel Pass. Give him a clear comparison.”
“Siobhan, I’m not sure if that will be enough. He is unbelievably spoiled. Before you came into the room, he told me that today was the first time he had to feed himself.”
Siobhan’s eyes crossed. “What kind of life does he have that he doesn’t even have to feed himself? Isn’t that a basic skill?”
“I thought so until just now.” Conli’s face possessed the ruminative expression that meant he was analyzing things at high speeds in his head. “I think we need to take this one step further. I think we need to teach him what it would be like if he had absolutely no one to depend on. But we have to gauge this just right or we risk breaking his spirit.”
“Do you have a plan, then?” Wolf asked him.
“I do. But it will take Fei and Tran to pull it off.”
Conli was interrupted by the entrance of Hyun Woo. The man was sweating heavily at the temples, and there was a hard look in his eyes. Siobhan gathered the impression that he had heard the news of Rune’s return from somewhere and had run straight here without pause. 
When he looked at her, she said without prompting, “He’s in the back of this inn. Feel free to punish him however you see fit. I punched him, but I don’t think what I did made much of a dent.”
Hyun Woo gave her a commiserating nod. “The very young are sometimes too cocky with their own beliefs. I will attend to him.”
“Please do.” Siobhan watched him go and smiled at his back. Denney had let her down, but she could trust Hyun Woo to do the job of scolding Rune properly. 
Wolf gave her a look askance, as if surprised that she wouldn’t forewarn either Hyun Woo or Rune. She wasn’t about to do so. Being caught in an embarrassing situation by his master was just part of the punishment to her mind. 
Conli watched him go with a resigned look. “Rune’s going to come back from some sort of diabolical training session covered in scrapes and bruises, isn’t he?”
“And probably with his ears ringing from hours of lecturing,” Siobhan confirmed cheerfully. “I am ever so glad that Hyun Woo took him on as a student. Saves me loads of trouble.”
Without glancing behind him, Conli requested, “Wolf, go fetch Alexander back in.”
“Oh, was he trying to sneak out? He was so terrible at it, it was hard to tell.”
“Yes, ten-year-olds aren’t known for their sneaking skills.”
Re-thinking this, Siobhan corrected, “Actually, let him run free for an hour or two. Just don’t lose track of him. This can be the first step of our plan with him.”
Wolf gave a pleased hum and went out the front door, cracking his knuckles on his iron hand as he went. 
Conli rubbed at his forehead. “This…will be a long day.”
“We have all of our people back. That automatically makes it better than yesterday.” Still, she appreciated why he felt that way. Taking his elbow, she steered him back toward the table. “Let’s get a hot cup of tea and sit while we plan this out. I don’t know about you, but I could use the break.”
“Sounds heavenly.”
Siobhan and Conli had an idea roughly drawn out, and they were working on the finer details, when Kaye Ruffner burst through the doors. A particularly short woman, she normally looked neat as a pin with her blonde hair curling just at her shoulders. Today she looked more windblown than anything, and her blue eyes snapped with indignation. When she spied Siobhan, she made a beeline straight for her, shaking a fist as she went. “Guildmaster Maley, that man of yours is at it again.”
There were so many possible things the woman could be referring to, and so many people that it could be, that Siobhan had to ask: “Who? Doing what?”
“Fei, of course! He’s been drinking, although heaven knows why he would do so during the middle of the day, and now he’s got a red paint can in his hand and he’s scrawling poetry on the front of my shop!”
Siobhan didn’t even try to look professional. She let her head thunk to the table and let out a loud groan. “On top of everything else, Fei has to get drunk?”
Conli let out a year’s worth of sighs. “I expected this to happen sooner or later. Food is somewhat scarce at the moment and it’s hard for him to find something to eat that does not have sugar in it. He must have eaten something by mistake.”
Kaye did not care about why, she wanted it fixed. “That’s all well and good, but who is going to stop him? I grant you the front of the shop needs a coat of paint, but I did not want it red!”
Siobhan and Conli shared a speaking look. “Which would you rather do, track down Wolf and Alexander, or deal with a drunken Fei?”
“Neither of those options have the least bit of appeal.”
“Do I look thrilled by either prospect to you?”
Conli actually took several seconds to debate the matter with himself before he said in a resigned tone, “I’ll go look for Wolf. Do you want me to get Tran or someone to go with you?”
“Naw, it’s fine. Fei isn’t a violent drunk, just a romantic, poetry-scrawling one.”
Not disagreeing, Conli left her to it. Siobhan pinned a smile on her face and turned to Kaye. “Lead me to him. We’ll work out how to fix this as we walk.”
Satisfied that Siobhan was moving, Kaye led off, her pace brisk. Kaye ran an advertising business in the city, mostly for job hunters, although she did have a corner for general information. Siobhan had visited her store a few times when she went in search of new members for her guild, but it had been several years since her last visit. She saw when she arrived that the store had survived the looting and the ransacking of Goldschmidt fairly well. One of the windows had been knocked out, and the door definitely needed to be replaced, but there was little other damage.
Aside from Fei scrawling poetry in large letters on the wall, that was.
When drunk, Fei always seemed to revert to his native tongue. After her stay in Saoleord, Siobhan could now identify the language and even knew a word or two. But the majority of it was lost on her. Fortunately, or unfortunately, Fei was providing a translation as he wrote in a singsong voice that was badly off tune. At the top of his lungs.
Without any hesitation, Siobhan grabbed the paintbrush from his hand and yanked it away. Fortunately, he was drunk enough that he did not fight back. In fact, he spun about as she pulled, and nearly did a face plant. It took some staggering on his part to keep his balance. He blinked at her several times, weaving where he stood, before squinting in an effort to focus. “You look remarkably like my guildmaster,” he informed her in a serious tone.
Siobhan had to struggle not to laugh. “That’s because I am your guildmaster.”
He nodded somberly. “That would explain it.”
“Fei, Mistress Ruffner does not want poetry on her wall.”
He blinked at her owlishly as if that statement did not compute.
Siobhan went for something that he could understand, drunk or not. “No more painting.”
That seemed incomprehensible to him as well, but he did hand the paint can over to her without any fuss. Siobhan handed the items over to Kaye, before she took a firm grip on Fei’s arm. Addressing the storekeeper, she promised, “When he’s sober, I will send him over here to paint the front of the shop for you.”
Kaye scowled at Fei. “He’d better.”
Deciding that staying would not benefit any of them, Siobhan gave her a friendly nod before towing Fei away from the area as fast as his stumbling feet could manage.
Sadly, she didn’t get far. She never did with Fei. He dug his heels in, drawing her to a stop and grabbed her sloppily by the shoulders. 
“Siobhan-ajie,” he said seriously. The attempt was somewhat spoiled by the fact his eyes wouldn’t focus and kept crossing.
“Yes, dearling,” she responded patiently. She knew, as surely as the sun rose in the east, what was coming next.
“I love you.”
“I know, dearling. I love you too,” she said with all of the patience she could muster. “Can we go to a nice place where you can lay down?”
“I’m not drunk,” he assured her earnestly. Then hiccupped. His whole balance became upset by the hiccup, and he had to grab her hard to keep from falling straight to the street. “And I love you. And your hair is red. Amazing. Are you an apple?”
“I am not an apple, and if you try to taste me like you did last time, I will punch you.” Grabbing him by the waist, she spun him back around and frog-marched him forward. “One of these days, you’ll have to explain to me why you are so fascinated by my hair.” 
“Siobhan-ajie. I love you,” he said over his shoulder. Because his face wasn’t facing forward, he started going sideways.
“Love you too, dearling, walk please.”
“I love you so much. You shouldn’t walk. It’s wrong.”
She blinked, trying to process this. This tangent was a new one. And it didn’t bode well. None of his tangents panned out well. The apple one especially.
Fei stopped dead in the middle of the street. “I know! I’ll carry you home.” He beamed, pleased at this conclusion. 
Despite the fact he was drunk, she couldn’t budge him. Frustrated, Siobhan seriously regretted in that moment going off to fetch Fei alone. Wolf or Tran or Beirly would have come in very handy right in that moment. They had a knack for handling drunken behavior. “Fei. Walk.”
“I’ll carry you,” he insisted, openly pouting. “You’ve got red hair, so I must carry you.”
How that connected, she had no idea. “Fei, you’ve got bad balance right now, you’ll fall. Walk now, you can carry me later?” And by later, she meant never. 
Unfortunately, she underestimated his cunning and determination. She was still behind him, trying to push him along, and was in the perfect position for him to bend, scoop his arms under her legs, and heft her onto his back. Spluttering, Siobhan’s arms wind milled in the air for a moment before she latched onto his neck for support. 
“Got you!” he crowed. Straightening, he staggered forward. 
Normally, Fei could carry Tran around without being winded. It wasn’t her weight that was making him struggle, just his lack of balance. He managed all of three steps before he sent them right into a wall. 
“Oops,” he said, as if he hadn’t the faintest idea how that happened. 
Siobhan felt her face flush as the people passing by laughed. Some of them were doing it behind their hands, others were more open about it. She, for one, knew that it would take years to live this down. 
“Sorry,” Fei apologized sincerely to the wall. “You’re a nice wall. Very sturdy.”
“All of the walls are nice, dearling,” Siobhan sighed, resigned to the embarrassment. “Let’s not run into them, shall we?”
“Right.” With renewed determination, he started off again, weaving as he went. 
Siobhan was just waiting for the right timing to get off his back. Being piggy-backed like this was more than embarrassing considering she was fine and he was the one that was drunk. 
Out of nowhere, he started up his poetry sing-song voice again. “The sun has come to our lands once again, touching the head of my fair love’s hair—”
Oh no. Not this one. Siobhan recognized it, it was a favorite of Fei’s, and he always slaughtered it by making up parts of it to fit her description when he was drunk. 
“—Bathed in the sun I go, as if walking in a dream, walking through the streets where blue sky and green grass meet, I do not feel as if I have come here on my own; some other force has guided me. I am mesmerized by the sunset hair framing my fair love’s face.”
Fei was mercifully stopped as he tripped over the edge of a stair and smacked his forehead against a post. He kept his balance enough to where they avoided tumbling straight to the ground. Dizzy, he gave a bow to the post. “My apologies, good post.”
The bow was low enough that he almost sent her straight off his back and headfirst toward the cobblestones. Siobhan wanted off his back, yes, but not desperately enough to do so that way. She tightened her grip on him until he sprang back up. 
As if he hadn’t even broken his stride, he picked right back up. “The breeze whispers in my ears and sings across my cheeks, the birds behind the clouds are caroling, all a sweet melody to the cataracts of your hair. I feel refreshed and light in the head.”
That last part she had no trouble believing. 
This time, he tripped over thin air and landed flat on his face. Siobhan hopped off before she completely flattened him to the ground. “Fei?”
There was a long moment of silence. She frowned down at him, the first spark of concern growing. Had he hurt himself that time? “Are you hurt, dearling?”
“The ground is not as nice,” he proclaimed solemnly, his tone such that one would think he was imparting some great wisdom of the ages. 
It was all she could do to just roll her eyes and not laugh or groan. “I agree. Let’s avoid the mean ground. Up we go.” 
Fei accepted the arm she put around his waist, cooperating amiably as he got back to his feet. Of course, with them side by side like this, his nose was practically in her hair. “Your hair is red. Like an apple. Can I—”
“No. No, you cannot taste it. Don’t start that, Fei.”
“Just a lick.”
“No. Mercy, why did I think it was safe for me to get you by myself? You always want to eat my hair. Fei, get my hair out of your mouth. This instant. If you don’t, I’ll drop you, and let Mr. Ground deal with you.”
Reluctantly, he dropped the lock of hair, sulking. “I just want to see if it tastes like an apple.”
“It doesn’t. It tastes like hair and soap. Now, be good and walk.”
Since the guildhall was still under construction, Siobhan had no good place to put Fei so that he could sleep this off. She ended up taking him back to the Rose and Crown. As she laid him down on the bed, she murmured to Roskin, the innkeeper, “He’s had more sugar than normal, I think.”
“How bad?”
“I was getting declarations of love and he wanted to eat my hair again.”
She and Roskin had been neighbors for the past decade, so he was well aware of Fei’s bad habits. He winced. “He hasn’t tried that in years.”
“I really want to know what he ate,” she growled. “Anyway, keep an eye on him for me.”
From the bed, even with his eyes closed, Fei loudly proclaimed, “I’m not drunk!”
“Yes, dearling, but you’re tired. Take a nap.” Please take a nap, she internally prayed. 
“Siobhan-ajie?”
“Yes, dearling, you love me, right?”
“I love you,” he declared, eyes still firmly closed. “Can I lick your hair? It’s really red.”
“You may not. Sleep.” 
Sighing in defeat, he went limp against the mattress in a way that only the truly drunk could manage. 
“I’ll keep a close watch on him,” Roskin promised in a whisper. Half the reason he did so was likely because he did not want poetry on his walls. And she did not blame him.
After she got Fei settled, she went back to the worksite, and found that Conli had remarkably beaten her there. Even with all of the trouble that Fei had caused, she still expected to get here first. After all, Conli had a whole city to search first. But Wolf and Alexander were already working on the hall. That was to say, Wolf was working steadily in putting the last of the shingles on the roof, and Alexander was very reluctantly fetching tools and such for the men. The boy moved so slowly, one would think that his feet were mired in quicksand.
Siobhan sidled up next to Conli and asked in a low tone, “How did you convince him to work?”
“I didn’t. Wolf told him that if he did not work we would not feed him.”
“And that worked? Just like that?”
Conli’s eyes crinkled up in amusement. “I don’t think it would have if not for the fact that Wolf brought some treats back with him. Someone in the city is selling doughnuts. Wolf brought back a bag full of them.”
“Let me guess. He gave everyone a doughnut except Alexander, because Alexander had not done any work?”
“Got it in one.” Conli glanced over his shoulder, looking where Wolf was working on the edge of the roof. “He might be better at manipulating children than I gave him credit for.”
He was certainly showing talent that Siobhan had not suspected he had. 
“How was Fei?”
“My hair was red again and he was trying to eat it.”
Conli winced. “What did he eat?”
“I have no idea. But he needs to avoid it like the plague. Right now he’s sleeping it off. Roskin is watching him for me.”
“I’ll bring him a hangover cure later.” 
“I’m sure he’ll need one. Did you speak with Tran at all about our plan?”
“Not yet. I haven’t been able to yet. And it might be better to wait for Rune anyway. Hyun Woo still has him.”
Siobhan asked uncertainly, “We are going to get him back today, right?”
“That is the question.”





  
 





Hyun Woo did finally give Rune back late that night. Siobhan, Conli, and Tran were all sitting up waiting for him. Because Fei was still sleeping off his drunken high, the guild had chosen to remain at the Rose and Crown that night. Rune looked, and smelled, as if he had rolled around in several mud puddles. He was covered in dirt, with new bruises and scratches visible on every patch of bare skin. That must’ve been quite the training session.
When he stopped in front of the table, the stench was overwhelming. Siobhan had to clamp her nose shut and breathe through her mouth to avoid gagging. “Bath. Now.”
Rune was tired and sore enough that he only gave her a grunt before shuffling towards the bathing room.
“I’ll get him some clothes,” Tran volunteered, standing from the table.
“It looks like Hyun Woo beat the lesson into him,” Conli observed.
“Let’s hope the lesson will stick better that way.” Siobhan, knowing full well that Rune probably did not get to eat anything, went to the kitchen and wrestled up a plate of leftovers.
Rune was not one for sitting in a tub and soaking, and he was usually in and out within a matter of minutes. But this time, he was slower to leave the bathing chambers. When he finally did make it back, he fell upon the plate of food like a ravenous wolf. Siobhan wisely did not try to speak with him until he had finished everything and looked up. “What did we learn today, Rune?”
“Never do anything to tick off either my guildmaster or my master.”
Tran let out a laugh. “Close enough.”
Pushing the plate away from him, Rune relaxed back into his chair and looked at all three of them. “So, do we know what to do with the pipsqueak?”
“We do,” Conli confirmed. “But we will need you and Tran to do something special. In the day that we have had the boy, he has proven to be very stubborn and he does not learn quickly. This arrogance of his is very well ingrained.”
Tran snorted. “You’re telling me. Even with noogies and correcting him, he didn’t seem to learn a thing.”
Rune had that expression on his face that seemed to say ‘Well, why do you think I brought him to you?’ “So what is the plan?”
“First,” Conli outlined, “We will take him to Stott and show him how much damage his decisions have made. We plan to do this tomorrow, and leave him there overnight.”
“He’ll think that we have left him there alone,” Siobhan added.
Making a noise of confusion, Rune asked, “Won’t he try to escape if he thinks he is alone?”
Tran had an evil smirk on his face. “That’s where we come in.”
An unholy grin blossomed on Rune’s face to match Tran’s expression. “This will be fun, won’t it.”
“You better believe it.”
Conli cleared his throat and said dryly, “Yes, well, I’ll let you two plan that part out. But after he has spent the night in Stott, we will take him to various places that have been damaged because of his men, and make him help in the reconstruction. We believe that by working alongside the people that he has hurt, and getting to know them, he will eventually understand just how wrong his decisions were. But that part will likely take some time.”
“In fact, this whole process will take so much time, that I can’t justify having the whole guild work on it when our guildhall still needs to be built. So, I am dividing us up. You, everyone at the table, and Wolf will be over reeducating the guildmaster. Everyone else will be working on the guildhall.”
As if just remembering this, Rune asked, “Aren’t work crews supposed to be in Stott right now?”
“They haven’t left yet,” Siobhan said. “I checked with Darrens. They’re still putting together supplies. We have a narrow window, though; they’re supposed to leave for Stott the day after tomorrow.”
Rune twitched his shoulders into a shrug, accepting this, and then asked, “What about Sylvie and Markl going to Coravine?”
“Obviously the situation has changed. We don’t know exactly what Coravine is like right now, but it is sure to be absolute chaos. I doubt that anyone can get into the city at the moment. They probably have it locked up tight. So for now, Sylvie and Markl stay.”
“Good,” Rune responded, relieved.
Siobhan noted this reaction with interest. Whatever state Coravine was in when Rune was there must have been bad. He did not want his guildmates to go into that city.
Clapping her hands together, Siobhan said, “Well, that’s our plan as it stands. Conli and I will go shopping for supplies in the morning. Tran, Rune, you two put your heads together and plan for tomorrow night.” She would have Wolf keep an eye on Alexander while they made the preparations. “We leave after lunch tomorrow so be prepared.”
ӜӜӜ
For the first time in many years, Rune actually slept more than four hours. When dawn broke, he was very tempted to keep on sleeping, too. It felt like Tran and Wolf had used him as a punching bag throughout the night. There were muscles throbbing that he didn’t know he had. Master Hyun Woo had not gone easy on him.
Rune did not really regret the decision he’d made to go to Coravine, as he still expected this to turn out well. But it had been ground into his head yesterday that he was to never, ever, ever take off alone without telling someone first. It did not matter how justified the reason was, it was not worth the punishment when he came back. If it wasn’t for that nasty concoction that Conli had made him drink the night before, Rune was sure that he would not be able to get out of bed this morning. As it was, it took self-bribery to roll his body off the mattress.
It was simple, really. He wanted to see Denney before he left, and in order to do that, he had to get out of bed. One limb at a time, like he was being controlled by an amateur puppetmaster, he managed to crawl out from underneath the covers. It took more effort to get clothes on but he managed that too.
He opened the door at the same time that Fei did. He hadn’t seen the other man the whole of yesterday and was shocked by his friend’s appearance. Fei’s eyes were red-rimmed, skin pale, hair sticking up every direction, and he moved as if his head was in danger of falling off. Seeing Rune, he gave a grunt that might have translated to, “Morning.”
“Good morning?” Rune ventured. “What happened to you?”
“Someone gave me some water to drink yesterday.” Fei made a face. “It was sugar water, and I realized it too late.”
“Ohhh,” Rune said in complete understanding. “You mean you were drunk yesterday and I missed it?”
Fei gave him a bleary eyed Look. 
“Hey, you can’t blame me for being curious. Ever since I joined the guild, I’ve heard stories about your drunken habits. But you’ve been so careful, I haven’t gotten to see it for myself.”
“Rune, so help me, if you try to slip sugar into my food so you can see me ‘drunk’, I will murder you.”
“Now how did you know that was what I was planning?”
“I’m a genius at reading minds.” Fei winced and put a hand up to his head. “Where’s Conli?”
“No idea,” Rune admitted, a touch more sympathetic now. “Working on the guildhall maybe?”
Fei stumbled toward the stairs, muttering promises to himself about getting medicine of some sort. 
Rune followed him down. By the time he made it down the stairs and to the breakfast table in the main room of the Rose and Crown, half the guild was already back at work. Only Alexander, Denney, and Wolf remained at the table. Alexander had that anxious look on his face, his body crammed into the side of the chair, as if putting as much distance between him and Wolf as possible. Rune had no idea what Wolf had done to the kid, but he was terrified of him now.
He noticed this in passing, because as soon as he saw Denney, he developed tunnel vision. She lit up when she saw him with that delighted smile that was reserved solely for him. There wasn’t a man in the world that could resist a woman that smiled like that at him. Rune certainly wasn’t immune. He landed in the chair next to her more out of feel than anything as he was not willing to take his eyes off of her.
Her soft brown eyes tightened in worry when she got a better look at him. “Rune, you’re covered in bruises.”
Rune meant to give a careless laugh but ended up groaning when sore ribs protested. “Take a note that it is never wise to upset Master Hyun Woo.”
Wolf chuckled as he idly pushed his empty plate aside. “I take it he drilled it into you that you’re not supposed to take off alone anymore.”
“Amongst other things, yes.” Rune dove into the plate of food that Denney had made up for him. She gave him larger portions this morning than he normally had, which made him think that she knew he would be starving after yesterday’s training.
Wolf cocked his head at them. “When are you going to tell Conli that the two of you are together?”
“Why?” Denney asked him. “Do you have a bet riding on us?”
Wolf snorted. “I have more than one.”
She rolled her eyes, but her lips were kicked up to one side, so she was obviously more amused by this than upset. “Why am I not surprised. As it happens, I told my uncle last night.”
Rune stopped short with his fork halfway to his mouth and creaked his head around to look at her. “When?”
“Just after dinner,” she clarified.
He quickly put a timeline of events together. Rune had come in several hours after everyone else had eaten dinner. He had spoken with Conli one-on-one just before he went to bed, when he was given that nasty cup of medicine to drink. The man had not said one word to him about Denney. Even with Rune’s narrow understanding of people, that seemed very, very strange. 
Wolf hummed in satisfaction. “Then I won the bet. I knew you would tell him first and not leave it to Rune. He seemed to take it well, as he hasn’t been going for Rune’s throat.”
“I’m not sure if he’s taken it at all. When I told him, he did a lot of sighing.” Hastily, she added to Rune, “I think he trusts you. I don’t think you’re the problem. It’s more that he’s wrestling with me being courted by a man.”
Really? In Conli’s shoes, he would have a problem with him. A former assassin/Pathmaker apprentice would not make any father figure happy. Even Rune could understand that.
Softly, so softly that even Rune’s sharp hearing could barely detect the words, Alexander said, “Like a whore could be properly courted anyway.”
Rune came across the table so fast that his hands were a blur. He grabbed Alexander around the neck and hauled him roughly into the edge of the table. With a voice that sounded like death itself had come calling, he snarled, “If you even think that again about her, I’ll make it so that you can never speak again.”
Alexander was shaking and trying with all the strength to wrest free of Rune’s grip. But of course he couldn’t.
Wolf and Denney reacted in tandem. Wolf put a hand on Rune’s shoulder, gently easing him back into his seat even as Denney had an arm around his shoulder, pulling him back.
Realizing that it was stupid to get worked up by what an ignorant child said, he let go, and sank back into his seat. But it did not quell the anger he felt. Rune had precious few things in his life that were truly important to him, and Denney ranked at the top of the list, so he did not take any insult to her well. No matter what the source was.
One hand still on his arm, Denney frowned at Alexander, and scolded, “Don’t insult people, especially when you don’t know anything about them. It is especially stupid to do it in this guild. Every enforcer here has no sense of humor where their guildmates are concerned.”
Alexander was back to cringing in his chair but this time he looked more confused than afraid.
Denney was the only one at the table who had the heart to try and explain where he had gone wrong. “I know I look the part, but I have never been a prostitute. You cannot assume that you know everything about a person just because of her appearance. And even if you think you are right, it’s never wise to insult people. Haven’t you ever heard the phrase that you catch more flies with honey than vinegar?”
Since she seemed reasonable, he dared to respond. “No.”
“Well it means that you can gain more with a kind word than a mean one. This is a good example. If you had complimented me, Rune would have thought better of you, and he might have done something nice in return. But because you insulted me, he’s going to be mad at you for the rest the day.”
“At least,” Rune grumbled around a mouthful of food.
She ignored him and continued, “And the last person that you want mad at you is an enforcer. Your safety is in their hands. You always want to be on their good side.”
Alexander stared at Rune dubiously. “Enforcer?”
Ah, right, the kid had seen him use paths multiple times. “I’m a Pathmaker apprentice. Before they discovered my talents, I was an assassin and enforcer.”
At the word ‘assassin’ Alexander went beyond pale and his eyes nearly consumed his face. “A-a-assassin?!” he squeaked. 
Deciding this might be a good teaching moment, Rune put his fork down and focused. “That’s right, assassin. I kill things that threaten me or mine. You did more than that. You attacked my city. So I went to kill you.”
This rattled the boy more than anything else that had been said to him. It also confused him the most. “But…but you brought me here.”
“I brought you here because you’re too young to kill. Even five years older, and we wouldn’t be talking about this.” 
Tears welled up in Alexander eyes and slowly slipped down his cheeks. “You didn’t kill me…just because I’m ten?”
“You attacked my city. You looted and burned my home. You’re my enemy. Of course I went to kill you.”
“B-but,” his head came up, expression wild, “I’m the only guildmaster of Fallen Ward! I’m the only one that can be guildmaster! You can’t kill me.”
Wolf snorted, face full of pity. “Young fool, in the rest of the world, guildmasters are chosen by ability. The position isn’t handed down from father to son like it is in Fallen Ward. I promise you, if Rune had killed you that night, another man would already be taking your place.”
This seemed incomprehensible to him. He literally could not wrap his head around it. “But no one else can.”
“Sure they can.” Denney shook her head at him, sympathetic. “I know people have told you differently your entire life, but it’s just how your guild operates. It’s not how guilds work in the rest of the world. Think about it, Alexander. If you were to die, do you think your guild will just vanish? Just disband and stop functioning? Of course not. It’s a large guild, it controls a whole city, it’s not going to disappear just because your family died out. Someone else would be chosen to lead it, and the guild would continue as it has for hundreds of years.”
The words hovered in the air, unspoken but audible: You are not indispensable. 
“It’s likely happening right now,” Wolf observed rhetorically. “You’ve been missing three days already. Someone has likely stepped in to fill your place, at least temporarily, to keep things going while you’re gone.”
“Oh, they have,” Denney answered, her tone factual. She wasn’t even trying to make a point or be mean as she elaborated, “Darrens got word this morning that Coravine is on lockdown. They’re not letting anyone into the city or out. He’s trying to figure out who exactly gave the order so he can send a letter to him, but I’m not sure how a messenger could get in, what with the guards keeping people from even approaching the gates.”
Alexander clamped both hands over his ears, shaking his head back and forth over and over, panic building in his face. “No. No. Nononononono.”
Alarmed, Denney came around the table, reaching for him. “Alexander?”
“They can’t do that. They can’t lock the gates without my permission. They can’t do anything without me telling them to.” 
Denney softened her tone as if she were speaking to a wounded animal. “Of course they can, Alexander. They already have.”
Throwing his chair backwards, he tumbled out of it and scrambled for the far corner of the room. As soon as he was there, he hunkered down, hands still over his head, and screamed. It was piercing and loud, a wordless howl of pain. 
Until that point, Rune had only thought of Alexander as a giant pain in his arse and nothing more. He was an annoying brat that he couldn’t kill because of his age, and Rune wanted as little to do with him as possible. But in that moment, he felt an empathy with Alexander that he hadn’t thought possible. Rune had been there. He’d had the whole world spin upside down on him, where the one sure thing he thought he knew was yanked away, leaving him nothing in its place. He’d lost his guild and his identity all in one blow and had nothing to fall back on. That was why, when Siobhan first came to him, the idea of death had been such a relief. An ending, that was all he’d wanted. He’d never expected to have a new beginning handed to him. 
He understood exactly the turmoil and rage and terror that Alexander felt in that moment. A part of his heart hurt at seeing it because he wouldn’t wish that feeling even on his worst enemy. And he wasn’t sure this child qualified as that. 
Denney went to comfort him, but Rune caught her arm and drew her back, shaking his head slightly. “No. Let him grieve.”
She blinked at him owlishly. “Grieve?”
“His whole identity was based on being Fallen Ward’s guildmaster. With that gone, he’s left with nothing. Let him grieve the loss of it.”
Siobhan chose that moment to enter the room. She took in the whole situation in one sweep of the eyes before planting her hands on her hips. “You’re supposed to be teaching the kid, not breaking him.” With an icy glare in their direction, she headed straight for Alexander. “What happened?”
“I told him about how Fallen Ward has a temporary guildmaster, and how the city was in lockdown right now,” Denney timidly answered. 
Siobhan took in the full implications of that with nothing more than a blink and a soft, “Ahh,” of understanding. Then she was down on the ground and drawing the sobbing boy into her arms. 
Alexander didn’t seem to care it was his captor offering him comfort. He clung to her openly, crying into the curve of her neck. Siobhan patted him on the back, rocking him gently back and forth. “Shhh, shhh. This will pass. Sorrow always does. You’ll find your center again, I promise. We’ll help you do so.”




It was a quiet group that left Goldschmidt and went to Stott. No one had returned to that city yet, so they thought it a good place for their first real lesson with Alexander. For Siobhan, Wolf, Tran, and Rune, it was a simple trip to a city they knew well. No one quite knew what Alexander thought as he had been subdued ever since his breakdown that morning. 
Alexander hovered near Siobhan, never more than a foot away from her, and sometimes reached up to openly cling at her hand. Rune was puzzled by this behavior until he realized that Siobhan was the only one that had shown him consistent kindness. To the kid, she must feel ‘safe’ and so he latched onto her. Rune had a strange insight watching this play out. Was that what he had looked like, all those months ago, when Siobhan had first bargained for him to help her? The first few weeks especially he was like an obedient dog, sleeping on her floor, answering immediately when called, coming or going when ordered. Rune had acted so, just because he was terrified of losing the only place that had been offered to him. 
But surely Alexander’s reasoning couldn’t be the same? He did have a place to return to, he just couldn’t go back at the moment. That wasn’t the same thing. 
Once they were through the path, Rune stepped aside and let Siobhan take the lead. She did so with Alexander in tow, explaining to him what the city should’ve looked like, and how it was destroyed because of his orders. Wolf had done something similar yesterday in Goldschmidt, but Alexander had not been fazed by it. This time, however, he seemed to be paying attention. Rune wasn’t quite sure of the reason why. Was it because Siobhan was the one telling them? Or because the destruction was on a totally different scale?
Alexander asked no questions but he listened, which was an improvement in and of itself. Everyone else followed along several steps behind, keeping an automatic lookout for thieves. There was not much left, but they could not discount the possibility of other people being in the city.
Rune had passed this way twice in the past week. He hadn’t paid Stott or Channel Pass much attention, though. Now that he was inside the city, it was disturbing how little sound or life there was. There was hardly an intact window or door to be found. Whole sections of the city had been burned. There were broken pots, furniture, and the bodies of the slain littering the streets. Even to someone like Rune, who was hardened against such sights, the place felt creepy.
They walked for hours and only paused once to eat a cold dinner and let their aching feet rest. During this time, Alexander asked his first and only question: “When will the people return?”
Siobhan met his eyes levelly. “There’s no guarantee they will. When your men attacked, most of the people here fled to either Goldschmidt or Winziane. Some have chosen to remain in Winziane. Others are trickling back to Goldschmidt. But it will take considerable time and money to repair this city, and at the moment no one has any money to spare. Those that do choose to return will have many years of hard work ahead of them and it might be a full decade before Stott recovers.”
The kid did not ask any further questions but looked around at the destruction with wide eyes. He himself was only ten. It must be strange to think that it would take the rest of his childhood to restore the damage he had done.
As the sun started to set, Siobhan clapped her hands together cheerfully, and said to Alexander, “Well, we’ll leave now.”
Alexander put a hand to the stone, getting ready to push himself up to his feet.
“Oh no, you’re not going. You’re staying here for the night.”
Those crystal blue eyes went wide in his face. “But there’s nothing here!”
“That’s not our fault, it’s yours. You are the one that ordered everything destroyed or taken away. I think it will do you good to experience what life is like after a war.” Siobhan’s cheerful tone seemed almost sadistic in the moment. “Don’t worry, we won’t leave you here forever. We’ll come to get you.”
Alexander went taut, his body leaning forward, eyes glued to her face. “When? When will you come get me?”
“Eventually.” With that, she walked away.
It was pure shock that kept Alexander rooted to the spot. He looked around frantically, mouth opening and closing, as if his mind could not accept the fact that he was being left in such a desolate place.
Rune watched him from the corner of his eye in disapproval. The kid was not good at adapting to sudden surprises. That was a bad trait for a leader to have.
As soon as they had turned the corner, Siobhan silently motioned for Rune to get on the rooftops. While they were waiting for the sun to go down, it would be his job to keep track of the kid. There were so many broken awnings and windows, that Rune found multiple handholds in all the buildings. It was an easy task for him to get up on a roof.
“How is he doing?” Tran asked.
“He’s just sitting there.” Rune really did not understand that reaction. “Shouldn’t he be looking for water or food or something?”
Tran gave a shake of the head, the gesture one of pity. “Yes, he should. But we are survivors. We know how to take whatever luck is handed to us and run with it. He’s never had to think on his feet before. If we leave him here for more than a night, he’ll likely get himself killed in some fool way.”
“Which is why we will not be leaving him here for more than a night.” Siobhan gave a year’s worth of sighs. “He’s really just sitting there?”
“Hasn’t moved an inch,” Rune confirmed.
“Tell me when he moves.” To Wolf and Tran, she said, “Do the two of you have good tactics to scare the boy with?”
Strangely in sync, they gave her matching evil grins.
Siobhan did not find this comforting. “Why don’t you tell me what you’re planning.”
“Don’t tell me you don’t trust us?” Wolf responded with a hand over his heart as if she had wounded him.
“I don’t,” she told him bluntly and without the least bit of apology in her tone. “Your idea of scary and my idea of scary are worlds apart. So walk me through what you are planning. I have no intention of giving a child a heart attack.”
Rune had been part of the planning of course. He was actually looking forward to some of it, but now he had a feeling that Siobhan would veto the best ideas. She was going to take all the fun out of this. He just knew it.
They had several hours of waiting before darkness fell. Siobhan and Wolf went off to talk about something and gather up things they thought they could use. It was Rune and Tran’s job to keep track of Alexander. Rune stayed on top of the roofs so he could have a bird’s eye view while Tran kept his feet on the ground. He was not a good person to put on a roof—he stuck out like a sore thumb. 
Tran snapped his fingers. “You know, we don’t have to wait for dark in order to do one of our plans. Try staring at him really hard and give him that I’m-being-watched-feeling.”
That was a good point. Even though Siobhan had vetoed most of their ideas, she didn’t mind if it was something that was ghost-like behavior. The staring shouldn’t be a problem. Rune could attest to the fact that the feeling of being watched was one of the more disturbing sensations.
Focusing, Rune stared hard at the back of Alexander’s head, with just enough bloodlust to send a shiver up any man’s spine.
Alexander did not even twitch.
Tran waited several seconds before asking, “Well?”
“The kid has the survival instincts of a rock.”
“He’s not doing anything?”
“He’s breathing. That’s about it.”
“Maybe it’s a good thing that you kidnapped him,” Tran mused. “Left alone, someone really would have assassinated him ten years down the road.”
Rune couldn’t argue because Tran was likely right. “My eyes can’t keep this up much longer. Have to stop.”
“Might as well. It’s not working anyway.” Tran mulled things over for a moment before asking in an uncertain tone, “He will be scared by the noises, right?”
“I’m beginning to wonder.”
They sat in silence as they waited for Alexander to move. Rune was no stranger to this sort of situation. He had waited for a target to move many, many times in the past. The only way this differed was that he wasn’t supposed to kill anyone.
“Rune.”
“What?” He responded, without looking away from his target.
“Wolf said that he won the bet because Denney told Conli about you two last night.”
“He’s right.”
“But Conli didn’t say or do anything this morning.” It was a statement, but Tran’s nuance turned it into a question.
Rune rubbed at his jaw with an open palm. “I am just as confused as you are. He didn’t say anything to me last night either.” As an afterthought, he added, “Denney said that he is still in denial.”
“Maybe he is.” Tran seemed to find this funny, as he snickered softly to himself. “But really, he should be rejoicing. Denney has always needed a man like you.”
That stopped Rune mid-breath. Daring to take his eyes away from Alexander for a moment, he twisted so that he could see Tran’s face over the edge of the roof. “A man like…me?”
Tran met his doubt with a steady grin. “That’s right, a man like you. Strong, protective, reliable.”
He might be all of those things, but didn’t relationships require more to work? “But there’s still so much that I don’t know how to do.” 
“In courting? Rune, there’s not a man alive that knows everything he needs to about how to court a woman properly. As long as you know how to apologize, when to apologize, and which gift to bring with you while you are groveling, you’ll do fine.”
“You’re not joking, are you?”
“Not a bit.”
Rune had some ideas of Denney’s favorite things and so he could probably come up with the gift if he ever did need to apologize, but how to apologize was a different matter. He made a mental note to speak with Markl about that when they returned to Goldschmidt.
“As for Conli, don’t worry about it,” Tran advised. “He’s been worried for years about who would end up being Denney’s partner. Now that it’s happened, he just has mixed feelings about it happening so soon.”
Tran was the second person to say something like that to him today. While they might be right, he still intended to have a good talk with the man once they returned.
Turning back, Rune found that Alexander had finally stood from his stony seat and moved. “He’s walking down the street.”
“Toward us or away from us?”
“Away.” Rune pointed towards the east. “He’s heading more towards the heart of the city.”
“I’ll fetch Wolf and Siobhan. Don’t lose sight of him.”
“On it.”




Night fell and the games began. 
Siobhan had positioned herself on one of the rooftops, so that she could see what would happen, but it turned out to be useless. There were no street lamps lit, no lights streaming from windows, nothing but the stars and moon overhead to offer any illumination. Her eyes simply weren’t good enough to catch more than broad silhouettes. Especially in these jumbled city streets, she couldn’t do more than see buildings. How Rune or Tran could find their way around and keep an eye on Alexander was beyond her. 
She sat huddled next to Wolf, straining her ears instead of her eyes, as she had a better chance of hearing something before seeing it. The night air had a slight chill to it, and she wanted to keep moving closer, but didn’t quite dare.
“Siobhan,” his deep voice sounded overly patient, “just cuddle in with me. Your teeth are near chattering.”
She still didn’t think it quite fair to do so when her hormones hadn’t given her a full answer yet. But he was right that her body was still cooling and she would end up freezing if this kept up. So she promptly glued herself to his side, stealing warmth as much as possible. 
“Are they doing anything down there?” she wondered aloud. “I’m not hearing anything. I thought they would be making a lot of racket.”
“Tran’s flitting in between buildings right now, making himself a ghost-shadow. From the way the kid is flinching back and forth, he’s seeing Tran move.”
“Oh, so that’s working. Good.” Siobhan hoped that was all Tran was doing. Wolf wasn’t likely to tell her if he went overboard. No one but her seemed to have any sympathy for their arrogant guest.
She stayed still and quiet but could not hear or sense Tran’s movement below. Siobhan had to take Wolf’s word for it. This seemed to go on for an indefinite stretch of time before her two ghosts changed tactics. There was a long dragging sound, like something heavy being hauled along the road, and then several sharp knocks against the walls. Because Siobhan had strained her hearing to the limit, the noises startled her badly, and she nearly leapt out of her skin.
Wolf grabbed her arm in a steadying motion. “What’s wrong with you? It’s just Tran and Rune.”
“I know.” She put a hand to her heart, trying to keep it from thumping out of her chest. “But it still surprised me.”
“How can it surprise you if you know what’s coming?”
“Now how was I supposed to know they would choose right at that moment to make body-dragging sounds?” she snapped back acidly. Her retort might have gone over better if not for the fact that someone made a loud clanging sound, which set her nerves jangling all over again.
“Siobhan,” Wolf said patiently, “are you going to be like this all night?”
She wished that she had proper lighting so that she could glare at him. “You don’t find this the least bit unnerving? We’re in an abandoned city, a war zone, without any light to see by. That doesn’t put you on edge?”
“Of course it does,” he soothed.
That patient tone in his voice irritated her for some reason. “Then why aren’t you twitchy like I am?”
“Because you are more sensitive to horror that I am.”
For that, she punched him in the arm.
Of course it didn’t hurt him, only amused him, and he chuckled. “If it makes you feel better, you can snuggle with me.”
She was cold enough, and unnerved enough, that she didn’t hesitate to take him up on the offer. Siobhan was basically in his lap already so she did nothing more than lift up his right arm and slide over. He accommodated this easily and wrapped his left arm around her midriff. She settled into this new position as comfortably as she would have her favorite armchair. 
From below, Tran’s voice rose in a song, one unlike any she had ever heard before. It was melancholy, and eerie, the melody pitched into a minor key that set a tingle going up and down her spine. Listening to it, it sounded like the dead mourning their lost lives. 
“It’s Tran,” Wolf reassured her softly.
“I know. I know it’s him, but that song of his makes it seem like he’ll call ghosts out of the walls.”
“Why are you so bad with ghosts and the like?”
“Because I had mean brothers who thought telling scary stories in the dark was fun.” They hadn’t learned their lesson and were doing the same thing with their children. Siobhan had become the kind older aunt that understood that scary things were just scary and was perfectly willing to hide under the blankets with them. She wasn’t about to confess to the kids they still scared her too. 
“This isn’t working,” Wolf said to himself as much as to her. “At this rate, you’ll have heart failure before dawn. Here.” He cupped the back of her head and turned it so that her ear was directly above his heart. “Listen. Match your breathing with mine. Don’t focus on what they’re doing, focus on me.”
Tuning something out was easy to do if she had another thing to focus on. She did as instructed, closing her eyes, training her hearing on the steady thump-thump of his heart. As she did this, her breathing automatically synced with his, and the rest of the world slowly faded to a background hum. The tension riding in her shoulders drained away and her nerves no longer thrummed with restrained panic. 
She should have done this sooner. Siobhan knew for a fact that very little could get past Wolf. Even if it was a ghost, he’d somehow manage to defeat it. Perhaps, if he’d been with her as a child, she’d never have developed a fear for ghosts in the first place. How could she, with such solid reassurance at her side? 
It was much warmer, for some reason, as well. Too warm. Her face felt flushed. Siobhan almost drew back a space to avoid overheating, when she realized it was something else entirely making her feel that way. Her stomach was clenching, nerves singing pleasantly, and even though they didn’t have skin-to-skin contact, she felt him in a way she hadn’t before. During the past ten years, this man had picked her up, or held her, or embraced her in a variety of ways. But in this moment, it was different than all of those other times. 
Siobhan’s eyes fluttered open and she stared blindly ahead. Weeks ago, she had been hit with the question: Could she ever see Wolf as a man?
Now, in this moment, the question was suddenly answered: Yes. 
For the first time, Siobhan was acutely aware that she was a woman, and she was being held by an incredibly attractive man. In fact, her feminine instincts were chastising her for not realizing all of this sooner. All of those days thinking about this seemed like such a waste of time when the answer had been sitting in front of her all along. 
There was only one real question left. She’d been told, people had assumed, but until she heard it directly, Siobhan could not act. So she gathered up her courage, and sat back enough so that she could look up. 
The light from the moon was barely enough that she could see it when he looked back at her, but the expression on his face was nothing but a blur of shadows. It was his voice, and the flex of his arms, that told her what he was feeling. “What is it? Not working?”
“It’s working,” she answered, picking her words carefully. “I have a question.”
“Alright.”
“Erik. Answer me true. Are you in love with me?”
His breath caught, body tense with surprise. For a full second they stayed locked in that position before he responded with quiet resolution, “Yes.”
“Good.” 
“Wha—mmph.”
Siobhan’s kiss caught him by surprise, but Wolf was a master of turning the moment into his favor, and he responded with alacrity. They spent several enjoyable moments entangled together before he separated enough to pant against her mouth, “If you’re doing this as a distraction, because Rune and Tran are scaring you, I’ll go kill them right now.”
“Not,” she denied cheerfully. “I’ve known for weeks that you were probably in love with me. You’ve been my friend for so many years, it took a while for my head to work around the concept of being more. It all just clicked.”
“Just now?” he asked dubiously. “While we’re on a rooftop, in this war-ravaged place, with Tran baying at the moon?”
“You know, put it like that, and it’s terribly unromantic.”
“You understand my confusion, then. Especially since you’ve been acting skittish around me for weeks.”
“I told you that Sylvie asked me a question?”
“The question being…?”
“If I could see you as a man or not. Well, I finally figured out the answer. I did promise you’d be the first to know.” She would have explained, but even Siobhan wasn’t sure why her heart had reacted so strongly to this moment. It just had. “Are you confused enough to stop kissing me?”
He didn’t even pause to think about it.
Wolf kept her pleasantly distracted for the rest of the night. 
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Rune’s eyes were excellent in the dark. It was a side-effect of his former profession. Being in bad lighting like this was hampering him some but he could see a respectable amount. Still, when he glanced up to check on Siobhan and Wolf, he doubted his eyes for a moment. In fact, he blinked several times, not sure if they were playing tricks on him or not. 
“Tran,” he hissed, motioning sharply for the man to climb up.
It took Tran a few minutes to find hand and footholds enough to climb the one story building, and then the rest of the way to the little balcony Rune had perched on. When he managed it, he whispered back, “What?”
Rune pointed toward the two on the rooftop two streets over. 
Tran stared in that direction for a long moment, leaning forward as if straining to see clearly. “Those two…are they kissing?”
“You see that too?”
“Ahh,” Tran sighed in happy satisfaction. “So they are. Good.”
Rune was relieved as well. Wolf had waited a long time for that to happen. Still…he glanced around and had to wonder, “How did Wolf get her in the mood here, of all places?”
“I don’t know and don’t care.”
“You had a bet with someone, didn’t you.”
“Grae,” Tran admitted shamelessly. “We renew it every six months. I won.”
“Just Grae?”
“No, Sylvie too. But she won that one.”
Rune considered that. “Does Sylvie ever lose a bet?” He’d never seen it.
“Very rarely.” Chortling, Tran rubbed his hands together briskly. “We’ll tease them about this later. For now, we have a guildmaster to torment.”
Right. They best get back to that. Even as Rune shifted, heading toward the ground, he stole one more glance at the new couple. His cheeks hurt, he was smiling so widely. It made him happy, in a way he couldn’t readily explain, to know that their hearts were finally in sync with each other. 
Thinking of ways he could tease them about this later, Rune lightly landed on the street, his focus already switching to the job at hand. So far, he and Tran had made the usual knocking noises that people linked with ghosts, Tran had sung that very creepy song, and they’d played phantom between the buildings. Alexander was crying, and sometimes begging, for someone to come rescue him. 
According to Conli, that was what they’d been waiting on. 
Tran sneaked up to a second story window, placing himself just below the windowsill, and breathed out in a hoarse, unearthly voice, “Rescue?”
Alexander had both arms around himself, head swiveling back and forth as he tried to pin the source of the voice. Rune could see it from where he had hid himself around the corner of the building. Even though Tran was on the other side of the wall where he was squatting, Rune’s instincts were sending up flares because of that voice. The man had an amazing range. 
“Rescue?” Tran repeated. They had no script pre-written, so Tran was going with the flow and making things up as he went along. “We prayed for rescue. Like you are now. We prayed for rescue. No one came.”
Alexander did not look reassured that the ‘ghost’ was sentient enough to have a conversation with him. In fact, he pedaled backwards on his hands until he slammed into a building, and kept going, as if he were trying to press himself through the wall. 
“No one came. We prayed. And fought. And no one came.”
In a very low murmur, Rune warned, “Tran, you might want to ease up.”
“Too much?”
“Maybe a tad. He’s spooked out of his mind right now.”
Neither man spoke for several minutes. They kept an eye on Alexander but he didn’t move from his new spot, just continued to rock himself, and cry. Rune was surprised the kid had any tears left. Seemed like all he had done for the past three days was cry. Or yell. 
A long time passed, perhaps an hour, and the crying stopped. Rune waited for him to move, but he didn’t. Instead, he sank all the way to the ground, knees folded and tucked against his chest, head resting on his kneecaps. He stayed slumped over like that as if he hadn’t the slightest inclination to stand and face the ‘ghosts’ haunting him. 
Rune frowned. This was not the reaction he was expecting. “Tran?”
“He’s not moving.”
“Strange, right?”
“I’d be moving,” Tran said fervently. “For the nearest city gate.”
“I would too.” Thinking about it, he rubbed his jaw before offering, “Maybe we should do the footsteps now?”
“You or me?”
“You sound louder.”
“That’s because you can’t break your habit of sneaking everywhere you go.”
True. Rune didn’t see a need to break that habit, either. Scaring people on a daily basis was one of his pleasures in life. 
He tracked it by ear as Tran left the building and came out onto the street. To make it simple, he just went one street over from where Alexander was hunkered down, then ran full speed down the length of it. In this absolute stillness, the sound of his boots striking pavement was raucously loud. 
Alexander didn’t jump to his feet and start running, as Rune predicted. He just lifted his head, listening, then dropped it again when Tran stopped. 
Straaaaange. Very strange. 
Deciding he was too far away to gauge the situation properly, Rune heaved himself onto the nearest roof and skittered his way across until he was just above Alexander’s head. It was only then that he heard the litany that Alexander was saying to himself. 
“This is my fault,” the child guildmaster was saying to himself in a steady monotone, voice shaking. “This is all my fault. This is my fault. Mine. My fault. Myfaultmyfaultmyfaultmyfault—”
Yup. They had probably pushed the kid too far. Rune eased back and regrouped with Tran on the other side of the street. Tran had eased one eye around the corner, not that he could see much of Alexander at that angle. “He’s saying something?” he asked Rune as the former assassin landed next to him. 
“He’s saying it’s his fault. Over and over.”
“Ahhh. Then I’d say our work here is done. We got the message across.”
Rune gave a grunt of acknowledgment. “Should we maybe get Siobhan now?”
“If you’re willing to interrupt them, be my guest,” Tran invited in dark amusement. “I won’t help you when Wolf comes after your hide, though.”
Good point. Excellent point, actually. Rune valued his own life over Alexander’s sanity. He was staying right here until dawn. 
The kid was on his own. 





  
 





Sometime in the early hours of the morning, the noises died down. Siobhan didn’t see a trace of either Tran or Rune, so she could only assume that Alexander had been scared enough. She probably should have gotten up and checked on the situation herself but two things stopped her: one, she was no longer sure where Alexander was in the city and was afraid that she would stumble across him in the dark, and two, Wolf was entirely too comfortable. The grip he had on her also told her that Wolf had absolutely no intention of letting her go that night. He had waited ten long years for this to happen, and now that it had, she was not going anywhere.
All of that was fine by her. Siobhan did not relish the idea of stumbling around in a dark, potentially haunted, city. No, much better to snuggle with her new lover instead.
Neither of them felt comfortable enough to actually sleep, but they curled up together and fell into a light doze until dawn broke.
As the sky lightened a hand came up over the edge of the roof waving a white handkerchief. “Don’t kill me,” Rune requested. He was half joking, but half serious too.
Ah, Rune must have caught sight of them at some point during the night. Otherwise he would not be so cautious in approaching them this morning. Amused, Siobhan called out a reassurance. “It’s safe, come up.”
“No offense, Siobhan, but it’s not you I’m worried about.”
Wolf’s chest rumbled in a silent laugh. “Come up, kiō.”
Only then did Rune’s head pop into view. He was streaked in dirt and ash, and Siobhan was not sure if that was deliberate or because of all of the sneaking he had done that night, but he had a satisfied smile on his face. “Can I say congratulations?”
“You can,” Wolf told him with a very smug grin.
Rune’s expression said it all. It was filled with joy on their behalf.
Siobhan did not ask because that face made it obvious that he had caught a glimpse of them together sometime during the night. Her mind was already switching to more practical matters. “If you are here this early, I take it that things went well?”
“We actually stopped about three hours ago. The kid is just sitting there muttering to himself.”
Uh-oh. That was not a good sign. Siobhan scrambled to her feet, demanding, “Why didn’t you get me earlier?”
“Because I’m not suicidal.”
Wolf poorly disguised a laugh by pretending he was coughing. Siobhan was not fooled and gave him a Look even as she headed for the street. “Lead me to him.”
It turned out that she was not very far, only two streets over from where Alexander was hunkered down. The sun was just barely strong enough to light the streets and after spending a night in darkness it was more than sufficient to pick a path with.
Alexander was scrunched in on himself like a turtle without a shell. When she was close enough she could tell there was a fine tremor shaking him from head to toe. Siobhan did not try to disguise her footsteps, but even though he could clearly hear her approach he did not look up.
Siobhan came to him the same way that she would a wounded animal. She stopped two feet away, sinking onto her haunches, and spoke in a soft tone. “Alexander.”
He did not lift his head but spoke to his knees. “I did this. This is my fault.”
She did not try to soften the truth for him. “Yes, you are responsible for this. You understand now what it means to start a war.”
He peeked up at her through his bangs, his eyes red rimmed. “That’s why you brought me here isn’t it.”
“Yes,” she verified without apology. “Before, you did not understand what it meant when you gave an order to loot a city. I had to teach you why this was wrong and the only way I knew of doing it was to give you a taste of what it’s like.”
He turned that over in his mind for several long minutes before speaking again. “Was it this scary for them too?”
“For the people in the city, you mean?” Siobhan clarified. “It was terrifying.”
Wolf, standing behind her, added, “They had people out for their blood all night long. You just had ghosts to deal with.”
Seeing that he did not know how to respond to that, Siobhan took one of Alexander’s hands and pulled him to his feet. “Now that you understand, you need to take responsibility for it.”
“How do I do that?”
“For now you will help rebuild. You can start on our guildhall.”
Tran drifted in from a side street. “I hope we get breakfast first though.”
“I think some good food is in order,” Siobhan agreed.
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The group returned to Goldschmidt, victorious in more ways than one. All of them were tired after the events of last night, but satisfied at the outcome. Siobhan ordered a hearty breakfast for them at the Rose and Crown, and they tucked in with gusto.
All except one. 
Alexander ate mechanically, taking no pleasure in the first hot meal he’d had since yesterday. Siobhan watched him in worry. It might be partially fatigue, after all he wasn’t used to such, but she didn’t think it was just that which had robbed his appetite. His eyes had looked haunted when they returned to Goldschmidt and even now, he looked around him with a new understanding of what he was seeing. 
If he was thinking, she was perfectly willing to let him think. 
With breakfast over, they all stood and went to the guildhall. The building party was already at work, and they could hear saws biting into wood and hammers striking nails before they even got into the yard. Denney pounced on Rune as soon as he came in, which amused Siobhan and made Conli sigh in resignation. 
In the day they had been gone, definite progress had been made. The walls were up on the southern side, and partially on the eastern side. They still had the rest of the outer walls to do, and the floors, and the interior walls, and a myriad of other details, but it did Siobhan’s heart good seeing the building taking shape. 
“Beirly!” she called in greeting as she strode inside. 
“Siobhan, back I see.” Beirly straightened from where he had been sawing at a board. "Things go well?”
“They did. You made wonderful progress while we were out.” 
“We did,” Beirly agreed cheerfully, almost boastfully. He looked around him with open satisfaction. “We’ll get this done faster than I thought we would. What’s your plan with the boy today?”
“I think he needs to help us build. You got tasks he can handle?”
“Sure, sure.” Beirly laid the saw aside so he could put both hands on his knees and bend down to where he was more eye level with Alexander. “I don’t suppose you have much experience in the way of building things.”
Alexander slowly raised his eyes to look back at the man in front of him. He looked drained after the previous night, skin pale, every movement on his part speaking of effort to do the slightest thing. “You want me to help you build here.”
“Right.”
“Why?” His voice shook but there was no sign of tears in his eyes. Perhaps he had cried himself out on a physical level. “I’m responsible for it being destroyed.”
Beirly stayed bent over and they just stared at each other for a long moment. Siobhan was sure Beirly was working out what to say and how to say it. She held her breath, waiting to see how he would respond. 
“Alexander,” he finally stated, “a boy’s got the right to make mistakes growing up. I grant you, most don’t mess up on this level, but then most don’t have the power you do. Mistakes are part of life, no getting around that. We can all forgive that. What I can’t forgive is if you don’t learn from them, and you don’t try to make up for them.”
Alexander turned in place, looking all around him. Siobhan had the sense that he wasn’t just seeing the half-constructed guildhall but also the city itself. “Helping you build will make up for it?”
“It’s a start.” Beirly waited for Alexander to face him again before jerking a thumb at the sawhorses behind him. “I could use someone to hold that board steady while I saw.”
Alexander gave him a very serious nod. “I can do that.”
“Good. This way, then.” Alexander fell into step with Beirly as they went back to work. “Now, you didn’t answer my question before. You got experience building things? No? Not right for a boy your age to have never picked up a tool. Well, no matter, we’ll teach you as we go. First off, those saws are sharp, so don’t be putting a hand in front of it. Alright?”
Siobhan had no qualms leaving Alexander with Beirly. The man had taught multiple people how to craft and build things through the years, herself included, and no one had lost a hand yet. 
With them in motion, she grabbed a tool pouch from nearby and belted it around her waist before picking up a hammer. “Wolf, shall we start on the east side?”
“I hold the boards up, you hammer?” he guessed, already moving for the stack of pre-cut boards on the ground. 
“It was a good system last time.”
“It was,” he agreed, hefting several boards into his hands. “Are you sure you want to work on this now, though? Shouldn’t you talk to Darrens?”
“The man will find me when he wants an update. I have no idea where he is and I don’t want to waste most of the day chasing him down.” She climbed up on the scaffold, bending long enough to get the boards from Wolf and bring them up so he had a free hand to climb with. He stole a hug as he came up, which made her smile. Wolf was proving to be very physically affectionate.
She was not complaining. 
Fei was above them, on a taller scaffold, and he did not miss this exchange. Ducking down, he put his head through the side bars and asked, “Did something happen last night?”
Wolf pointed to the top of her head. “Mine.”
A rare smile lit across his face. “Really?” Fei asked in delight, then his expression changed into one of aggravation. “That means I lost the bet with Sylvie.”
Siobhan burst out laughing. “What was the bet?”
“That the guildhall would have to be completely built before something happened between you two.” Fei huffed out a breath, looking peeved. “How does she know these things?”
“Do not underestimate a woman’s instincts,” Siobhan advised. “Sylvie’s especially.” 
Despite Fei’s grumbling, he was clearly pleased with the development. Siobhan had worried at one point during the night that not everyone in the guild would be accepting of the change. It was sometimes a delicate balancing act, dealing with all of these personalities, and she couldn’t always predict how people would react. So far, however, she’d only been met with open delight, and it made her worries of the night before seem silly and groundless. 
Fei peeked downwards before asking in a loud whisper, “Did the plan work?”
“It did,” Wolf assured him in the same pitch. “The boy’s openly remorseful. He’s now helping Beirly.”
Shifting positions, Fei let his legs dangle over the sides, arms crossed over the bar as he settled in more comfortably. “I’m glad. Siobhan-ajie, I had a thought while you were gone.”
Siobhan perked up with true interest. Fei’s thoughts were usually good ones. “Which is?”
“Teaching Alexander-gui is all well and good, but it will not change things in the long run. He is surrounded by bad advisors in Fallen Ward. Would it not be better to send him good advisors when he returns home?”
Actually, it would be. “Darrens was hoping that someone from Saoleord would do that.”
Fei gave a nod. “Yes, that is what we are trained to do. It was why my people preserved history all of this time and so readily agreed to send help when I asked. That is not quite what I meant.” He slicked a hand over his hair. “What I meant was, would it not be better to start the relationship now, between him and his advisor? Having an advisor one cannot trust is useless.”
Siobhan blinked at him. “Well, certainly, it’d be better if that person was working with him right now, but we don’t have anyone like that, do we?”
“Cha Ji An-zhi,” Fei said simply.
Wolf gave a wordless rumble of approval. “Yes, she would be a good choice. She’s spent her entire time here learning how things work and making connections with people. And she told me she has no interest in returning home. I bet if we asked, she’d readily agree to help Alexander.”
This was all news to Siobhan, but she barely saw Cha Ji An in passing. They tended to be on different schedules, somehow. “Does Darrens know this?”
“I believe he does. He asked me several questions regarding her and even had me take a message to her with Grae-ren at one point.” 
“But you don’t know her answer?”
“I believe she wanted to meet Alexander-gui before making any decisions.”
That was likely wise of her. Siobhan didn’t have to think hard about this before requesting, “Go fetch her. She might as well meet him now. If she doesn’t think she’s right for the job, we need to know that sooner rather than later.”
“Indeed.” Fei promptly used the bar as leverage as he swung himself nimbly off the scaffolding and flipped neatly to the ground. His acrobatic skills never ceased to amaze her. He made that motion look entirely effortless. 
Wolf watched him leave the yard with a calculating look in his eyes. “If we really could send her with Alexander back to Fallen Ward, it would set my mind at ease.”
“Me and you both.”




“Alexander, you’ll help Fei paint Kaye Ruffner’s store today. You’ll start by going and fetching the paint from the store.” 
Everyone left at the breakfast table stopped in mid-motion and turned to look at Siobhan, wondering if she had taken leave of her senses. Or perhaps she wasn’t awake yet and making poor decisions because of it. But Rune could tell in a glance that wasn’t the case. She was clear eyed, perfectly presentable, and (aside from himself) probably the most alert person at the table. Rune, Denney, and Grae all shared looks between themselves, all of them conveying a silent conversation through gestures and mannerisms. Was this a good idea?
Rune could think of at least a dozen reasons off the top of his head why it wasn’t.
Alexander spluttered for several seconds, nearly choking on his juice, before he slammed the cup down a little too hard on the wooden surface, causing it to slosh over the rim. “Why should I? He’s the one that was drunk.”
“Fei does not get drunk on purpose, it was an accident, and that is not the point. When a guildmember needs help, you help. If someone in this city needs help, you help.” A hard light came into her eyes. “If your city operated like that, then half of your people wouldn’t be starving.”
“The world doesn’t work like that.”
“Maybe it should,” she shot back. “But whether it does or not, my guild works like that, and while you’re with us, you’ll do the same. Now, the paint has already been picked out and paid for. It’s at Paint & Dye store. Go fetch it. When you’re back, tell Fei, and you two can paint together.”
“Alone?” Alexander protested.
“It’s straight down this street and on your left. A blind man could find it. You’ll be fine.”
Make that two dozen ways that this could go wrong. At least. 
The boy’s mouth opened again in protest, but he never got to voice it. Siobhan stood, signaling an end to the matter, and made her way out the door. 
Rune paused long enough to give Denney a quick peck on the forehead before he darted after her. When they were well away from the door, across the street, Siobhan stopped dead and waited for him. 
“He’s not really going alone?” Rune queried. 
“He thinks he is.” Siobhan gave her adopted brother a dry smile. “Shadow him, but don’t interfere unless you absolutely have to.”
Rune scratched at the back of his head, lost. “Why?”
“Why send him alone?” she guessed. “Think about it. He’s been under protection his whole life. Even here, we’re protecting him. But he needs to learn what life’s really like without anyone to safeguard him. This might be a simple errand, but for a boy that has never had to lift a finger for himself, I’ll bet it will be taxing for him.”
It was just fetching a can of paint from a store. Rune could go and come back in thirty minutes. And that was if he walked. Why would it be so hard? It wasn’t the task itself that made him think this was a bad decision. It was sending the kid off ‘alone.’ Who knew what he’d get into. 
The confusion must have shown on his face as Siobhan chuckled. “Follow him. You’ll see. It’ll be harder for him than you think it is. But remember, don’t interfere unless you absolutely must.”
“That’s a little vague, y’know.”
“Hmm, it is, isn’t it? For you, at least. Alright, when he’s in danger of life or limb.”
That guideline he could follow. He heard it when Alexander left the inn and started up the street. Rune turned his head just enough to follow the boy’s movements. If they could be called that. He was dragging his feet so much that the toes would be worn through by the time he got to the paint store. 
Siobhan put her back to both of them, heading for the guildhall. “You know where to find me if things go really wrong.”
What could possibly go wrong? Really wrong, that was. Rune didn’t expect the kid to obediently fetch the can of paint. Siobhan was right, a blind man could find the store without trouble, but knowing Alexander, he’d find something else more fun to do instead. THAT would be when the trouble would start. 
But he knew better than to question her instincts. When it came to people, Siobhan was often more right than wrong. If she thought something would happen to Alexander when he was away from the guild, then it probably would. Rune looked for the nearest foothold, found a chink in the brick on the side of the building, and used it to boost himself up and onto the roof. Once there, he got his bearings, then moved slowly and steadily, keeping pace with his prey charge. 
It took Alexander all of five minutes to realize that by being sent on this errand, he was out of sight of the guild, and had all of the freedom that entailed. Rune could tell the second that it hit. The boy went from dragging his feet and staring at the ground to head up, face alight, and wagging an invisible tail. Rune snorted. Alright, maybe Siobhan had expected this—if Alexander really did go directly to the store and back, nothing would likely happen. But of course he wouldn’t do that, now that he had the freedom to go anywhere.
Rune found it impossible to predict where Alexander would run off to, though. He’d never had that kind of freedom before, so trying to think back to his own childhood didn’t help. But the last thing that he expected was for Alexander to jog up, over a street, and directly into a bakery that was famous for its sweets. 
Hopping from one roof to the next, he found a new perch that let him see into the store windows. “He just had breakfast,” Rune muttered to himself, rubbing at the back of his neck. “It was a good breakfast. And he’s going for sweets?” He did not understand ten-year-olds. If Rune had all the freedom in the world, food would not be his first priority. 
Alexander made it five steps inside the door and then he just picked things up off the tables and started stuffing them into his mouth. Rune watched this and sighed. Of course. Pampered brat that he was, it wouldn’t occur to him that he would have to pay for things. 
He had two donuts eaten and was going for a pastry of some sort when the store matron caught up to him. Grabbing him by the collar, she shook him hard, waving an irate finger in his face. From the perplexed expression on Alexander’s face, he hadn’t seen this coming, nor knew how to deal with her. Rune couldn’t hear either of them over the street noise and through the windows, but he didn’t need to hear it to know what was being said. 
Lifting his voice in a falsetto, he filled in the missing dialogue, “See here, you little scamp, you can’t eat things and then not pay for them! Where are your parents or guildmaster?”
Lowering his voice only slightly, he mimicked Alexander, “I am a guildmaster.”
“Oh is that right. Then, guildmaster, you get to pay for your own bread!”
“But I don’t have money on me.”
“Then who’s responsible for you?”
“No one.”
“Don’t talk nonsense, child. If that’s the way you’ll be, you can work it off.” Rune grinned evilly when Alexander was hauled to the other end of the room and handed a broom. He probably only had a vague idea of what to do with it. Rune wasn’t about to go down there and help him out, though. Siobhan had been precise in her directions: in danger of life or limb. The store matron wasn’t likely to kill him, or take a hatchet to him, so Alexander would have to get himself out of this fix. 
She kept him for over an hour, making him fetch and carry things, sweep up, and even run one errand down the street delivering something for her to another store. Rune watched the whole thing play out, chortling evilly. Stupid kid. If he’d just fetched the paint, as he’d been told, he wouldn’t have had to work this hard. As it stood, he still had the original errand to run on top of it all. 
The store matron was eventually satisfied. She drew Alexander aside and gave him a good talking to, no doubt drumming it into his head to pay first, then snack, but eventually she let him go. More irritable than he’d been first setting out, Alexander stomped out of the store, returning back to the main street he left, and heading north once again. 
Rune had hopes that he’d learned his lesson and was now going to obediently fetch the paint like he’d been told, but Alexander didn’t make it to the next street before something else caught his attention. 
At first, Rune couldn’t figure out what it was. Alexander had just stopped dead in the road, his eyes on something to the left, but nothing popped out to Rune. It wasn’t until the boy made a beeline for a group of children gathered near an alley that he realized where the young guildmaster was headed. 
Alexander had proven to have atrocious people skills ever since Rune had hauled him out of his guild. Even worse than his own. His survival skills were so low that they were basically nonexistent. But even then, he was apparently drawn to people of his own age. 
Again, Rune was just out of earshot, the street level making enough noise that he couldn’t pick up what everyone was saying. But he was getting snatches, a word or three at a time, and he could tell from that puffed up posture of Alexander’s what the kid must be saying. What, he couldn’t order around adults, so he was trying it with children? 
Rune closed his eyes at the stupidity of it all. 
Of course the kids weren’t going to tolerate some stranger coming up and ordering them about, especially if he were their own age, and it wasn’t long before it got physical. It was nothing more than shoving back and forth, and Rune wasn’t about to interfere with that, because there was no way that scrawny ten-year-olds could pack enough punch to do any real damage. Rune counted it as a good life lesson. 
Watching it was educational in its own right, too. “Kid,” he muttered to himself, “you have the fighting prowess of a drowned kitten. What is wrong with you? You don’t pick fights that you have no chance of winning. I know I said you don’t have any survival instincts, but still….”
Alexander found some breathing space, enough to back up two paces and scream at the top of his lungs, “I AM GUILDMASTER ALEXANDER ALFRED BERTRAND JONQUILL III, AND YOU WILL NOT TREAT ME LIKE THIS.”
“Oh, that’s the way, scream out your name so that they know you’re an enemy. Brilliant, kid, just brilliant.” Siobhan was right, if the kid couldn’t find trouble, he’d make trouble. Rune hated to think that he’d have to intervene to save a brat from other brats, but mercy it was starting to look that way. 
From the corner of his eye, he caught a movement that made his instincts sit up and bellow an alarm. Three grown men had also been listening in on this childish squabble and they had noted that full name. It was half and half odds of them knowing who it actually belonged to—Rune blessed the heavens that Alexander hadn’t screamed out his guild name too—but either way, they recognized a wealthy heir when they saw one. If those three didn’t have ransom on their minds, Rune would eat his boots. 
Swearing to himself, he hopped down from the roof and moved to intercept them. What the kids did with Alexander was semi-lost on him, as he focused on the adults instead. They were ten paces from Alexander when Rune stepped into their path. Hands hanging loose at his sides, he met their eyes levelly. “Turn back.”
“Who are you?”
“Think of me as that stupid kid’s bodyguard, if you like.”
All three of them were rough, but didn’t have that murky, cold air about them like dark guildsmen did. Rune put them down as thieves, good ones, and the type to choose their battles. They eyed him up and down, and came to a slow stop, not quite within arm’s reach of him. 
Seeing their open hesitation, Rune repeated, “Turn back. Now. And I pretend I don’t see you.”
“Who are you?” the man on his left asked again. But this time, the nuance was different. Not a challenge, but of vague recognition, as if he knew Rune somehow but couldn’t place him. 
Their faces didn’t ring any bells with him, but seeing a chance to convince them to quietly go away, Rune answered. “Commander Rune Maley.”
The man in the middle lit up in recognition. “The commander that’s also a Pathmaker?”
“That’s me.”
The only man that hadn’t yet spoken hissed in fear and grabbed his companions by the arms, drawing them back. “He’s a former assassin!” he garbled at his friends. “I’m not tangling with him.”
Oh? Had his reputation spread around the city that much? Rune wasn’t sure whether to be proud of that or not. Either way, the other two apparently agreed, and all three men melted back into the crowd as quietly as they had come. 
Never had he thought that using the title Darrens gave him, or saying his name, would make people react like that. Even under his old name, that hadn’t worked. Usually it made people just fight harder or call for reinforcements. Huh. Pleased, Rune turned back to check on Alexander.
Only he wasn’t with the other kids anymore.
Huh? Where did that…oh, there. Rune spotted the head of blond hair moving up the street, weaving in between people. Sighing, he found another foothold in the side of a building and clambered back up to his rooftop perch. As he moved, he studied the kid. A bruise under his eye, but he was moving fine, although there was a dark look to his face and a distinct pout on that mouth of his. In the course of an hour, Alexander had stolen, gotten beat up, and was almost kidnapped for ransom. Rune hated to think what he could manage with two hours. 
Were all children troublemakers like this?
To Rune’s relief, Alexander had apparently decided that being out alone was not joyful in the least, and he had no desire to try anything else. He went straight to the store, got the paint as ordered, and came promptly back out. 
Feeling like he’d better stay closer on the return trip, Rune switched roof tops so that he was directly above Alexander’s head instead of across the street. He watched as Alexander struggled with the paint can, the wooden bucket filling his arms, although it wasn’t so heavy he was in danger of dropping it. 
After taking only a few steps, Alexander put the bucket down, face flushed from the exertion. Rune shook his head in pity. Where was the kid’s stamina? Paint buckets weren’t that heavy!
Alexander pointed to a man walking nearby and said, “You! Yes, you. Come and carry this bucket for me.”
The man, being an amiable sort, stopped and eyed the kid. “Seems you’re strong enough to carry it on your own.”
“I am a guildmaster, you will do as I say,” Alexander proclaimed at his most haughty.
The man slapped his hand against his thigh and horse laughed him. “A guildmaster, eh! Oh, that’s a good one. I’ll tell the wife about that.” Still laughing, he went on his way.
Alexander stared at the man’s back and growled. “Doesn’t anyone respect a guildmaster in this city?”
“Not one as young as you,” Rune informed the top of his head. His voice wasn’t loud enough to be heard. 
Sucking in a huge breath (what for, Rune had no idea), Alexander picked up the bucket and waddled forward. Rune walked apace, watching the kid struggle. Their young guest had no strength, no fighting techniques, a barrel full of arrogance, and the common sense of a fruit fly. Siobhan was supposed to turn this child into a human being worthy of being a guildmaster?
Rune pitied her. 
He kept up his shadowing duties until Alexander arrived at Kaye Ruffner’s store. The kid was completely winded and spent by the time he made it. He more or less dropped the bucket and collapsed on top of it, breathing hard. It took several minutes before he found the strength to get up again and fetch Fei. 
As soon as Fei had him, Rune felt released from the task of babysitting and went back to working on the guildhall. He didn’t think anything more of Alexander until that night, when he and Fei made it back to the inn. 
Fei looked his usual self, although his shirt sleeves were rolled up, which was unusual, and he had smidgeons of green paint still on his hands. Alexander, on the other hand, looked like he had been lifted by his feet and dunked head first into the can. 
People looked up from dinner, offering a greeting, only to stop short at seeing Alexander. Tran was the first to laugh out loud at the sight. Alexander’s eyes, the only thing still visible, glared at him. 
“What happened?” Siobhan asked Fei in bewilderment.
“He doesn’t know how to paint,” Fei responded, as if that were explanation enough. 
“Did you actually get any paint on the building?” Denney asked the boy. 
Alexander grumbled something inarticulate. 
Tran reached out with a finger and dipped his hand into Alexander’s hair. “Here, you missed a spot.” So saying, he covered the only patch of bare skin left with a flick of the hand. Appreciating his own joke, he sat back and laughed again, the sound rich and full. 
Alexander, of course, fumed all the more at the action and stomped for the bathing chambers.
Giving Tran a particularly sweet smile, Siobhan said, “Since you now have paint on you as well, why don’t you go help him wash up?”
Tran stopped laughing abruptly and held up his green finger, nearly wailing, “Just this counts?”
“Go.”
Growling, he pushed back from the table and stalked after Alexander, his boots thumping hard enough to shake the floor. 
Turning to Fei, she asked, “How was he?”
“Stubborn. Slow to work. This will take more than three days, Siobhan-ajie.”
She let out a long, drawn out sigh. “I know it.”
No, Rune did not pity her the job one bit.




The work progressed steadily over the next few days. Rune heard people talking back and forth and gathered the impression that Cha Ji An would be coming to meet with Alexander soon, for whatever reason. He was sure that it had something to do with the plan that Siobhan and Darrens had put together, but no one had explained why to him. As long as it resolved the problems with Fallen Ward then he didn’t care, either.
Ever since they had returned from Stott, Alexander had been neck deep in the rebuilding of Goldschmidt. If he wasn’t working on the guildhall, then he was helping out one of their neighbors by running errands. No one talked about it openly, but it was understood in the guild that they were to find things that Alexander could do that would give him as much exposure as possible to the city. Rune knew that the experiences were doing him good as Alexander came back with questions every night. At first he only felt comfortable asking Siobhan, but she often passed the question over to someone else, forcing the boy to interact with everyone in the guild.
Despite being enemies, Alexander formed a connection with them. Rune did not realize how strong the connection was until after lunch, nearly two full weeks after he had brought the boy guildmaster to Goldschmidt.
It was a wickedly hot day, so Siobhan ordered that everyone take a break after lunch and wait until the heat of the day had passed. Most had chosen to go upstairs and take a nap. Rune went into the rafters out of sheer habit as that was the place he could relax the most.
Only Alexander and Markl lingered at the lunch table. Rune wasn’t paying much attention to their conversation, as Markl was more or less filling in the history of everyone in Deepwoods for a curious Alexander. At least, he wasn’t paying any attention until Alexander exclaimed, “You’re the first born son of a guildmaster?”
“I am,” Markl confirmed without a trace of arrogance. 
Alexander’s lips were parted in surprise and confusion. “Then you’re the next guildmaster?”
“No, I’m not.” Markl shook his head in denial, tone gentle. 
“But—” Alexander stopped, thinking, head drawn back in confusion. “But you’re his son. Why wouldn’t you be?”
“Because the worst possible thing I could be is a guildmaster.” Markl’s eyes crinkled up in a silent laugh of amusement. “I don’t have the skills for it.”
Rune wasn’t convinced of that. He’d seen this man make good trade agreements, talk people into doing things he wanted done, and open doors where none were to be found. If anyone had the skills to be a guildmaster it would be Markl. But he wasn’t about to say anything at this point. In fact, he stayed as still and quiet as possible. Markl was connecting to Alexander, and getting a point across where they had all failed. No way was he interrupting them. 
“The worst belief about leadership is that someone can be born into the position,” Markl continued factually. “It’s nonsense. The opposite is true. Leaders are made, not born. Look at Siobhan—she was the youngest child, and wasn’t from a guildmaster’s family, and yet she’s an amazing guildmaster. Why? Because she needed to be. Circumstances called for her to step up to that position, and she answered it.”
“She’s not…from a guildmaster’s family?” Alexander kept jerking his head from side to side as if he were internally struggling with this idea and failing to make sense of it.
“She’s not.” Markl said nothing else for several moments, waiting for the moment when Alexander could mentally digest this. When Alexander stopped shaking his head, Markl continued, “She came into this position because someone needed to be guildmaster, and neither Beirly nor Grae had the right temperament for it. Now she’s guildmaster because we all want her to be that and not one of us wants her place.”
Alexander grabbed his hair with both hands, fisting as if his head was hurting him. “How can you not want to be guildmaster?”
“Easily. I don’t want that kind of responsibility.”
Rune snorted to himself. That was the truth of the matter, right there. Markl wanted to be able to escape to his books instead of having to deal with personality clashes. 
Markl leaned forward, putting his head at eye level with Alexander. “To lead is to serve. It means to be available to every person in your guild, and accountable for them. It’s a hard job and a thankless one. A true leader, a good leader, not only knows the way to go, but is willing to show the way. He or she must be willing to do the work they are commanding you to do. They are able to influence the people around them without even trying to.”
“How?”
“By being the kind of person that you would follow even if they had no title or position. Look at the way you respond to Siobhan. Even when she’s not giving you orders, or asking you to do something, you want to stay near her, right? Why?”
Alexander opened his mouth, paused, and slowly closed it. His eyes turned internally as he cast his mind over the past several days. “She’s…safe. Funny.”
“Exactly. She inspires confidence just by standing there and breathing. Why? Because we know, that whatever may come our way, she’ll stand by us and do everything she can to solve the problem. You know why Rune brought you to her?”
“Because I was too young. He couldn’t kill me.”
“That’s part of it. He couldn’t kill you, and he didn’t know what to do, so instead he brought you to the one person that would know what to do. He was confident that if he took you to Siobhan, she would be able to fix the problem.” Markl puffed out his cheeks before blowing out a breath. “Although she didn’t know what to do either, at first. But that’s alright. Being a leader doesn’t mean always having the answers. We just trust her to come to the right decisions, after she’s learned everything she needs to.”
Alexander’s shoulders hunched in so that he shrunk in his chair. “You want me to be like her.”
“Is that daunting?” Markl asked gently. “You feel like you can’t?”
“I can’t be her.”
“No, that would be a waste of who you are. I’m using Siobhan as an example only. I’ve met other good guildmasters in my time. She’s just one of them. But I do think you can be a good guildmaster, as you’re honestly trying to learn how to become one now.”
For the first time, Alexander looked hopeful. “I can become a good one?”
“Certainly.” Markl ticked points off on his fingers. “There’s several traits that you’re missing as a guildmaster. First, you had no vision. You were blindly firing off commands without considering what effect they would have. Sometimes you gave orders that conflicted with other orders. You’ve got to come up with a single plan, a firm vision of where you want to go, and stick with it. Don’t be inflexible, change if you need to, but don’t lose track of what actually needs to be done.”
Rune would swear that Alexander was actually taking notes on this in his head. His gaze was that intense. 
“You had too tight of a rein on your people, too. You wouldn’t let them make any decisions on their own. You’ve got to trust them, if they are to trust you. Give them tasks to do and then let them go and find their own way of managing things. Often, you don’t know enough to tell them the proper way of doing things anyway. Don’t tell people how to do things. Tell them what you want done. They’ll surprise you with their creativity.” 
“But what if they do things in a way I don’t want done?”
“As long as the task is done, and it doesn’t hurt your overall plan, why should that matter?” Markl chided with a wagging finger. “Don’t be controlling. Bad leaders do that and things always fall apart because of it.” 
“Is that all?”
“One last thing I noticed. You tend to try to please everyone. That’s a sure recipe for failure. You can’t please everyone. Even in a guild as small as this one, Siobhan will make decisions that get some people irritated. A good guildmaster focuses on making decisions that will keep people safe, that will leave them the ability to dream about tomorrow. As long as you can do that, the decision is a good one.”
The ability to dream about tomorrow, huh. Rune lost track of their conversation for a moment as he thought on that. Odd, he would never have put it in those words, but when Markl said it, it became obvious. The reason he had been willing to help Siobhan at first was because she gave him an immediate sense of safety. But the reason why he wanted to stay with her forever was because with her, he could dream about tomorrow. No, more like, he suddenly had a tomorrow to dream about. And he’d never had that before he met her. 
Maybe Markl knew more than Rune had realized about this whole leadership business. 
Alexander suddenly looked up at the rafters, where Rune was perched, and asked, “Is he right?”
“Yes.” Rune gave him a lopsided smile. “The reason I chose Siobhan as my guildmaster was because she gave me hope for tomorrow. I never had that before her.”
“You didn’t like your guildmaster before her?”
“The man ordered my execution,” Rune answered flatly. 
Alexander’s eyes went round. “Oh.”
Markl coughed into his hand. “Rune’s story is something you should hear about another day. For now, think about what I said? And if you have questions, come back and ask me. Or ask Siobhan. She’ll have better answers than I will, as she’s got leadership experience. I’m speaking strictly as an observer.”
Alexander gave an inarticulate hum of agreement before hopping off his chair and scampering off. 
Craning his head around, Markl looked up. “And how long have you been sitting there?”
“A while.”
“What did you think about what I said?”
“I’d have taken notes, if I was thinking of being a guildmaster.”
“Not tempted by that position, eh?” Markl grinned up at him. 
Rune snorted. “Not even remotely. Siobhan’s cursed me already.”
“Curse? What curse?”
“The guildmaster’s curse.” Mimicking her voice, he quoted, “Rune, when you become a guildmaster, I hope you have a dozen guild members just like you.”
Markl burst out laughing. “Isn’t that like the mother’s curse?”
“I wouldn’t know. I just don’t want a dozen people like me to deal with.” Even he had to admit that one former dark assassin was too much some days. “No, Deepwoods is home to me. I’ll never leave it.” 
“It’s highly irregular to have two Pathmakers in a guild this small,” Markl pointed out. His tone was reasonable but his eyes were laughing. “There will be people that’ll come along and convince you to leave.”
“Over their cold, rotting corpse.”
“I sense that you’re adamant on this point.” Markl gained his feet, pushing the chair back under the table. “Well, I won’t argue. I prefer having you here as well.”
This unsolicited admission warmed Rune. “Is that right.”
“What can I say? You’re a good man to have at my back.”
 “You’re making me blush, Markl.”
He just laughed, voice rich with humor and affection. 
ӜӜӜ
“Will you stand still?! You’re shaking the board!”
“It was your half-witted idea to use me as a weight, lackhead!”
Siobhan was concerned enough by this heated exchange that she stopped hammering a board in place and ducked outside. Standing on a scaffold far above her head were Wolf and Tran, only they weren’t properly inside the scaffold as they should be, but Tran was balanced on a board that extended several feet over thin air. Wolf apparently acted as a counter-weight, standing on the opposite end of the board to keep Tran from falling. 
Why…how…who…? Her thoughts were so scattered about the stupidity of this set up that she couldn’t formulate a complete sentence. Afraid of startling them, she cleared her throat to get their attention. “Ahem. Gentlemen?”
Wolf, hearing her voice, leaned over the edge of the scaffold to see her. Doing that shifted his weight enough that Tran dipped two inches and yelped when the plank unexpectedly shifted. “WOLF!”
“Oops.” Wolf abruptly straightened, grabbing the scaffolding’s bars to steady everything. 
Tran turned a murderous look at his friend. “You so much as turn your head again, I will come after you, I swear I will.”
“Tran, Wolf?” Siobhan called up with strained patience. “Please, please, don’t do stupid things like that? Tran, get back inside the scaffold.”
Despite almost being dropped twice in two minutes, Tran waved her worry away as if it were nothing to be concerned about. “It’s fine. We’re almost done with this last edging. It’s too much of a hassle to shift the whole scaffold over just to finish this section of the roof.”
“I will help you move the scaffold,” she said, praying for patience. “I’d rather do that. Please, get off that board?”
“We’re fine,” Wolf assured her. “He’s yelping about nothing, he’s steady enough.”
The look on Tran’s face was priceless. He clearly didn’t agree. But he couldn’t argue the point and reassure Siobhan at the same time, so he kept his mouth clamped shut. 
The men went back to working, ignoring her protests, but Siobhan couldn’t make herself return to her own work. She might not do any good just standing there watching, but she had this eerie feeling that as soon as her back was turned, Tran would fall straight to the ground. The premonition kept her rooted to the spot. 
Alexander came around the corner, a box of scrap lumber in his hands. He was in charge of hauling away the debris, keeping the area clear so the rest of them could work without having to stop and sweep up. When he saw her fixed attention, he slowed to stand next to her, also looking up. “Isn’t that dangerous?”
Siobhan let out a low growl. “If even a boy with limited building experience can see that, why can’t two full-grown men?”
“Can’t tell you,” Alexander answered cheekily. 
Oh? That was the first natural response she had heard from him. Glancing down, she found him watching the men up top. Siobhan had tasked him with Beirly the first few days, and the influence showed, as Alexander sometimes said smart remarks now or used phrases that Beirly did. 
His head cocked as something occurred to him and he asked, “Did you tell them to stop?”
“Yes,” she groaned. “But they’re not listening to me. They say they’re almost done, it’s a waste to get down and move the scaffold over.”
Alexander got that perplexed look on his face he often wore around her, as if she had said something incomprehensible. “But you are their guildmaster.”
“They don’t blindly obey me, Alexander,” she explained with forced patience. “No one in this guild does. If I tell them to do something, but they feel like they have a better idea or a different way to go about it, they’ll do that instead. Unless it’s really serious, that is, or dangerous. Then they do listen to me.”
“But shouldn’t they always listen to you?”
“In theory. But I’m just as glad they don’t. Sometimes they have better ideas than I do.” She turned a glare on the two still diligently working on top. “And sometimes they don’t.”
“But you won’t stop them?”
“It’s their own fool necks they’re putting in danger.” Siobhan had come to that conclusion years ago, and it was the only way to make peace with herself when they did get hurt. It was entirely their own fault if they broke a bone, as she’d told them better, and they should have known even without her telling them. If they chose to keep doing stupid things, it wasn’t her fault. 
Alexander puzzled this out for a long moment. “Markl said before that good leaders don’t tell people exactly what to do. He said, they tell their followers what needs to be done, and let them figure out how.”
Siobhan’s eyebrows arched. They had talked about leadership qualities? When had that happened? “Is that right.”
“He also said you do that. You tell people what you want done, but not how.”
“Often, they know more about how to go about it than I do, y’see.” 
“But what if it’s wrong?” Alexander persisted. He couldn’t seem to let this point go.
“Oh, if there’s danger involved, I’ll warn them. Or if there’s something that I want them to avoid doing, I’ll tell them. I’m not sending them off blind, kid. But these aren’t greenhorns that are wet behind the ears. My people are veterans in their field. They have a good decade of experience doing their jobs. I don’t have to dictate every little thing to them. Half the time, I don’t even have to give an order. They know what needs to be done, and they go about it on their own.” 
Alexander frowned, not disagreeing, but trying to reconcile what she was telling him with what Markl had said. Or so she gathered from that scrunched up nose of his. Trying to sort him out, she expanded, “Alexander, I don’t know what all Markl said to you. Seems like he gave you good advice, from what you’re reciting to me. But I’ll add this in, and take it as you will: a good leader should trust his people. If you feel like you have to dictate every little thing to someone, then he isn’t to be trusted with the job in the first place. Give the job to someone you can trust to do it, do it right, and not be rode herd on. A man that will do a slovenly job as soon as his guildmaster is away is not a man to be trusted.”
That seemed to click in his head as his face smoothed out and he went back to watching the idiots up on the scaffold. 
Siobhan kept her eyes on him for a moment more. Markl had mentioned talking in depth to Alexander yesterday but she hadn’t known what about. These questions he was asking them showed an amazing amount of growth on his part. Siobhan had been afraid they’d traumatized the kid with their ghost-ing, but apparently he was made of sterner stuff than that. He’d come back to Goldschmidt as a quieter, more thoughtful child, who was now trying to learn. The questions he aimed at them were often random, with no connection to something he asked before, but he never repeated himself. If he was told an answer, he retained it. 
If they could somehow train that intelligent mind, he’d prove to be a formidable guildmaster. But that was Cha Ji An’s job, if she chose to take it on. Speaking of, where was that woman? Siobhan had been given the impression that Cha Ji An was tying up some loose ends in Winziane and Converse before coming, but that was three days ago. Whatever had she been caught up in—
“What?” Wolf yelled. “I can’t hear you, what?”
His voice snapped her attention back to the present and her head jerked up sharply. 
It was one of those moments where things played out in slow motion, and even though she could see the inevitable ending, there wasn’t a thing she could do to stop it. Wolf, distracted by a question from someone below, had leaned his body out and away from the scaffold, trying to hear better. Of course, doing that shifted his weight on the board holding Tran, just enough that the board went skittering sideways and then down. 
Tran, caught by surprise, yelped as the board simply disappeared from underneath his boots. He went straight down, arms above his head, falling eight feet until he made a spectacular crash against the boards stacked underneath. With one end of the board going down, the other one automatically came up, and caught Wolf just underneath the chin. He grunted at the impact and flipped sideways, landing nose-first into the side of the building. 
Siobhan was running before Tran hit the ground. She hadn’t been far to begin with, and she covered the distance between them in a second. It was just as well she was close, for the board wasn’t done yet. Free from any weight or restraints, it came toppling down, spinning in a corkscrew fashion as it went. She had just enough time to unsheathe a sword before the board appeared right over her head. Teeth bared, she struck it with the flat of her sword and threw it to the side before it could land on top of her and Tran. 
It bounced with a hollow sound against the cobblestones before spinning several feet and fetching against the far wall. 
Breathing hard, she demanded frantically, “ERIK?!”
“Fine,” he choked back, sounding stuffed. “I thinkh I bwoke my nose. But fine.”
Good enough for now. Spinning on her heels, she dropped down to one knee, reaching for Tran. “Tran? How badly are you hurt?”
He looked back at her in a daze, the fall just now catching up with him. “I’m…fine?”
His lack of confidence did nothing to reassure her. “Alexander, get Conli,” she snapped. 
Alexander jerked out a nod before dropping everything in his hands and running as fast as his little legs could carry him, calling for Conli as he went. 
Siobhan dropped her sword and reached for Tran with both hands, checking for anything broken. Aside from some major bruising and a gash on his back, she couldn’t find any real injuries. 
Conli came around the corner at a dead run, his black bag in hand. “Who’s hurt?”
“Tran and Wolf, Tran is worse off I think,” she answered quickly. Leaving Conli to deal with Tran, she scrambled back to her feet and went for her lover. “Wolf?”
He was already climbing down, awkwardly, as climbing anything with only one good hand was somewhat of a challenge. He thumped the last foot to the ground without any trouble but when he turned to look at her, she saw that his nose was gushing blood and already swelling and discoloring. If he hadn’t broken it, it was likely very bruised. Swearing, she grabbed a handkerchief from her pocket and reached up, stemming the tide. 
“Here, sit, tilt your head back a little. We’ve got to get this stopped.”
“Ow, Siobhan, owowowow, gently. I thold you, I thinkh iths bwoken,” Wolf protested, sounding even more stuffed up now with a handkerchief blocking his nose. 
“It’s a miracle that’s all that happened,” she snarled. “Why do you two idiots always do this to me? I tell you something’s dangerous, it’s a bad idea, and you don’t listen and then you get hurt, and then I somehow end up with bloodstains on my clothes!”
Conli reported to her as he worked, “Tran’s got some beautiful bruises developing, and I think he wrenched his knee, so he’ll need to stay off of that for a few days, but he’ll heal.”
“Good.” Not that she wasn’t tempted to kill both of them later, but she was relieved they’d managed to get through this stunt with minor injuries. “Now, what did we learn from this?”
“Next time, move the scaffold?” Tran offered ingeniously.
“No,” Alexander corrected, voice sounding as if he were trying not to laugh, “listen to your guildmaster.”
“At least one of you gets it,” Siobhan snarked. “Alexander, do the world a favor, don’t become like these two. I’m not sure we can handle more than two.”
Wolf seemed to realize that her words were mere camouflage for hiding her relief, as he snaked an arm around her waist and cuddled her in closer. “And yeth you’re dhathing one of them. Whath thath say abouth you, eh?”
“That I’m a glutton for punishment,” she drawled back, not blinking an eye. 
Tran roared with laughter. Even Conli chuckled. 
Beirly came around the other end of the building, demanding, “What is going on over here? Did I hear something fall?”
“That’d be me,” Tran answered, raising a hand. 
“You fell?” Beirly demanded, voice rising. 
“Beirly,” Siobhan fixed him with a look a basilisk would envy, “these two are not to work together. Have I not made this clear?”
He gulped nervously. “Ah, sorry?”
“Tran’s not to work at all, not for the next few days. He needs to stay off this knee,” Conli interjected. 
“What am I supposed to do sitting around all day?” Tran objected. He hated the idea of not being in motion and was the worst patient out of the entire guild.
“You should have thought of that before doing stupid stunts,” Conli retorted, not the least bit sympathetic. “Beirly, give me a hand.”
Glad to escape the potential tongue lashing from Siobhan, Beirly scooted around her and Wolf and went immediately to help carry Tran away. 
Alexander watched them go before asking, “Is rebuilding things always this dangerous?”
Siobhan just sighed. 





  
 





Cha Ji An came in like a whirlwind, speaking before she was even in sight. “Siobhan-jia, are you here?”
Siobhan looked up from her position on the floor. She had been laying down the new wood floor with Beirly most of the morning, but they only had one corner of the room done. Her knees and lower back were killing her and she was glad for any excuse that would get her off the floor. “I’m here. Welcome, Cha Ji An-jia.”
Cha Ji An, usually one of the most polite people in the world, skipped the pleasantries and went directly to business. “Do you not know of what has happened?”
“The way you are asking that question makes me feel like I should be sitting down.”
“You should,” Cha Ji An agreed but she did not pause long enough to give Siobhan a chance to do so. “Fallen Ward has somehow ascertained that their guildmaster is here.”
“Well, that only took them three weeks.”
Cha Ji An’s head pulled back like a startled bird’s. “You are not surprised?”
“Not really,” Siobhan admitted. “We have been taking Alexander everywhere in the city and while we haven’t told people who he is, it wouldn’t take long for them to figure it out. Especially after those first few days when he was shouting his full name at people and demanding they obey him. I more or less expected Fallen Ward to learn that he was here quickly.”
Cha Ji An’s flustered energy stilled. She had expected a panic when bringing this news and not Siobhan’s calm rationale. “If you knew that, why did you expose him to the public so readily?”
“Because it was the only way to teach him. The only way that I knew how to teach him. I can’t keep him here forever, after all, and the best that I can do is teach as much as I can while I can.”
From the far back of the room, a child’s treble voice carried: “My guild knows where I am?”
Siobhan half-turned, and found Alexander standing in the back door. He had a tool belt slung over one shoulder, and a box of nails in his hands. He brought them to Beirly and set them down without ever looking away from her. Siobhan met his eyes levelly as he came to stand next to both women.
Showing that he had indeed learned in the past two weeks, he turned to Cha Ji An and extended a hand. “I am Alexander Jonquil.”
Cha Ji An must’ve heard something about Alexander because this civil greeting surprised her. But she returned it with all the grace an ambassador should display. She put her hand in his and exchanged bows with him. “I am Cha Ji An, ambassador from Saoleord. It is a pleasure to meet you, Guildmaster.”
“It is my pleasure, I assure you.” Alexander sounded more like a twenty-year-old than the ten-year-old he was. “You said that my guild is aware that I’m here?”
“They know that you are in Goldschmidt,” Cha Ji An clarified. “Guildmaster Darrens received a report not an hour ago from one of his spies. I do not think they know how you came to be here, only that you are here.”
“I knew that they would find me eventually.” Alexander did not sound haughty saying this. It was simply a fact that he knew to be true.
Cha Ji An did not treat Alexander as a child, but spoke to him as if she were speaking to an adult. “I feel that we must contact your guild soon. We must make arrangements for your return.”
Before the words could finish leaving her mouth, Alexander was already shaking his head in denial. “No, I can’t leave yet.”
Siobhan was just as startled to hear this as Cha Ji An was. The women asked in near unison, “You want to stay here?”
Alexander gave them a grimace and shrug. “I need to stay here.”
When he said it that way, Siobhan had an inkling of what was running through his mind. But in the past three weeks, she had spent a great deal of time around him. Cha Ji An had not and was justifiably confused. 
“Alexander-zhi, I do not understand.”
A terribly mature expression came over his face. It made him look a decade older. “When I first came here, I was angry and scared. I was in the hands of my enemy and I didn’t know what they were going to do to me. But now I understand what they were trying to teach me. I understand how much damage I did and how much heartache I caused. I haven’t fixed anything yet. I can’t leave.”
Cha Ji An gentled her tone. “It will take years to reverse the damage done here. You cannot stay here that long. There are duties that you must return to.”
Alexander looked frustrated and torn. “But I haven’t done anything yet.”
Siobhan sank down to her haunches so she could put an arm around his shoulders. “Alexander, you were brought here so that you could learn. You have not learned everything you need to, but that too, will take years. You have learned the important things.”
Alexander turned an unreadable expression on her. “You think I should go?”
“I think we need to do something.” Siobhan did not mean to equivocate, but she did not have the perfect answer at that moment either. “We can’t just stay silent. If we do, your guild will send another army against us. Right now, that will be devastating. We need to avoid it at all costs.”
Alexander’s shoulders fell in disappointment. “I understand.”
She didn’t want him to think that they were abandoning him, so quickly added, “You’re not going back alone. You’re right, we haven’t taught you everything you need to know yet. How would you feel about having someone from Saoleord as an advisor?”
The lost expression on his face fell away and he looked at her from the corner of his eye. “An advisor from Saoleord?”
“I have been asked to be your advisor,” Cha Ji An volunteered. She gave him a blinding smile as she said this. “I came here as an ambassador but in truth I have no urgent desire to return home.”
Feeling the need to reinforce this, Siobhan tacked on, “Cha Ji An has been responsible for organizing the refugees and keeping things running smoothly. In the time that she has been here, she has formed many business connections, and has gained a solid understanding of the economy. She’s also very well-versed in ancient history. If there is anyone that can help you revive Coravine, then it’s likely her. It’s why we asked her.” 
Alexander looked at her the same way that any child regarded a new adult that would potentially have power over him. He was weighing her, not at all sure he would like this person, but already half-resigned that she would be in his life whether he liked it or not. “What is the major mistake I made as guildmaster?”
This question, coming out of the blue, surprised Cha Ji An. It was obviously a test and she hadn’t expected one. Siobhan hid a smile behind her hand. Alexander was not the type to win people over. Rather, he tested the people around him to see if they were good enough for his company, not the other way around. 
Cha Ji An was a woman that could think well on her feet, a necessary trait for a woman of her position, and she only needed three seconds to get over her surprise and think of the answer. “You were too quick to settle problems with immediate solutions, without thinking of how it would affect things long term.”
This answer pleased Alexander, as he had come to the same conclusion the first week he was here. But he wasn’t done yet. “Instead of ransacking the cities here in Robarge, what should I have done to boost Coravine’s economy?”
“The bridge that your grandfather started was not a bad notion. For the future, it would be good to have that built. But until its completion, Coravine must create trade demand. All reports I have seen say that you have no specialty in the market, no trade good that you can create that no one else can?” She waited for his confirming nod before continuing, “Then that is what you must do.”
Alexander was following this closely. “What would you suggest?”
“I cannot tell you specifics until I have studied the problem and spoken more with your people. I have no idea what resources you have available.”
A slow smile came over his face. “You might be a good advisor for me.”
Cha Ji An took no offense at this and gave him a pretty bow at the compliment. “I am pleased you think so.”
As an aside, Alexander said to Siobhan, “Everyone else always rattles out something when I ask them those questions but it’s never any good. They don’t have any facts, just guesses. I like people that will say ‘I don’t know’ instead of saying what they think I want to hear.”
Ahhh, is that what he had been testing her on? Siobhan thought he was just trying to get a firmer sense of Cha Ji An overall. “The reason we’re suggesting someone from Saoleord is because they have knowledge that’s lost in the rest of the world.” Honesty compelled her to add, “And they’re neutral. Anyone else we chose would have their own interests to push which won’t do you much good.”
“A point that Guildmaster Darrens himself observed.” Cha Ji An flipped her hand over in a delicate motion. “But we will leave that aside for now. At this time, we must decide what to do with your guild, Alexander-zhi.”
Alexander’s face scrunched up as he thought. “Send a letter? Saying I’m fine, I need to stay here…likely won’t work, huh.”
“Would you trust a letter coming out of enemy territory?” Siobhan asked him dryly. 
“No,” Alexander grumbled. “But if I leave now, they won’t let me come back.”
“Yes, you’re right, and Rune’s not allowed to go kidnap you again. Also, if we just hand you back, we lose any bargaining power. No one is going to take Cha Ji An’s presence well. They’re used to having a certain amount of authority and they’re not going to want to give any of that up.”
“As to that,” Cha Ji An interceded, “I do have a plan. But simply returning you, Alexander-zhi, will foil it.”
Alexander looked longingly to where Beirly was still putting floorboards in place. “Can I go back to hammering things?”
Siobhan sympathized completely. She too would prefer construction work over figuring out this political, hostage situation. “Cha Ji An-jia, I suppose that you and Darrens have discussed how to insert you into Fallen Ward?”
“We have.”
“Did he have any ideas of how to handle this new curve?”
“I’m sure he does by now. It’s been over two hours since I’ve spoken with him.”
That made the next step clear to Siobhan. “We need to go talk to Darrens.”
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Like Siobhan, Darrens had been forced to reconstruct part of his guild compound. The damage done to his place hadn’t been as severe, there were parts of it that were still intact, but he had been neck deep in construction right along with most of his city. The front gates had taken the worst beating, and it was a mess of frustrated guards trying to control the traffic in and out and building materials stacked up all over the place. It took Siobhan forever to get through. She had wondered why it would take Cha Ji An a full two hours to get from Blackstone to Deepwoods when they were all within the same city, but after spending thirty minutes just to get through the gate, it made perfect sense. 
Darrens did anticipate that they would come back to speak with him, as he’d instructed his people to show her directly to him, which helped speed matters along. One of his guards brought the little party to Darrens’ office. Siobhan noted as she stepped inside the room that it had survived largely intact. The bookshelves and desk weren’t harmed, and most of the books and scrolls that were here before were all in their proper places. It was some of the finer art and statues that were missing. 
Rotten thieves.
Seated at his table, Darrens didn’t realize he had guests for a few seconds until Siobhan cleared her throat to get his attention. Only then did he stop his conversation with the other young man seated next to him. She had the sense that she should know who he was, but Siobhan couldn’t place him. 
“Ah, Siobhan, Cha Ji An-jia, Guildmaster Jonquil,” Darrens greeted. He did not smile, but pointed them to the empty chairs at the table. “Come sit. This is Bryce Moon, one of my informants that lives outside of Channel Pass.”
Oh? This was the infamous watcher that had been the only warning Goldschmidt had of an invading army, eh? Siobhan had heard the story, but didn’t realize it was such a young man. He had olive skin, pitch black hair, and a thin build. There was a bow leaning up against his chair, and a short sword strapped to his back. She bet he was a capable fighter to have the occupation he did. He looked ridiculously young for the position. In fact, if he were older than Rune, she’d eat her boots. 
After they exchanged greetings, Darrens continued, “He’s brought bad news with him.”
Bryce took this as his cue. “I’m afraid another army is marching this way from Coravine. It’s not as large as the others, about three thousand strong. But they look mighty angry and determined.”
Siobhan felt like crying. “So much for your careful plans, Cha Ji An-jia.”
“They were nice plans, too,” the other woman mourned. “Bryce-gui, how soon should we expect them?”
He scratched at a cheek. “About four days? They’re making good time.”
“Bryce tells me they’re properly armed this time,” Darrens inputted. He looked as if he had bitten into a rotten lemon saying the words. 
That was exactly what Siobhan hadn’t wanted to hear. It was bad enough to face yet another army, but now they were actually armed with swords instead of hammers?
“Wait.” Alexander put both hands on the table and shot to his feet. “You mean to tell me that the previous armies I sent weren’t armed?!”
Bryce pointed at him and asked Darrens in confusion, “Who is this kid?”
“Guildmaster of Fallen Ward,” Darrens supplied. 
“HIM?!” Bryce spluttered, eyes in danger of falling out of his head. 
To Alexander, Darrens responded, “They had hammers, or staffs, or things along those lines. Few had swords or bows.”
Alexander dropped back into his chair, weak with disbelief. “They told me that my men were well supplied! I asked! And they lied?”
“I think they’ve been lying a lot to you, Alexander,” Siobhan said, tone off-hand as her mind moved on to other things. “We didn’t complain, though, made it easier to defeat them. Master Bryce, you say they’re going to be here in about four days. Are you certain?”
“Maybe three,” Bryce responded with splayed hands in an uncertain shrug. Even as he answered, he kept glancing at Alexander as if his mind couldn’t fully accept the information. “Like I said, they’re angry and determined. They’re not stopping to set up camp until the sun actually sets. They’re using every bit of daylight they can to make time.”
That was a scary thought. “We best get the defenses back in place, then. Guildmaster Darrens, have you notified Hyun Woo and Ryu Jin Ho?”
“I’ve sent messages to both. I expect them any time. Siobhan, I want your enforcers here to help plan this.”
“I’ll get them here immediately.” She thought about taking Alexander with her but instead said to him, “You put your head together with them, see if you can’t think of a plan to make them stop before this actually turns into another battle. None of us can afford another one.”
Alexander still looked white and shocked but he gave her a game nod. “I will.”




It took an hour and a half for Siobhan to go fetch her enforcers and bring them back. Conversely, the meeting itself only took a half hour. It was less a strategy session and more a divvying out of tasks. Every man in the room had prepared and defended a city from attackers at least once, sometimes twice. They knew what needed to be done; all they were doing was assigning sections of the city and specific jobs. There were only two people in the room that were confused by the end of it—Siobhan and Alexander. Siobhan, having sat through dozens of meetings just like this one, more or less followed the majority of it, but Alexander had no experience in anything of this nature and was completely befuddled. 
As they left, Alexander caught Wolf’s good hand and complained, “I don’t understand what anyone said!”
“Oh?” Wolf looked down at him in consideration. “Well, that’s no good. A guildmaster needs a head for tactics and strategy. Tell you what. You follow me as we get to work, and I’ll explain things as we go.”
One would have thought, looking at Alexander’s expression, that Wolf had just handed him five years of birthday presents all at once. “Really?”
Siobhan sighed. Boys seemed born with this innate love for destroying things. Even ones as young as this one were not immune to the pull. “Putting up the defenses for Goldschmidt is all well and good,” she interjected as they left the study, heading into the crowded hallway, “but what I want to know is, isn’t there a way to stop them?”
“If you have a suggestion, I’m all ears,” Wolf responded with a one-shoulder shrug. “The easiest way would be to send Alexander down to the front gate and have him tell them to stand down, but…”
“No one would likely recognize me,” Alexander put in with a long face. “There were people in my own compound that didn’t know who I was.”
That had been bothering her for a long time. “Why is that, anyway? I mean, you were the only child from the Jonquil family, right? How could they not know you were the next guildmaster?”
“The heir of the family never lives in the compound,” Alexander explained patiently. “It’s too dangerous. If the guild is ever attacked, they can wipe out the whole family in one night. I didn’t step inside the compound at all until the day I took over for grandfather.”
“And then you were shut up in that building Rune described?”
Alexander nodded, expression a little sad. “I liked being outside better. But it wasn’t bad, being in there.”
Siobhan tried to imagine staying inside one building for days, months, years on end. A shudder of horror raced across her skin. No. Absolutely not. She’d break an arm escaping first. “Is there absolutely no one that would recognize you? That can’t be, right?”
“My advisors will know me.” Alexander’s head cocked and he started counting things off on his fingers. “Some of my lieutenants will. My maid will. My doctor, too. Umm…oh, and three of my spies. But that’s it. Oomph.” He body checked into Tran, who was ahead of him, and stumbled backwards three steps, only to fetch up against Wolf’s legs. 
“Steady there, Alex.” Wolf put a hand on his shoulder and helped him find his balance again. 
Tran glanced over his shoulder. “I felt something tickle me.”
Alexander, indignant, crossed his arms over his chest and glared upwards. “I bumped into you.”
“You’re, what, sixty pounds soaking wet? ‘Tickle’ is the right word.” Tran’s teeth flashed white in his dark skin, smile teasing. 
Siobhan could see the feathers ruffle as Alexander took umbrage at this. She stepped in and planted a hand over Tran’s mouth before things could devolve into a wrestling match right here in Blackstone’s main building. “Behave, please. Alexander just said something important, can we follow through on that?”
Tran gave her an expressive roll of the eyes above her hand. She took the hint and reclaimed it before pumping Alexander, “So there’s several people that will recognize you on sight?”
“Of course,” he said, as if that were the most obvious thing in the world.
“What are the odds that at least one of those people will be leading the army coming at us?” she pressed. 
Alexander opened his mouth, paused, and then his eyes went wide. “Good. Very good. Without me there, it will take someone close to me to have the power to get an army together and moving.”
She felt excitement rising in her. “Good, good. Who?”
“Well, Lorcan, Roskin, Dahnner, Troy…maybe Harris? They’re my closest advisors and the most powerful.”
Siobhan caught Wolf’s eye and they exchanged a look of perfect understanding. 
“Alex,” Wolf said mildly, “this would have been a good thing to mention before, while we were all still in that meeting.”
And it would’ve been a good thing for them to ask him while they’d still been in the meeting, if they’d thought of it. 
“I didn’t think of it,” Alexander said apologetically. 
“But it makes perfect sense for someone close to him to be in that army.” Siobhan was more or less working through things out loud. “For one thing, only his nearest people will even be able to recognize him. What’s the point of sending an army to fetch him home if there isn’t someone there who knows who he is?”
“A good point,” Wolf acknowledged, brows furrowed as he turned this over in his mind. “If we can somehow get a message to that person…”
“Then maybe we really can avoid another battle,” Siobhan finished. “Taking Alexander through a gate is out, I don’t think his army will stop and ask questions before charging for the gates, so it’ll be too dangerous at the ground level. But can’t we have him up on the wall?”
“At least. If we can’t think of a better option.” 
She turned to Tran, distracted by another worry. “And your knee? Conli was making a fuss about you walking earlier.”
“It’s not as bad as we first thought,” Tran assured her. 
That was Tran-speak for, ‘I’m not bleeding to death, I’ll survive.’ Well, it wasn’t like she could tell him to rest under the circumstances, not with an army coming to knock on their door. “All the same, try to stay off of it as much as possible in the next few days. We want you fighting strong when the army actually gets here.”
“Conli put a poultice on it and wrapped it for me, it’s fine,” Tran assured her breezily. 
In other words, he had no intention to stay off that leg now that he had a valid excuse to get up and run around instead. 
Darrens chose that moment to step outside of his office. He took in the four of them, and drawled, “Is there a reason why you’re loitering in my hallway?”
Siobhan stepped forward. “Guildmaster, we have an idea.” She quickly ran him through it, ending with, “What do you think?”
“I’m certainly game to try talking first,” Darrens answered frankly. “Let’s come up with several approaches, in case just standing Guildmaster Jonquil on the wall doesn’t work. It would be best if this didn’t come down to a fight.”
She couldn’t agree more. 
ӜӜӜ
They spent four days making preparations. Of course, construction on Goldschmidt ground to an absolute standstill as people focused on war instead. Siobhan was heartily sick of it but knew that if she wanted her guild and her city to come through this intact, she had to focus and do what was necessary. 
Bryce was still sending in regular reports, giving them a more accurate timetable of when the army would arrive so they wouldn’t be taken by surprise. Siobhan half-dreaded hearing that status report every morning. But it gave them the knowledge they needed. 
Tonight was the last night they had before the army arrived the next day. Bryce thought they would arrive late in the afternoon at the pace they were setting. Knowing that the enemy would be on their doorstep in sixteen hours or less sent the citizens of Goldschmidt into a tizzy of activity. There was more than one household that had the midnight oil burning. 
Siobhan rushed back and forth, checking on everything she could think to check, and then double checking it. She probably would have started triple checking but as she passed Wolf in the main taproom, he caught her by the wrist and tugged her into his lap. 
“Woman, you’re giving me a dizzy spell watching you,” he rumbled, tone half-complaining. “Sit and unwind. You need to rest before tomorrow comes.”
She shifted so that she was in a more balanced and comfortable position before demanding of him, “How are you so calm about all of this?”
“Years of experience, love.”
Well, alright, that had been a stupid question. “So what do you do to stay calm?”
“I think about what comes after.” He reached up a hand and stroked a lock of hair behind her ear, the gesture gentle and affectionate. “I envision the day the guildhall is complete, and we can go to Reske, or to your parent’s home, or back to Saoleord. I focus on the good times ahead of us. Tomorrow will come no matter what we do. We shouldn’t let our worry about it ruin today.”
Such practical advice. “You’ve said something similar to me before, after we lost the Hall. Is that always what you do, to get through the rough times?”
“Always.”
The wound tension in her was relaxing in slow degrees, now that she was sitting. It had been nervous energy keeping her going before. Wolf’s voice and patience was steadying her, letting her relax. “What about early on? In the first few years you were in the guild?” As soon as she asked, she realized the answer. “Wait, you didn’t dream of us being together back then, did you?”
“Course I did.”
“Really?” This answer pleased her immensely. 
Wolf leaned forward long enough to place a chaste kiss on her lips. “Really.”
Siobhan had a warm moment of complete happiness. Even the stress of tomorrow couldn’t completely ruin this moment for her. 
“What will you dream of?” he asked her. 
“Oh, lots of things.” She rattled them off without thinking. “Getting Markl and Sylvie properly married—”
“What? Why?”
“Because if he’s married to Sylvie, he can’t leave,” she answered. Her tone said, Duh.
Wolf burst out laughing. “You conniving woman!”
“Honestly, Wolf, you think I want to give him back? Markl has been a life saver ever since he entered this guild and Sylvie would be lost without him now, you know she would. I like Nuel, I do, but I’m not giving his son back.”
Wolf kept chortling, beyond amused at this. “And Rune and Denney? Them too?”
“No, I think we need to give that relationship at least two years before we plan anything. They’re both a little young, and Rune’s always this close,” she held up her finger and thumb an inch apart, “from putting both feet into his mouth.”
“Not to mention Conli needs two years to come to terms with it all?” Wolf’s eyes were laughing. 
“And that. Really, you think the man would have realized this was coming like we all did and mentally braced himself.” 
“I think he did. He just didn’t expect it to happen this soon.” 
Why he was struggling at all, that was what Siobhan couldn’t understand. As rough as Rune was with things, he was always very careful and protective of Denney. In some ways, the girl couldn’t ask for a better suitor. 
“Is other people’s happiness all you think of?”
“Hey, if they’re happy, they’re not coming to me for advice or help on solving problems,” she pointed out. 
“Ah, true.” 
“I selfishly wish we could keep Alexander, though,” she added wistfully. “It’s been fun having him with us.”
“I didn’t expect the boy to grow on me, but he did,” Wolf admitted. “I think we can plan to visit, and often, though. I have faith that Cha Ji An will get things straightened out and put our guilds back on amiable terms.”
Siobhan had no doubt she would. The woman may have been soft spoken and sweet, but Cha Ji An had a will of iron and only fools chose to cross her. A yawn took Siobhan by surprise, and she raised a hand to cover her mouth. 
“Oh, sorry. It’s not that late, why am I suddenly so tired?”
“It’s near midnight, love,” Wolf corrected gently. “Why do you think I caught you and held you still like this, eh? I knew if you would just sit for more than ten seconds, the day would catch up with you.”
“You know me well,” she replied ruefully. “Alright, let’s head to bed. We both have a full day tomorrow.”
“We do.” Wolf waited until she slid off his lap before standing, but even then, he put an arm around her shoulders and hugged her close before heading for their beds upstairs. 
“Do you think we have a good chance of stopping this tomorrow?” she asked. It was the one question she hadn’t dared to ask for four days. But with Wolf, she knew that he would give her the straight of it. 
“I think we have even odds of it working, or not working, depending on how things go. But I hope it does. I truly hope it does. I’ve had enough of battles for the time being.”
So had she. 




The army arrived at Goldschmidt’s eastern gate late in the afternoon, exactly as Bryce predicted it would. They came in like an angry beehive, fast and loud, brandishing their weapons in open threat. Rune watched them come and felt nothing but determination. They might have breached Goldschmidt’s walls once, but that was before anyone knew how to properly defend a city. That was not the case now. They’d repelled their attackers in Converse, they could do it again here. 
They would not take this city a second time. 
Wolf, Tran, Ryu Jin Ho, and Hyun Woo were in charge of the four gates of the city and the section of the wall to the left of that gate. They chose to divide it up that way on purpose, so that even if a breach was made in the wall, they had an experienced commander ready to take charge of the counterattack. They had not, after all, managed to repair all of the damage done to Goldschmidt. There were weaknesses to be found, if someone was determined and creative enough to exploit them. Fei, Rune, and Markl were to be on hand in case problems cropped up. At the moment, they were all clustered near the eastern gate, waiting to see how things would pan out. Siobhan had climbed up with Alexander, joining the men. 
Alexander, standing on tiptoes, could barely get his head above the wall’s stone guard. “I can’t see.”
Rune grabbed him by the waist and hoisted him up, then put a knee under the kid’s rump so he could sit there and focus on the army below. “Anyone you know?”
Shaking his head in frustration, Alexander braced his hands against the top of the wall and leaned even further out. “No. And it’s hard to see people. There’s so many of them all squished together.”
‘Squished’ was the right way to describe it. None of the commanders that had come at them previously had managed to make it back home, so there was no one in this new army with any experience. They had no sense of strategy whatsoever and they were repeating the same ol’ mistakes by charging their entire force at one gate. They had no idea how to flank or use prong attacks or anything. They were such amateurs that Rune wanted to groan in pity. 
Siobhan stood at Alexander’s other side, also leaning over the edge, which put Wolf on edge. There was a chance of an archer deciding to take a shot up here, after all. Wolf hovered at her side, ready to yank her back at the first sight of a bow being drawn. 
“I can’t keep track of the people down there at all,” she complained. “They’re packed in too tight and they keep shifting. Alex, I think instead of trying to pick someone out of that crowd, you have a better chance of calling down and seeing if someone responds to you.”
Would that work? Alexander was only a kid, Rune didn’t think he had the lung capacity to shout down an angry horde of men. But, well, maybe hoisting him up into view would do half the work. “Alex, I’ll boost you up higher, so they have a better chance of seeing you.”
Alexander nodded confirmation, expression determined, and he sucked in a deep breath. Then he released it all at once, like a deflated jellyfish. “Wait, what do I say?”
Good question. Rune shared a glance with Siobhan and Wolf before offering, “Your name?”
“Just that should be enough,” Siobhan agreed. “The right person will recognize your name, after all.”
“Right.” Alexander shifted in Rune’s grip again, getting himself ready, and sucked in another deep breath. 
Rune took that as his cue and hefted Alexander up so that he sat on Rune’s left shoulder. As soon as he was semi-settled, the little guildmaster yelled in a surprisingly loud voice, “I AM ALEXANDER ALFRED BERTRAND JONQUILL!”
From below, there was a startled silence, and then several men burst out laughing. People started talking back and forth, and Rune strained his hearing hard, trying to catch as much as he could. 
“—Who is that kid—”
“—Did we kill off most of their men, last time or—”
“—Maybe a bet?”
“—Why would anyone—”
Rune put Alexander back down on the ground, shaking his head as he did so. “I didn’t hear anyone that recognized him.”
Siobhan growled, as irate as a wet cat. “Your hearing is sharper than anyone’s in the guild. If you didn’t hear it, it can’t be heard. Alright, Alex, I think you’re too far from whoever is in charge of this army. I bet the commanders are in the back.”
They generally were. But the way she said that made the fine hairs on Rune’s neck stand up straight. “Wait, Siobhan, what are you suggesting?”
“I’m not suggesting anything,” she denied. “The man we need to reach is likely in the back of that mess, somewhere, and out of earshot. I have no idea how to reach him.”
Alexander spun sharply about and grabbed Rune’s arm with both hands. “You can take me to him.”
Rune stared down at that earnest, desperate face in open mouthed surprise.
The kid barreled forward, openly pleading. “You were an assassin, you have skills like no one else I’ve ever met or heard of. You managed to get past all of my guards, into my compound, into my bedroom, and then sneak me out of my own city without anyone being the wiser. You can do this too.”
He met those clear blue eyes without flinching. “You think that sneaking you through that mob down there will be just as easy as getting into your compound?”
Siobhan had this frantic look on her face that suggested she knew what he was really thinking. She was shaking her head back and forth, her arms crossed like an X in front of her chest.
But Rune deliberately avoided looking at her because the challenge of the idea had already taken root in his mind. Sneak a boy past an entire army and into the back ranks? Now, there was a challenge that did not come very often.
“Rune!” Siobhan half-snarled in vexation. “Denney will have your hide if you survive this.”
Putting on a casual façade, he gave her a devil-may-care grin. “I have ways of getting her to forgive me.”
“I bet you do,” Wolf drawled. “Just don’t get killed.
I don’t have those ways.”
“Wolf, if you used the same tactics I do to get on Denney’s good side, I would have a problem with that.”
Wolf openly chuckled. “As you should.”
It was only then that Fei decided to join in on the conversation. “It is our best option, Siobhan-ajie.”
She shook a finger at him. “You don’t fool me. I see that light in your eyes. You think it sounds fun too and want to go along.”
Fei was the epitome of innocence. “It would be safer if I accompanied them.”
Siobhan threw both hands into the air. “I give up. Go, go!”
“Wait, Siobhan,” Markl objected, “You aren’t really going to let them go, are you?”
“If you see a way to stop them, by all means.”
Rune shot the man a grin. Markl realized in one glance that any argument he might put forward would be totally useless. He turned to Fei, mouth open, only to close it again when he realized that arguing on that front was just as futile. Instead, he groaned to no one in particular, “It’s just as well the Tran is not here. Even with his bad knee, he would insist on going along.” He thought about it for a moment before regarding Wolf. “Actually, I’m surprised you’re not insisting on going along, Wolf.”
“I’m in charge of the city’s defense,” Wolf responded easily. 
Markl’s reaction was classic. He clearly didn’t buy this for a moment. “And Siobhan would kill you if you went.”
“And that,” Wolf agreed in the same tone. 
Rune choked back a laugh. Even Fei smiled. Wolf still took risks, and got into fights, and did all the crazy things he did before he and Siobhan got together, but Rune had noticed that he now chose which dangers he faced. Perhaps Wolf had realized what Rune had. Being a good man to a woman meant that sometimes he had to choose his battles. 
Siobhan pursed her lips, head cocked. “Rune, Fei, do you even have an idea of how to pull this off?”
“A notion or two,” Rune assured her. Really, there were only a few methods they could use. The real trick would be to get out of the city without drawing the attention of the army below. He and Fei didn’t need to talk this through as they had worked with each other long enough that they could read what the other intended. Rune needed to only ask two questions. “North gate or south?”
“North,” Fei responded promptly. “Tran-ren’s over south gate, if we go out there, he’ll join us.”
Good point. “Bait or carry?”
“Bait,” Fei responded promptly. 
Alexander was still holding onto Rune’s hand, his head bouncing back and forth between the two men, trying to follow and failing. “What?”
Bending slightly, Fei explained patiently, “We’ll sneak out the north gate, out of sight of the army, and come around that way. The light’s failing, so if we do this right, we can come up behind them without them realizing we’re there. Rune-xian will carry you.”
“I can walk, though?” Alexander objected.
“We’ll be running,” Rune corrected. “You won’t be able to keep up.”
“Even I can’t keep up when they run, Alexander,” Siobhan interjected. 
Rune was a little amused at this. Siobhan was always quick to put in a word and soothe a male ego before it could get bruised. Even with someone as young as this. Well, it was likely how she managed to keep five very dominant fighters from killing each other. 
Alexander was mollified by these words, at least. 
Fei popped his head over the wall for a few seconds before pulling back and commenting to Rune, “We shouldn’t need a ladder.”
“You think?”
Alexander’s eyes went round. “B-but that’s a fifteen foot drop!”
“At least,” Markl agreed faintly. “You sure about that?”
Fei and Rune gave identical shrugs of indifference. Rune had jumped taller heights than this before, he didn’t see what the problem would be. Granted, previous times, he’d been jumping into water, or something else that would break his landing, but this still wasn’t something to worry over. The only problem would be how to deal with Alexander. Rune would have to hit the ground rolling to avoid breaking a bone, and that would be hard to do with the kid in his arms. “Him?”
“Just toss him to me before you jump,” Fei answered, as if that were the most obvious answer. 
“Ah, right.” That made sense. “Let’s go, then.”
Alexander gulped loudly. “What if I don’t want to be thrown off a fifteen foot wall and trust someone else to catch me?”
Rune patted the top of his head in mock sympathy. “Hold your breath. Heard it helps.”
A horrendous crash came at the gate. Wolf looked down and that maniac grin he always wore during a fight spread over his face. “They’ve got something like a battering ram this time. You three best hurry, we’re running out of time.” Turning his head, he bellowed to his men, “OIL AT THE READY!”
Rune snagged Alexander around the waist, hoisting him onto his back, and took off on Fei’s heels. Alexander latched onto his shoulders with an iron grip that was almost painful, it was so tight. 
“Rune, is it too late to change my mind?” Alexander sounded beyond nervous. 
“Yup.”
To himself, Alexander muttered, “This is possibly the worst decision I’ve ever made.”
The kid was likely right. Rune was charitable enough to not agree with him out loud. 
They made it all the way to the north end of the city before someone finally stopped them. Ryu Jin Ho stepped into their path before Fei could do more than get one boot over the edge. “Wait, wait, Man Fei Lei-xian, what are you doing?”
Fei inclined his head to Alexander. “Taking him to the army commander.”
It took three full seconds before that made sense to Ryu Jin Ho. When it did, he rubbed at his forehead as if he had suddenly developed a headache. “What did your guildmaster say about this plan?”
“That we’re crazy,” Rune answered cheerfully. “Then she said to go.”
Ryu Jin Ho looked the three of them over with a calculating eye before offering, “I have a ladder…?”
“We’re fine,” Fei assured him. 
“I like ladders,” Alexander piped up on Rune’s back. “Ladders are good.”
“At least one of you wants one,” Ryu Jin Ho observed laconically. 
“It’s more fun to throw him,” Rune explained seriously. 
Alexander squawked indignantly and struggled, uselessly, to get out of Rune’s grip. 
Fei had both boots over the side of the wall, ready to jump, but paused to add, “He volunteered for this. Objections are overruled.”
“Well put,” Rune complimented his partner in crime.
“Thank you, Rune-xian. Shall we go?” Fei didn’t wait for an answer, just lightly leapt to the ground. 
Rune swung his package off his back and around to his stomach area, holding the squirming boy without any effort. 
“I reaaaaally want a ladder,” Alexander pleaded. 
“Too much hassle,” Rune denied. “Fei, ready?”
“Throw him.”
 Rune got a more secure hold on Alexander’s waist before eyeing the distance and taking aim to Fei’s waiting arms. “Catch.”
Alexander made a garbled “HIIIIIIIII” sound in the back of his throat as he was mercilessly tossed off the wall. Fei caught him handily, though, in a princess lift before setting the boy on his feet. Rune made sure he was properly caught before putting his own boots over the side of the wall. 
Shaking his head, Ryu Jin Ho requested, “Try not to give the boy a heart attack before the night is out?”
“Ryu Jin Ho-zhi, you’re taking all of the fun out of this.” 
“You’ll survive. Good luck.”
With a half-bow of thanks, Rune pushed off the wall. 





  
 





The army was so focused on getting through the eastern gate that they didn’t notice three people hopping off the wall on the north side. Once there, Rune noticed that the shoreline dipped just enough to provide some cover, if one was hunched low enough. It would drop their speed in half, but it increased their chances of getting to the back unseen. It was a unanimous vote to use that way instead, at least as far as they could. They’d eventually have to come out of the beachy area and back onto solid ground, but they could cover most of the distance towards the rear of the army, and that was what mattered. 
Three thousand men all packed onto one road took up quite a stretch of distance. It took a solid half-hour of jogging in that hunched way before they saw the end in sight. No wonder there had been no reaction from the leaders in the rear when Alexander had stood on top of the wall—they couldn’t have possibly seen or heard him from there. 
Alexander ran part of the way on his own legs, as he wanted, but he soon tired. He didn’t have the stamina to run for an hour straight. Rune ended up carrying him after a while, and running stooped over with a child on his back was not comfortable. He might be hobbling around like an old man tomorrow. Unless he could convince Denney to give him a good back rub. 
Odds were good on that. 
The thought made him smile. Rune was distracted enough by the stray thought that he almost missed it when Fei raised a hand, signaling him to stop, and had to skid in order to avoid plowing right into him. 
“What?” Rune breathed, not even daring a whisper, despite the fact that there was a good span in between them and the army. 
Fei jerked his chin toward the top of the slope. “Look.”
Glad for a break, he straightened his spine enough to get his eyes over the slope’s edge. Oh? Well that changed their approach. 
It was Alexander that stated the obvious. “They’re breaking camp?”
“They should have done that in the beginning,” Rune responded absently. His mind was already moving forward. 
“Why?”
“Night attacks are dangerous,” Fei explained. He was shoulder to shoulder with Rune, observing just as intently. “There’s not enough light to see by, so you’re as much in danger from your own men as you are from enemy attacks. Only a fool fights at night.”
“Or the very desperate,” Rune added. “I was surprised, earlier, when they hit the city gate with that battering ram. I thought they meant to try a night attack.”
“Someone apparently thought better of it and ordered them to stand down for the night.” 
Which only made sense, really—it was the sign of a greenhorn to try anything else. It would add more distance for them to cover, because even the amateur Coravinian commanders realized that pitching camp right on the enemy’s doorstep was stupid. They’d backed up half a span in order to give themselves more room, and then spread out to either side of the road. 
Without looking at Fei, Rune suggested softly, “Wait?”
“And then sneak in,” Fei agreed. “Only sensible way to do it.”
Alexander caught on quickly enough. “You want to wait until they’re settled in for the night and then sneak in? Won’t that be more dangerous?”
“Less,” Rune disagreed. “The sentries will be tired after that long march, they’ll be half asleep on their feet. Easy to get around them.”
“That’s if they set sentries,” Fei corrected. 
Rune could not believe what he was hearing. “Who wouldn’t set sentries this close to the enemy?”
“The same sort of idiot that tries battering a city gate late in the evening before he thinks better of it.”
That…was a good point. But still, there were limits to stupidity, surely. “I bet you they will.”
“Usual bet?”
“Usual bet.”
Fei stuck out a hand, which Rune took and shook, sealing the deal. 
Time oozed by. Rune did put Alexander down, as there was no sense in holding the kid if they weren’t moving. Alexander found a toehold so that he could climb up enough and see his army. It took longer than Rune wanted, but they were actually fairly efficient setting up the tents and getting the cook fires started. In the space of two hours, maybe three, the fires started going out again as people doused them and headed for their bedrolls. 
From this distance, they couldn’t make out finer details, but there were still enough campfires to see silhouettes by. There were no man-shaped shadows making their way back and forth on patrol. 
Fei was quite smug about it. “I win.”
Rune just growled. “How stupid can you be? They set up tons of guards around their own guild compound, but not here?”
“The false security of safety in numbers.” Fei chuffed out a laugh, sounding breathy in the still night air. “Remember rule number five.”
Alexander, of course, piped up. “What’s rule number five?”
“Never complain when your enemy is making a mistake,” Rune recited promptly. “Alright, Fei, you win. I’ll pay up later. For now, let’s make our way to the back tents.”
“That big red one?”
“That has to be it, don’t you think?”
“Odds are good,” Fei admitted. “Alexander-xian, do you have a red tent?”
“I’m not sure,” Alexander admitted woefully. “I never got to go anywhere.”
It was a cardinal rule that the guildmaster, if he traveled, always stayed in a red tent so that people could easily find him. If he was in an inn, a red banner was pinned to his door for the same reason. Fallen Ward’s commanders didn’t have Alexander now, but they’d brought the tent with the confidence that they would be bringing him back home, and they’d need it for the return trip. Using it now just made things easier on their enemy, though. Even if it was for convenience’s sake, they shouldn’t have put it up. 
Alexander heaved out a sigh that was more appropriate for an adult carrying the world on his shoulders than a child. “They’re making so many mistakes. It’s embarrassing me.”
Not even trying to console him, Rune patted him on the back. “You should be embarrassed.”
“Thanks for that, Rune.”
“No problem. Get back on, it’s time to move.”
Alexander heaved a resigned sigh. 
This would be the most dangerous part of their trip. They had flat land to cover now and nothing but darkness to hide them. And it wasn’t that dark. Their best bet was to go well behind the army, by at least a thousand feet, and approach them from behind. With the city right in front of them, the whole army would be hyper aware of it, but shouldn’t have any concerns for anything behind them. Why would they? Their enemy was within plain view. 
At least, that was what Rune and Fei were banking on. 
They ran through the knee-high grass as fast as they could go. Alexander bounced a little on Rune’s back, but he held on admirably and didn’t utter a word of complaint at the jostling. Rune’s arms were starting to ache at carting the kid around. He didn’t weigh much, but after six hours of running with this monkey on his back, Rune’s body was sending up complaints. 
No matter what Fei said, it was his turn on the way back.
The closer they got to the camp, the louder it became with people talking to each other, the crackling of fires burning, and a dozen other sounds, too blended for Rune to separate out. He didn’t care to, either. All he was interested in were sounds of alarm, and he didn’t hear any of those. 
His nerves jangled the closer they came, but no one seemed to notice them. Fei didn’t slow his pace until he was almost on top of that bright red tent. It was noticeable even in this night air, gleaming under the firelight in sharp hues. Rune skidded to a stop right next to him, the grass slick enough to make his footing slightly tricky. 
Fei dropped to the ground, belly flat on the grass, and pulled up the tent wall just enough to get an eye under it. He studied the room for a long moment before he pulled the fabric even higher, making the rope lines twang, before rolling underneath. 
Rune didn’t try to follow immediately, just sat Alexander on his feet, tracking the situation inside the tent by sound. That meaty thunk was Fei taking out a guard, or someone equally unimportant, and so was that thunk, and then something fell over before a strangled shout was abruptly cut off. He had found a person to silence but not knock out? Oh, maybe they got lucky and the right person was in the tent. Rune waited three seconds, but when there were no other sounds, he assumed it safe and pulled the fabric up, pushing Alexander under it. 
Being small, Alexander had no trouble rolling underneath and into the tent. Rune had more of a squeeze, but he managed fine, coming to his feet smoothly. As he did, he took in the situation. 
For a command tent, not much was in there. A simple folding table, two rolled cots on either side, with a small brazier in the middle for light and warmth. That was it. Rune had expected something more…grand. Next to the brazier stood Fei, who had a man’s arm twisted up behind his back and a hand over his mouth to keep him quiet. 
A smile blossomed over Alexander’s face. “Lorcan.”
Far from seeming relieved by Alexander’s appearance, Lorcan’s brows snapped together in a murderous scowl. Rune studied that angry, frustrated expression and had a sinking feeling that he knew what was going to happen next. 
Fei, behind the man, couldn’t see that face and so dropped the hand gagging the man. 
“So. You didn’t die,” were Lorcan’s first words, sneered out. 
Alexander went abruptly still. “No. I didn’t.”
“We thought you were assassinated.”
“An assassin did come,” Alexander responded, voice unsteady. Rune felt a twinge of sympathy for the kid. He too had had a man he (semi) trusted turn on him unexpectedly. He knew exactly how that felt. “But he said I was too young to kill so he kidnapped me instead, to show me, to teach me, so I’d be a better guildmaster in the future. But none of that matters…does it?”
Lorcan wasn’t paying him much attention; instead his eyes were bouncing between Rune and Fei, trying to figure them out. “Who are these men? Why are you here, anyway?”
“They’re friends,” Alexander explained simply. 
Rune looked down at him in surprise. Friend? They were…friends? When had that happened?
“Friends. You don’t have friends.”
“It was weird to me, too. At first.” Alexander’s chin quivered as if he were suppressing the desire to cry. “They brought me here, so I could talk to whichever advisor was in charge, and convince them to stop. But you won’t stop.”
“Stop? We only got half of Goldschmidt’s wealth and you want us to stop?” Lorcan gave a disbelieving laugh. “Why should we? These ‘friends’ of yours are welcome to take part of the spoils, if they like, but we’re not stopping.”
Fei swore softly in his native tongue. “Alexander-xian, I take it this man was the one that convinced you to raid the cities in Robarge?”
Alexander’s nod of admission was unnecessary. They all knew what the answer was. 
For that alone, Rune was ready to kill the man on the spot. His greed had done too much damage and he had much to answer for. Rune had made several promises that he would only kill when necessary. Would this situation count as ‘necessary,’ though, that was the question. Rune felt like he’d better ask. “Fei, I can kill him, right?”
It was the wrong thing to say in that moment. Lorcan panicked and started screaming for help. His words were garbled, but tone was enough to call people to him in a hurry. Rune had no time to debate the moral dilemma of killing him or not so instead darted forward and broke three of the man’s ribs as a compromise. 
Lorcan screamed in real pain before sinking down to his knees, hands cradling his injured side. 
That would have to do, as Rune frankly didn’t have time for anything else. Fei beat him to the back of the tent, where he yanked it up, gesturing impatiently for Alexander to go through. The kid was in shock, and tears were in his eyes, but he obediently rolled underneath and up to his feet again. Rune followed them readily and was relieved that Fei had already scooped Alexander up and was running for the coastline. 
At least he didn’t have to argue about that. 
Growling a few choice words to himself, Rune caught up and ran at Fei’s side, keeping an ear out for pursuit as he moved. 
Why did the simple solutions never work? 




“Love, stop wringing your hands. They’ll be fine.”
“I’m not wringing them.”
“What do you call that, then?”
“Gripping.” 
“Is that right.” Wolf sounded distinctly amused. 
Siobhan shot him a dirty look. How the man could be so calm and collected right now was beyond her. She had sent two men and a small boy into an army camp of three thousand. That was the antithesis of ‘favorable odds.’ 
“Remind me why I love you again.”
“It’s my devastating charm and good looks,” he replied with a sunny smile. 
She had a moment’s impulse to kick him over the wall. Before she could do so, there was a call of, “Siobhan!” Her head snapped around and she saw to her relief that the skulking trio had returned and none of them looked injured. Turning, she held out her hands, gripping one of Rune’s and one of Fei’s. “You’re back.”
“We are well, Siobhan-ajie, do not worry.” Fei’s tone was kind, soothing, but he still had that flush to his cheeks that suggested he was on an adrenaline high. 
“How was it?” she asked in concern. 
“Quite fun,” Rune answered. There was sweat beading on his forehead and he was clearly tired from all the running, but he had that same look on his face that Fei did. “Wolf, you really should try this with me tomorrow night. I haven’t had a thrill this good in months.”
“Denney will murder you before you could do it again,” Siobhan rejected automatically before her brain caught up and latched onto the first part of that. “Wait, again tomorrow night? Did the plan not work?”
It was Alexander that answered. He couldn’t seem to look at anyone, his eyes trained at his boots as he said in a small voice, “It worked. We met him. But…he didn’t want to stop. He wasn’t happy I was alive, either.”
Ahhh. So, the corruption among Alexander’s advisors was as deep as she’d suspected it was. Siobhan wasn’t too surprised by this but for Alexander, it must be devastating. Not knowing what to say, she dropped to one knee and drew him in for a hug. He came readily, arms around her neck, and held on like she was a lifeline. 
Wolf put a hand on the boy’s shoulder in a gesture of comfort even as he said, “We’ll have to come up with another plan, then. Darrens came and spoke with us while you were gone. Right before you left, he got a message from Nuel Hammon saying that if we need help from Silver Moon, we’ve got it. I think we’ll need to borrow men again so we can flank them around the back and crush the army against our walls.”
“Is that Hyun Woo-zhi’s strategy?”
“It is. Rune, you’ll need to leave at first light to go pick them up. The only way this will work is if we get help here before the army below thinks to spread out and try their luck at other gates.”
“I will,” Rune promised. 
Siobhan was more than worried about sending Rune out. He had been running or sneaking around a camp for nine hours now. It was barely three hours until dawn. Would he even have the energy or focus to work a path with? 
Her concern was needless as Rune himself realized what condition he was in and what he needed to do. “I better take a nap, then. Someone wake me up at dawn.”
“I will,” Siobhan assured him. She watched Fei and Rune move off, heading for bed, before she turned back to the little boy still clinging to her. “Alex?”
He straightened and used his fists to dash tears from his eyes before they could fall. When he looked up at her, he tried to put on a firm face, but his lips quivered and his eyes were too bright. All she saw was a wounded child that had just had the world yanked out from underneath him. “I’m…” he sniffed, took in a breath, and tried again, “I’m not going back.”
Siobhan’s jaw dropped. “WHAT?”
More firmly this time, he repeated, “I’m not going back to Fallen Ward.”
“Alex, back this up and explain,” Wolf requested, sounding just as confused as Siobhan felt. “Ever since Rune brought you here, you’ve been adamant about returning home. You’ve learned things so you can be a better guildmaster, you asked a million questions of us toward that end, and now you’re saying the exact opposite. Did that man’s betrayal shake you that bad?”
“It’s not just him.” Alexander’s eyes fixated on a point over her right shoulder as he once again couldn’t seem to meet either of their eyes. “As we were running back, I was thinking. It didn’t make sense, what Lorcan said. Not at first. Then I started remembering things, things he said, and some of the things he did, and I realized. He never liked me. He just had to use me.”
Poor child. Siobhan wanted to hug him again, hug him hard until all the hurt was gone, but she had a feeling that he was going somewhere with this, so she held still. 
“And when I realized that, I thought about my other advisors, and they did the same things. Said the same things.” Alexander turned hollow eyes to Wolf. “Lorcan wasn’t happy I was alive. If I had gone by myself, I think he would have killed me.”
Wolf was not one to soften the truth, even if he was speaking to a child. “He probably would have, kiō.”
“If I go back home, they might kill me too.” Alexander shook his head roughly. “I was never their guildmaster. I was their puppet. Now that they’ve gotten rid of me, they don’t want me back.” 
He was just an excuse for the army to come out and attack Goldschmidt again. Siobhan had harbored that suspicion for some time, but now it was confirmed for all of them, and in the worst possible way for Alexander. He was likely right. If he returned home, he would probably be assassinated by his own people before he even made it back to Coravine. 
But that opened up a whole other question: Where would he go now? 
Wolf must have been thinking the same question but he spoke another. “Alex, is there not one of those advisors that you can trust?”
Alexander gave a sad shake of the head. “No. Two of my lieutenants I think can still be trusted. But they can’t protect me from my whole guild.” Showing his hard-won maturity, he added, “And what kind of guildmaster am I, that I need to be protected from my own people?”
“Point made, Alex.” Wolf slapped a hand against his thigh and sighed. “Well. There’s that. We’ll have to fight them off after all. Siobhan, I’ll send a message to Darrens explaining. Why don’t you two get some sleep while you can?”
After being up for nearly twenty-four hours straight, Siobhan would love to be horizontal for a while. And by the way Alexander was swaying on his feet, he was beyond tired. It was strung out nerves keeping him upright. “We will. But what about you?”
“A good plate of hot food will set me to rights. I’ll be fine.”
Well, he was used to long watches and all day battles. She wasn’t, so left him to it. “Come on, Alex.” 
Normally Alexander scorned holding hands with anyone, but at that moment he seemed desperate for any contact. His grip was firm as they walked back together in companionable silence to the Rose and Crown. Siobhan was sure that the emotional wound he’d gotten this night would stay with him for years to come, but there wasn’t a thing she could say to make it all better. He would just have to let time run its course. It would scar over and fade away eventually. 
She put him to bed in the same room as Beirly, the other man snoring softly. Alexander rolled over, clutching the blanket to his chest, and even as he fell asleep tears ran out of the corners of his eyes. Feeling twenty years older than her twenty-eight, Siobhan went across the hall to her room, pausing only long enough to pull her boots off before falling into her own bed. She fell asleep knowing that things likely wouldn’t be any better in the morning. 
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A hand on her shoulder roughly shook her awake. “Siobhan!”
“Five more minutes, Grae,” she mumbled into her pillow. Or at least, she tried to mumble that. Her mouth was usually the last thing to wake up. 
“No, now,” he corrected, shaking harder. “A development has happened.”
That sounded somewhat important. She pried open an eyelid. “Develo…” No, the word was too hard to say. Go for something easier. “What kind?”
“One of Alex’s lieutenants has managed to sneak over the wall. He’s demanding to see his guildmaster.”
That processed, or tried to, before failing. The effort of trying to make sense of what Grae was saying boosted her brain into a more semi-awake state. Siobhan managed to get both eyes open this time and she flipped onto her back to stare at him blearily. “Alex’s lieutenant?”
Grae gave an impatient tap of the toe. “Just how late were you up last night?”
“I went to sleep this morning,” she corrected grouchily. “Start again. Alex’s lieutenant?”
“Troy Dahnner is what he’s calling himself. He’s asking for Alex.”
“We sure this isn’t an assassin cloaked as a lieutenant?”
“He’s asking for Alex,” Grae repeated intensely, “by name.”
The import of that sank in and Siobhan swore, throwing back the covers and attempting to roll out of the bed at the same time. She had trouble with that, as the end of the blanket was rolled around her ankles and seemed determined to keep her in place. Impatient, she yanked the material free roughly, making a few seams pop as she did so. “Is Alex awake?”
“I wasn’t sure if I should. Rune filled me in on what happened last night.”
Well, granted, under normal circumstances she’d let the kid sleep. But right now they didn’t have that luxury. “He’s the only one that can confirm who this man is. Get him up.”
Grae jerked out a nod before spinning on his toes and quickly crossing into the next room. 
Siobhan was tempted to just go as she was, but had a moment’s pause before just shoving her feet back in her boots. Going around in clothes she’d worn the previous day would not be comfortable later on and she doubted that there’d be time enough to come back and change. Making a snap decision, she slammed her door shut and stripped quickly before yanking on the last set of clean clothing she had. With that done, she grabbed a tie and threw her hair into a very messy ponytail at the base of her neck. Good enough for today. 
Wrenching the door back open, she found Grae had managed to get Alexander out of bed and moving, but only by steering the boy with his hands on both shoulders. Alexander was blinking and trying to focus his eyes, stumbling from side to side, so tired he couldn’t keep his balance. Siobhan felt a twinge of sympathy. 
Pointing a finger at the boy, she ordered, “Just pick him up. Let’s go. Where is this man?”
“Ryu Jin Ho has him.”
The far side of the city, in other words. Of course. Mentally grumbling, she led the way down the stairs and out the door. As they rushed through the streets, heading for the north gate, she heard the sounds of battle from outside the walls. The sun had barely risen in the sky, it couldn’t even be described as dawn, and already they were fighting? Worried, she asked Grae, “How close are they to breaching the walls?”
Grae snorted. “Nowhere close. They’re still bunched up in front of East Gate. Most of their manpower is wasted because they can only fit so many men in front of the gate at a time.”
Really? Then they stood a chance of holding them off until reinforcements could arrive. Siobhan was under the impression that they had just enough men to defend the walls, but if the enemy ever breached, then it would quickly become a difficult battle. She’d feel better if they had more fighters on hand. 
  The sounds of metal clashing and yelling grew louder as they passed East Gate, then faded when they were halfway to North Gate. Siobhan could tell, just from the noise levels alone, that Grae was right—they really were focused on just the one gate. 
Were they stupid? Or just that inexperienced, thinking that using all of their strength on one gate would force it open faster than trying to attack all gates? 
Shaking the thought off, she focused on reaching the North Gate. Grae’s directions were beyond vague, so she wasn’t sure if this man was still on the top of the wall, or on the ground level. She would have asked, but before she could, she spotted Ryu Jin Ho standing on the ground, near the guardhouse, with a man she didn’t recognize held at sword point by two other men. That had to be the lieutenant. 
Her frantic pace slowed until she stopped a few feet away. She didn’t get a chance to ask Alexander a single question before the boy burst out incredulously, “Dahnner! How’d you get in here?”
Dahnner broke out into a relieved smile. “Guildmaster. You are well.”
Siobhan’s eyebrows rose. Oh? That expression looked genuine. The lieutenant had gone through a great deal of danger and effort to get in here to see Alexander. Perhaps the kid was right and his lieutenant was loyal after all. She was relieved for Alexander’s sake that it was true. 
“Me? Sure, I’m fine.” Alexander squirmed until Grae let him down, then he went straight for the other man, not an ounce of fear in him. “But how’d you get in?”
“I saw you and two other men climb the wall here and make it over the edge. I thought maybe I could do the same.” He eyed Ryu Jin Ho with an expression of respect. “I wouldn’t have made it, if he didn’t decide to let me through.”
“I was curious what kind of determined fool would bull his way through, even with that many men taking aim at him.” Ryu Jin Ho’s tone added, My curiosity’s satisfied, you can die now.

Dahnner steadfastly ignored him. He ignored the two swords aimed at him as well and sank down onto one knee. “Master Alexander. You know, I take it, that Lorcan can’t be trusted?”
Alexander’s chin dipped a fraction in a sad nod. “Most of my advisors can’t be.”
“Yes,” Dahnner acknowledged, resigned and solemn, “I’m afraid you’re right. There’s few of us that you can trust. It has been like that since your grandfather’s time, although he had ways of manipulating them. I did my best to shield you from them until you were old enough to deal with them yourself, but…” he trailed off in a small sigh. “Half of the men in that army outside are mine, and if I tell them to stand down and guard you as we go home, they will. But I’m afraid the rest are loyal to Lorcan. What will you have me do?”
Siobhan had known, on an intellectual level, that Fallen Ward really had depended on a ten-year-old to be their guildmaster. Oh, the advisors and some of the lieutenants had obviously used the situation to their advantage, with the rest following the commands of their guildmaster with blind loyalty. But it was a different thing knowing that and seeing it with her own eyes. It was obvious to everyone watching this scene that Dahnner was literally waiting for orders. Whatever Alexander decided, Dahnner would do, and he wasn’t moving until then. 
It was ludicrous. She wanted to hit him for putting that kind of burden on a child. In fact, she took a step forward, intending to do just that, when Alexander spoke. 
“Dahnner. Will you really do anything that I ask?”
“Yes,” Dahnner responded without hesitation. “Anything.”
Alexander drew in a breath, as if drawing on an inner well of courage. “Become Guildmaster of Fallen Ward.”




What?
Siobhan lifted a hand to her head and smacked it lightly, sure that her ears weren’t working properly. What had he just said? 
Dahnner seemed to be having the same problem as he stared at Alexander stupidly. “What?”
“Become Guildmaster of Fallen Ward,” Alexander repeated in that same tone. 
Ryu Jin Ho made a ‘stand down’ gesture to the two men. He must have realized that the situation was not what he thought. This man wasn’t an enemy. He was a potential ally. 
Dahnner gaped and spluttered and was perfectly speechless for a long moment. Whatever he had expected Alexander to say, it was not that. It was far from that.
Alexander seemed to realize that no one knew how to react to what he said. “Dahnner, if I go back with you to Fallen Ward, I won’t survive. They have an excuse now. I have been in an enemy city. There was at least one assassin that made it through all of my defenses and took me out. If one person can do it, others can as well. They will send an assassin after me and blame it on someone else.”
He was not wrong. Siobhan often thought of him and responded to him as if he were like any other ten-year-old child but the truth was he was not. He had been raised from birth to be a guildmaster. He had been trained in politics and infighting. When it came to economy and battle strategy, he was a novice, but that did not mean he was completely clueless on how to run a guild. The way that he spoke now, without any hesitation, made that very clear.
“We will protect you,” Dahnner argued imploringly.
Alexander immediately shook his head. “Dahnner, how long must I live in those gilded rooms without ever being able to live in the world outside?”
The question stopped Dahnner dead. It stopped him the way that an argument would not have. Siobhan understood exactly what Alexander meant. It was criminal, to her mind, to lock a child away from the world. No matter how expensive the trappings, it was still a prison. The price of being guildmaster was not worth his freedom.
Dahnner seized a different tack and tried arguing again. “But only a Jonquil can be Guildmaster of Fallen Ward.”
Siobhan had several choice things to say about that but fortunately she was not the one who had to argue with him.
Alexander seemed to anticipate this next argument as he gave Dahnner a sly smile. “Well then, join the family.”
Dahnner was back to spluttering. “M-me?!”
“It’s easily done. I write up a paper, sign it, and seal it with my blood and presto,” Alexander slapped his hands together and flung them wide like he was a magician at a magic show, “you are part of my family. Which would you prefer to be, my brother or my uncle?”
Siobhan slapped him on the back. “Smart, Alex.”
Alexander grinned up at her without an ounce of modesty. “Of course I am.”
“And so modest about it, too.” Siobhan was relieved to see that expression on his face. After last night, it was a miracle he could smile at all this morning.
Dahnner held his forehead as if it pained him.
“Brother or uncle?” Alexander prompted.
“You really won’t consider coming back?” Dahnner asked, ignoring the question.
Alexander gave him a gentle smile even as he shook his head no. “Life is better out here. I don’t want to go back.”
It was at this point that Darrens finally caught up with the group. He came in puffing for breath and took in the scene with a glance before asking Alexander, “This man really is your lieutenant?”
“He is.” 
That was enough information for Darrens. He turned to Dahnner and said by way of introduction, “I’m Gerrard Darrens, Guildmaster of Blackstone. Who might you be? And what are your intentions, coming into my city as you have?”
Dahnner stood so that they were on equal terms before responding, “Troy Dahnner, Lieutenant of Fallen Ward. I had intended to come in here and negotiate to have my guildmaster back, but…” he stared at Alexander with unreadable eyes. “He’s now adamant about staying here. He wants to pass the position of guildmaster over to me instead.”
Darrens was just as taken aback by this announcement as they had been. He stared at Alexander with raised eyebrows. “Truly?”
“It’s dangerous for me to go back,” Alexander pointed out wearily, as if he were tired of repeating himself. “And Dahnner is a good leader. He’ll do a good job.”
“I don’t know the man, so I’ll take your word on that, but have you thought this through? We’ve been supporting you here because Rune kidnapped you, and we wanted to train you so that when you returned to Fallen Ward we wouldn’t have to worry about being attacked by your people again. But if you stay here now, you won’t have that. How do you intend to live in my city?”
The question was a weighty one and it demanded an answer. Siobhan hadn’t thought that far ahead, but in truth, she should have. Alexander, no matter his education or prior station in life, was still a child and an orphan. Who would take care of him until he was adult enough to make his own living? 
With supreme confidence, Alexander announced, “I’m joining Deepwoods.”
Siobhan’s head snapped around. “You’re what?!”
Darrens choked, caught off guard, then he opened up into a full belly laugh. He slapped his leg several times, roaring with laughter, nearly doubling over with mirth. 
He was so loud she couldn’t get a word in edgewise. Siobhan reached over and poked the man in the ribs, trying to get him to quit. “Will you stop? It’s not funny!”
“Hilarious,” Darrens disagreed, gasping for breath. “And I should have seen this coming.”
“How?” she demanded, not sure whether to stomp the ground or throw up her hands in confusion. “How can you possibly have seen this coming?”
Darrens tried to give her a pitying look but he was smiling too hard to pull it off. “My dear Siobhan, in the decade I’ve known you, I’ve seen you rehabilitate bad people and turn them into good ones. They all came from different backgrounds, with different stories, but you know the one thing all of them have in common? They never left.”
She had her mouth open, ready to say something, but what, she had no clue. His words robbed her off all rational argument. After all, he was right, and she didn’t have a single point to rebut. 
“Once they know you,” Darrens continued, tone warm, “none of them can imagine leaving you. So am I surprised that Master Alexander is the same? Not in the slightest. In his position, certainly, I would choose to stay with you.”
Yes, well, certainly staying in Deepwoods would be better than going back to Fallen Ward, but…the situation being what it was, still…
Dahnner put the missing pieces together and squawked, “You’re choosing to stay with the guild that kidnapped you to begin with?”
“Yes,” Alexander answered forthrightly, not an ounce of apology in his tone. 
Darrens held out a hand and offered, “Renounce your position of Guildmaster of Fallen Ward and your citizenship with Coravine and I’ll offer you full citizenship rights in Goldschmidt.”
Alexander grasped that outstretched hand and beamed. “Done. I have to give Dahnner right of guildmaster first, though.”
“Understandable. I’ll wait.” 
“But what if I don’t want to be guildmaster?” Dahnner protested. 
Alexander had this look on his face that said Better you than me but was wise enough not to say it. Out loud. “Do you have someone that’s a better fit? Someone that you can trust?”
“As a matter of fact, I—” Dahnner started heatedly only to fizzle out and deflate at the end, “—don’t.” With a growled sigh, he lifted a hand in surrender. “I cannot argue with you. You’re right, it’s too dangerous for you to go back, and while I don’t understand why you would want to stay here with them, I do think you should finally get to choose what life you lead. It was too unfair before, locking you away as we did. Even though we knew that, we didn’t have any other choice.”
“Do you accept?” Alexander pressed. 
“Can I refuse?” Dahnner retorted dryly.
“No.”
“That’s what I thought. I guess I’ll be a brother.”
Alexander leaped forward and threw his arms around Dahnner’s waist. “YES!”
Dahnner relaxed enough to pat the blond head, something that could have been a smile on his face. “You brat. You always get your way in the end.”
Darrens cleared his throat. “I’m relieved this is happening, and it’s all well and good, but before you leave, you’re signing a treaty with us.”
Not surprised by this, Dahnner nodded. “Understandable. But only half the men outside are mine, I can’t control the others at this point. When I get back to Fallen Ward, I’ll clean house, but it’ll be rocky for several months.”
“I didn’t expect anything different. But the attacks on Robargean cities stop when you leave.”
“Yes. That much, I can promise.” Dahnner looked toward the far gate, where the fighting was still taking place, and his jaw tightened. “Let’s go to the Eastern Gate. I’ll get my men to withdraw and then we can talk treaties.”
“I was hoping you’d say that. And the rest? The ones that won’t follow your order?”
“They’re Lorcan’s men and corrupt all the way through. Do what you need to. I won’t complain.”
“Understood.” 
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It took longer than Siobhan hoped, but not as long as she feared for Dahnner to convince his men to stand down. He gave orders for them to pack up and shift over to the far right of the road, making a clear division between them and Lorcan’s men. It was almost a precise division of half the army. Lorcan was bellowing something below, outraged that Dahnner was “Doing such a disloyal thing!” and “What do you think you’re doing, anyway?” but Dahnner ignored him completely. 
He made all of these orders from the top of the wall, as no one had been able to figure out the logistics of getting him out of the city and back in again without opening a breach Lorcan’s men would be sure to exploit. Dahnner’s people were justifiably suspicious and nervous at this action, not sure if he was being threatened into all of this. That, actually, was what took the longest—reassuring them. 
With that finally done, they left the wall completely and retreated to the first place that had enough room to fit everyone comfortably. No one thought it a good idea to go to the Blackstone compound. It would take more than thirty minutes to walk there and that was too great a distance from East Gate at that point. If something happened, Dahnner and Darrens needed to be able to respond instantly. So they went somewhere close instead, which just so happened to be Kaye Ruffner’s shop. 
Darrens took one look at the half-painted store front, one side a dark forest green, the other with red lettering in a language he couldn’t read. He didn’t need any explanation, just turned to Siobhan and said, “Fei, again?”
“He was given water with sugar and peaches in it,” she sighed, beyond being embarrassed about things like this. “In his defense, he was painting the front for Kaye when this whole situation broke out. He’ll get back to it after the army has left again.”
Shaking his head, the guildmaster let it pass and stepped inside. 
Kaye frantically went about collecting enough chairs for everyone and two small tables. Siobhan helped until they were settled, then she took a seat next to Alexander. 
The boy turned to Dahnner and asked, “What do I need to write? To make you my brother?”
Dahnner still looked pained about this whole idea but dutifully dictated to Alexander what needed to be said. He did so slowly, giving the child enough time to write it all out. 
Siobhan watched him through this process, letting the words flow over her. Darrens’ words aside, she’d had no intentions of keeping Alexander when the kid was first brought to her. For that matter, she’d had no intention of keeping Rune when she’d stumbled across him either. It changed with Rune as she got to know him, but Siobhan had never harbored the idea of keeping Alexander for one simple reason—she hadn’t thought she could. She’d been worried about him going back, as it felt like she was sending a helpless kitten into a den of vipers, but it had never occurred to her that he could actually stay. Because of that, she was caught mentally off-guard. Really, what was she to do with a kid in the guild? Four, maybe five years down the road, he would certainly be able to pull his weight, but right now? He had no real skills that she could use. Was she just to raise him until he was old enough to manage on his own? 
And how had she gotten volunteered for this, anyway? 
Grae leaned into her side and whispered, “What are we going to do with him?”
“How should I know?” she grumped back. 
Not expecting her response or the tone it was delivered in, he sat back a little. “You didn’t consider this possibility at all? That’s rather unlike you.”
She aimed a glare at him. “I’ve had three hours of sleep and no breakfast. I’m tired and I’m hungry, and I resent both of those things, so I’m going to eat. Before making earth-shattering decisions. Alright?”
Being wise, he simply spread his hands in surrender and didn’t say another word. 
“There!” Alexander said with immense satisfaction. He handed the paper to Dahnner with the most genuine smile Siobhan had ever seen. “You’re my brother, and the new Guildmaster of Fallen Ward. Don’t try to give it back to me, I don’t want it.”
Dahnner handled the paper gingerly and with open morosity. “Understood.”
“Guildmaster Dahnner-Jonquil,” Alexander said with studied formality, “I notify you that I revoke my position in Fallen Ward. I revoke my rights of citizenship in Coravine as well.”
“Understood,” Dahnner repeated, dredging up a sorry smile. “Be happy here, Alexander. And if you aren’t happy,” he turned his eyes to Darrens, “tell me.” The words were clearly meant as a threat. 
Darrens wasn’t the least bit provoked by this. “As I was saying earlier,” he drawled, “this is not my fault, but Siobhan’s. She’s the one that everyone falls in love with and can’t bear separating from. Blame her.”
“Oh, I do,” Dahnner grumbled. 
Alexander was impatient at this by-play and demanded of Darrens, “Can I be part of Deepwoods now?”
“I hereby grant your request for right of citizenship in Goldschmidt,” Darrens stated drolly. “Your position in Deepwoods is acknowledged. I’ll make sure it’s written properly in the books later. Now. The new Guildmaster of Fallen Ward and I have terms to discuss so we can put a treaty together. Do you want to stay for that?”
Stay for hours of arguments and debate and yelling? “Not on your life,” Siobhan said vehemently. “I’m going for breakfast.”
“Lucky woman.” Darrens grinned at her, robbing his words of sting. “Go.”
Collecting Alexander with a sweep of the arm, she went, Grae quickly escaping with her. As they left the building, Grae whispered, “Do you think it’ll be alright, leaving it to them?”
“No, I do not. Go get Cha Ji An and get her in there.”
“Good thought.” Grae lengthened his stride and headed around them. 
Alexander turned his face toward her. “You still think Cha Ji An should go with the guildmaster of Fallen Ward? Even though it’s not me?”
“Not all of the problems disappeared just because you handed the job over to another man. I still think Cha Ji An can do a lot of good, if we can convince Dahnner to accept her.” But that was not her problem at the moment. “Alex, I’ll introduce you to the guild formally as a member later, but for now, what do you want for breakfast?”
He pretended to think for a fraction of a second before pumping a fist in the air. “Biscuits and sausage gravy!”
“I’ll second that.” 





  
 





There was a unanimous vote in the guild to let Rune sleep as long as he could, but when the sun was strong enough to use for pathmaking, they had to roust him out of bed. He woke up quickly, as he always did, scarfed down a plate of food that Denney brought to him, then went with Grae to get reinforcements. 
Siobhan had settled Alexander in with Sylvie before taking a plate and a large jug of water up to where Wolf was still on the wall. Last time they fought, arrows had flown back and forth, but this morning no one seemed interested in shooting people. When she got up on top, she could smell something burning, and there was a wavy, smoky look to the air. What in mercy’s name was…? She popped her head over the wall and looked down. 
The grass was burning. In a strange pattern, too. 
“Morning, love,” Wolf greeted, coming to stand next to her. 
“Did you throw oil down there and set it on fire?” she asked. That semi-circle pattern couldn’t be explained any other way.
“You’re quick,” he approved. “That’s exactly what we did. I figured I needed to give my men time to eat breakfast and take a nap. The oil will burn about five hours, gives us space to rest some.”
Smart. She handed him the plate of food and jug. “Then is this useless?”
“Heavens, no,” he denied with open pleasure. “They only gave me one plate for breakfast.”
“One? For you, that’s not enough.” If Wolf ate less than three plates at a meal, she called for Conli, because the man was sick. 
“I know.” He balanced the plate on top of the wall before he undid the cloth wrapping and opened up his second breakfast with a smile of pleasure. “Biscuits, gravy, ham, and are those roasted potatoes?”
“Dark and crisp, as you like them.”
Wolf gave her a look of open adoration. “I love you.”
“I know, dearling,” she responded, trying not to laugh. “Eat.”
She didn’t have to tell him twice. He dug in heartily, drinking liberally as he did so. 
“Here, while you eat, let me catch you up on what happened this morning.”
He had his mouth full, but Wolf made an inquiring noise. 
“Oh yes, something happened alright. Several somethings. You only caught part of it earlier.” She started from being rousted out of bed and went from there. Quite a few times, Wolf choked, and she had to pause so he could catch his breath and swallow. It was a bit much—even hearing about it second hand was enough to surprise someone. 
“So that was why that man came over here and ordered anyone loyal to him to break off. I had wondered. I thought it was someone loyal to Alex that finally stepped up and gave the help we needed.”
“Yes and no.” 
Wolf used the last bite of biscuit to sop up a trace of gravy on the plate, eyes on her as he did so. “And now Alex’s staying with us. Really?”
“I had no vote in that,” she informed him, starting to see the humor in the situation now. “None. Everyone assumed I would say yes, and Darrens has already given his verbal seal of approval. We’re stuck with the kid.”
“You’re delighted,” Wolf said knowingly.
Siobhan rubbed at the back of her neck. “I guess I am. I loathed the idea of sending him back to Fallen Ward. I do prefer he stay with us. I just don’t know what to do with him.”
“Not letting Rune teach him assassination techniques will be a good start.”
Siobhan almost laughed until she realized his tone had been dead serious. “Urk. Wait, was Rune really doing that?”
“When your back was turned.” Wolf swallowed the last bite so he could rub at his jaw. “Alex’s got a small build, I bet he’d be good at it.”
“No. No, do not go there. One assassin in the guild is enough, I do not want two.”
He didn’t argue the point, and the way he shrugged indicated he half-agreed with her. “So what are we going to do with him?”
“Start with giving him a well-rounded education and go from there?” She had no idea what else to do. 
“It’s not a bad thought.”
Putting her hands together, she mimed moving something to her right. “Putting that aside, what’s the plan for our reinforcements?”
“Rune’s got the plan. He stopped by here before he left with Grae. He’ll meet up with Jonathan Glass and Gaurav Hasur in Winziane, and as soon as they arrive, they’ll march around the city and pin what’s left of that army against the walls. It’ll be a massacre.” 
She blinked. “It’s that simple?”
“No need for elaborate plans this time.” He gave a wolfish smile. “Especially with only half of the army left. Before the day is out, they’ll be defeated.” 
Siobhan almost felt sorry for that corrupt advisor. If Lorcan had possessed any idea of what was coming his direction, he might not have been so quick to turn on Alexander. But she wasn’t that sorry. The man deserved every bit of what was coming. 
She stayed up on the wall, tossing ideas of what to do in the future with Wolf, mostly dealing with Alex. They were both hyper aware of the army down below, but the fire ring that Wolf had set kept them at bay. They were so focused on getting past it that no one seemed to consider trying a different gate. Siobhan wondered at their stubbornness. It bordered obstinacy.
By mid-morning, their pigheadedness became a death trap. Rune and Grae returned with the fighters from Winziane. Siobhan couldn’t pick out details from on top of the wall, as they were still some distance away, but she knew who they were just from the direction they were coming from. Wolf spied them in the same moment she did and he started bellowing orders. 
Her first choice of weapon was her twin swords, always, but she was a decent hand with a bow as well. It was a survival skill, used for hunting when they traveled over land too desolate to support paths. She’d lost hers when Goldschmidt fell and was forced to borrow one, but it was a fine recurve that had good draw to it. She lifted it into her hands, a quiver propped up against the wall near her feet, and nocked the first arrow. When Wolf gave the command, she lifted it up near her cheek, aimed and released with dozens of other archers. 
Below, a wave of men fell, caught by surprise to be shot at after hours of nothing happening on either side. They hefted up shields, ducked behind wagons or crates if they were handy, trying to avoid the arrows. Those that had bows below returned fire, although few of them hit. 
They were so focused on the attack from the wall that they missed the army coming at their flanks. 
The Winziane force hit like a tidal wave against an unguarded beach. It was a clash of sound so dense that Siobhan flinched from it. No one below had any mercy and they attacked each other viciously. It soon became so chaotic that she had to put the bow down, as it was impossible to sort out friend from foe in that melee. All she could do was stand and watch. 
The men from Silver Moon were fresh, not having to march days to get there, and were better armed. They were also angry, angrier than the men from Coravine, at having to defend Goldschmidt again from looters. They pounded the ragtag army until they were forced up against the walls, and then pressed them even harder. 
Someone, finally, threw up a white handkerchief in surrender. It took several minutes for the word of that to spread all the way across and into the back, but when it finally did, the fighting stopped. Siobhan saw Rune gesturing people back, and Jonathan Glass doing likewise. When they did, only the men from Coravine were left, and they numbered a bare hundred. 
Wolf was right. It had been a massacre. 
The Coravine army, what was left of them, were forced to put their hands behind their backs so they could be bound. 
Satisfied they were contained, Wolf bellowed to the guards below, “OPEN THE GATE!”
Siobhan scampered down to the ground level so she could be there as the prisoners were brought in. As people jostled through the narrow gateway, she called out, “RUNE! GRAE!”
“We’re fine!” Grae called back from somewhere in the sea of people. 
That was what she wanted to hear. Relieved, she sank back onto her heels. Now, what to do? This had happened all so quickly, had Darrens even been notified that reinforcements had arrived and the battle won? Deciding she’d better make sure, she weaved her way around where they were forcing the prisoners to sit, and over to Kaye’s shop.
Halfway there, she spied Darrens and Dahnner, who had obviously been notified, and were coming toward the gate. Darrens spotted her in the crowd and made a beeline for her. “Siobhan, I received a report that the Fallen Ward army outside has been destroyed. Is this accurate?”
“A hundred men left, or thereabouts,” she confirmed. “They’re bound and being brought in now. When I passed, they were being shoved into the holding area near the gate.”
Dahnner had a disturbed look on his face. “That was…quick.”
Siobhan met his eyes, tone level. “Two men from Saoleord came down months ago and taught us strategy. It’s proved handy.”
“Saoleord, eh?” Dahnner shot a look at Darrens. “Are these the same two men he’s encouraging me to take back with me?”
“No.” Siobhan felt semi-amused at his surprise. Whatever Darrens had told him, Cha Ji An’s gender hadn’t been part of it. “But she’s part of the same delegation. If you have any sense, Dahnner, you’ll take her up on the offer and listen to what she has to say. The woman has more knowledge and skill than anyone in your guild. I can guarantee that.”
“Is that right.” Dahnner weighed her with his eyes. “I’m told that you are the guildmaster to a small escorting guild here. How many are in your guild?”
“Ten. No, sorry, eleven now.” Alex now officially being hers. 
“Eleven. And yet Darrens comes to you for help and advice.” It was not a question, but a statement of fact.
To the outside, it must seem very strange, that the guildmaster of a city would go to one of his underlings regularly for help. Siobhan was so used to it at this point that it no longer surprised her. She had experts in her guild that had skills and experience that few others did. Darrens came to her simply because she had the right people for the job most of the time. 
But to Dahnner, who knew nothing of her, it would seem very odd. It would also apparently give her an air of importance and lend more weight to her words. Dahnner nodded once, and one could see the mental decision he made in that moment to take her words at face value. 
“This—woman—what was her name again?”
“Cha Ji An.”
“I’ll remember it.” Dahnner made no other promises, but struck off in the same direction that Darrens had disappeared to. 
Siobhan let out a slow breath. Half of her worries disappeared with that statement. If he was willing to take their advice, and use Cha Ji An as an advisor, then most of the problems in Coravine could be resolved. And doing that would hopefully put the four continents at peace once again. 
Well, as peaceful as it ever got, anyway. 
As she went after the other two guildmasters, Siobhan sent a prayer up to the heavens that straightening out this mess wouldn’t take too many meetings. 




The heavens were not listening. It took multiple meetings to straighten it out, and for some strange reason, everyone insisted that Siobhan just had to be there. 
Negotiatons lasted three days. A treaty had been signed by Dahnner that essentially said he would establish trade agreements with Darrens in the future and he would stop attacking Robargean cities. Cha Ji An had been formally invited to act as an advisor, and she had formally accepted. Immediately following that meeting, she had promptly dragged Dahnner aside and given him a long list of things that she thought might work. When Siobhan had left, the two were enthusiastically discussing ideas. 
She didn’t expect problems from them in the future. 
In the second meeting, the guildmasters had put their heads together and figured out what to do with Lorcan and the surviving prisoners of war. Darrens took the prisoners, sentencing them to two years of working on the Grey Bridges. They were still under reconstruction, after all, and any labor at all would be helpful. But most of these men were masons by trade, so Darrens was gleeful about sending qualified help. 
Lorcan was another matter. 
Siobhan would have thought he was the trickiest matter to resolve but actually it turned out to be quite the opposite. Dahnner was forthright about how to deal with the man. Lorcan had betrayed a former guildmaster, he had disobeyed the current one, and had started a war with an ally—for all of those crimes, he deserved execution. Darrens felt the same way. After all, this was the man that had started the war against all Robargean cities, even one on Orinite soil, he couldn’t be trusted. Lorcan was summarily sentenced to execution, the sentence to be conducted before the week was out. 
No one was sorry to see the man go, sadly. When Siobhan broke the news to Alex, he got that tight look to his face that spoke of pain, but even he was relieved. She could not think of a sadder thing for a fellow human being, that no one would mourn his passing. 
This morning had been the last of the meetings, thankfully. While her guild worked on building, she’d gone to Blackstone’s compound for the last time, at least for this business. This time, the matter was not so weighty. As Siobhan had been the one to bring people from Saoleord, they’d wanted her to come and hear what would happen to her delegation. She’d expected to have to drop everything, again, and take people home. 
To her surprise, it was quite the opposite. 
Cha Ji An was of course going to Coravine with Dahnner. But neither Hyun Woo nor Ryu Jin Ho wanted to return home either. The two were apparently having too much fun teaching a whole continent strategy and battle tactics. Ryu Jin Ho had been invited by Nuel Hammon to come and train everyone in Silver Moon. It was an offer he was quite excited about and had already accepted. Jay Fowler was to come and fetch him within the next two days. 
Hyun Woo had been equally invited to stay by Darrens, who liked the idea of having the man teach his own guild. The man had accepted the offer with a dignified bow and an outrageous twinkle in his eyes. After the meeting, he had confided to Siobhan that he would have found a way to stay anyway. He hadn’t yet taught Rune, Wolf, Tran, or Fei everything that they needed to know, after all. He wanted to complete their training before returning home. 
Siobhan had the sense it was Rune he was the most worried about but did not ask. Some questions weren’t necessary to voice in order to know the answer. 
Now, she was finally ‘home’—not that it was completed or habitable yet. She stood just inside the doorway and looked around for a moment. Everyone had scattered, working on the parts that they had the skills for. Even Alex was involved, hammering in boards that Wolf held for him. He wasn’t as clumsy as he was at first, and managed to put in two nails without hitting his thumb or someone else’s. She smiled to see it. 
Well, the whole guild was here. Maybe there was one last meeting to be had. Siobhan clapped her hands together loudly. “Alright, order! Everyone sit down, time for a guild meeting.”
Beirly groused good naturedly, “Siobhan, aren’t we done with meetings? I’m sick of them.”
“You only attended a third of the meetings I had to, By, don’t start with me. Sit down.” She waited until people had found seats. Their Hall was still only half constructed, so people made benches out of buckets and boards, although some chose to sit on the half-installed floor. The couples, of course, sat together. Siobhan found it hilarious for some reason to see Rune actually on the ground for once instead of squirreled away in the rafters. 
Denney was good for that boy. 
With them settled, she started. “This meeting is simple, I’m just giving you an outline of how the next few months will go. I need to put a few of you in motion as well. Now, first, we will not be going to Saoleord as I thought.” There was a wave of murmuring, the nuance confused and surprised. She shrugged in agreement. “I didn’t expect this, but our delegation from Saoleord doesn’t want to return home yet. They’re apparently having more fun here. They said in a few months, when they’re ready to go back, then they’ll ask for an escort. But in the meantime, they have every intention to stay.”
Siobhan was just as glad, as they only had about half the equipment they needed to make a journey with at the moment. And she hated taking a job without the guildhall finished. It was an unexpected but welcome reprieve. 
“Second,” she continued, waving to Alex, “as I’m sure most of you have heard by now, Alex is now officially a part of Deepwoods.”
There was a hearty cheer and the people closest to him reached over to slap the kid’s back in welcome. Alex openly beamed. 
“What he’ll do in the guild in the future, well, we haven’t figured that out yet. But there’s two things that I’ve decided should happen. First, we need to give Alex a well-rounded education.”
Alex pointed to his nose and objected, “I’ve been taught, though!”
“Your education is lacking, kid. It has more holes than a slice of cheese. We need to fill in the gaps.” Siobhan pointed her finger at the person as she ordered, “Markl, teach him economics and bookkeeping. Make sure he can read at an advanced level.”
“Certainly, we’ll start tomorrow,” Markl promised. 
“Fei, history.”
“As you wish, Ajie.”
“Tran, the basics of your culture. He’ll be lost in Teherani when we go there, so teach him what he needs to know so he can travel through it.”
Tran gave Alex a smile known to scare lesser beings. “I’ll teach him how to memorize too.”
Poor kid. Siobhan had been on the receiving end of that lesson before. “Beirly, give him some basic know-how on tools. He should be able to make basic repairs on anything from leather to wood by the time you’re done.”
“He’s already got some of that in him, but I’ll teach him the rest.”
“Good, good.” What was she missing? Oh, duh. “Now, Wolf, Fei, Rune, Tran, I expect you four to put your heads together and teach him strategy and combat skills. Find what he’s got good aptitude for and go from there. Do not, I repeat, DO NOT teach him assassination skills.”
Tran whispered loudly to Rune, “She’s talking to you.”
“She’s not,” Rune stage whispered back. “I taught him how to effectively kill people. Not the same thing.”
They’d have to have a little chat about that comment later. “And do not,” Siobhan gave Rune the stink eye, “teach him to lurk in the rafters. Two of you are bad enough.” 
Fei and Rune gave her twin looks of innocence as if they couldn’t fathom what she was referring to. They practiced those looks in the mirror, she knew they did. Ignoring them with a pointed sniff, she turned to Sylvie and Denney. “The two of you have good life skills. Cooking, shopping, bargaining, etc. If you go out, take him with you. The best way to learn is actually do. If either of you are cooking, have him help.”
“We’ll take care of it,” Sylvie promised. 
Denney raised a hand. “Animal care?”
“That too. Conli, basics of medicine.”
“Absolutely. Actually, can I include Rune in on those lessons?”
“You can,” she responded promptly. Rune’s head jerked back in surprise. She noted the reaction with interest. So, Rune still wasn’t sure what Conli thought of him courting Denney yet, eh? She made a mental note to investigate that later. Going back to the matter at hand, she continued, “Basically, I want Alex to be able to walk out our door and handle whatever life throws at him. He only has about a third of the skills he needs right now. I expect all of you to teach him what he doesn’t know. Clear?” When she got nods all around, she relaxed, satisfied. 
Alex was looking around the room, his eyes growing round as he realized that by joining the guild, he’d gained ten adults that could boss him around. That was not something he had expected when he’d maneuvered his way in here. Siobhan wasn’t about to show him any sympathy. Learning consequences to rash decisions was just part of his education. “Also, Alex, I want you to make friends your own age.”
“Friends,” Alex repeated as if she were speaking some foreign language. 
“Friends,” she repeated firmly. “You’ve been locked away far too long. Learn how to play. Go enjoy people. There’s no purpose to life if you can’t cut loose and have fun.”
This idea went over far better than the idea of lessons. Alex said, “Sure!” readily and with a look of anticipation on his face. 
“Rune?” Siobhan waited until he turned to her before saying sweetly, “You too.”
Rune gave her a poleaxed look. “You want me. To learn how to play. Are you serious?”
She softened in sympathy. “Dearling, before you came to us, you were never allowed to be a child either. And in the past eight months or so that you’ve been with us, you’ve either been training or in war. I think it’s time you learned how to enjoy life too, don’t you?”
Denney slipped her hand into his and supported this by saying softly, “I think she’s right.”
Rune eyed the two of them as if they were both crazy, then scratched at the back of his head. “I could try? I guess?”
“That’s the right attitude,” Siobhan encouraged. “Just don’t play the same way that Wolf and Tran do. That’s all I ask.”
Most of the guild snickered. 
Happy that they were all in agreement, and she’d had no arguments during all of this, she gestured to the hall around her. “I think it goes without saying what our third agenda is. For the next two months, our job is to complete the new Hall and re-furnish it. Beirly has agreed to build most of what we need. Grae, if we can take trips out for lumber, that’ll save on costs.”
“Just give me a lumbering crew, and I’ll take them,” Grae promised. 
“Good, good.” An idea of lumbering extra, and selling it to people in the city, sparked in the back of her mind. Siobhan made a mental note to mention it to Sylvie after the meeting, see how viable it was. “When the guildhall is complete, we’ll go back to business. Anyone else have something they want to discuss?”
Tran waved a hand. “Siobhan, what about jobs? I know we’re not really outfitted for it right now, but are we getting any offers in? We can do short trips, I think.”
“We can,” she responded with a nod. “But right now, we haven’t had any.”
“The markets are still out of whack because of everything that’s happened,” Sylvie explained to the group as a whole. “I wouldn’t expect merchants or caravans for at least another month.”
“Which is why we need to finish building and recoup what we’ve lost as quickly as possible,” Siobhan tacked on. “Before those jobs start coming in. We’ll take day jobs at first, until we’ve replaced our equipment.”
“And then?” Grae asked uncertainly. 
“And then we’ll see what the future has in store for us.” 




Rune rounded the corner, heading toward Conli’s clinic, only to pause near the doorway as a voice floated out from inside the room. 
“—through the steps of how to care for a wound,” Conli requested in his ‘teaching’ voice.
“Burn or cut?” Alex asked uncertainly. 
“Good question,” Conli approved. “Let’s say cut.”
“First, if it’s a big cut, put pressure on it.”
“Good. And then?”
“And then clean it out.”
“With what?”
“Um, that bottle of alcohol.”
“And if you don’t have that?”
“Soap and water.”
“And then?”
“And then some salve to protect it and make it heal better. That bottle. And then wrap it in clean cloth.”
“Good,” Conli said again. The smile could be heard in his voice. “Do you think you can remember all of that? It’s important to do every step, and in that order.”
“I can remember,” Alex assured him. 
Siobhan had ordered Conli to teach both him and Alex the basics of medicine, but so far, the only person who’d had time was Alex. Rune was still learning from Grae about pathmaking, and they’d had several requests throughout the city, mostly taking people back to their homes or fetching lumber and other building supplies. In between that and working on the guildhall, Rune hadn’t had a spare moment. He was glad to see Alex at least was learning. 
Taking this as a cue of sorts, he pushed the door the rest of the way open, hand still cradled near his stomach. “Well, how about someone to practice on?”
Conli jerked to his feet as he came through, eyes automatically scanning for injury and finding it. “Lay it on the table. What happened?”
Rune gingerly laid his injured hand out on the table, watching as blood seeped into the towel underneath. It was easier to focus there instead of whatever instrument of torture Conli was reaching for. “Stupid accident.”
With a snort, Conli requested acerbically, “Clarify.”
Despite the pain and the situation, Rune couldn’t help a fleeting grin. The first room to have been completed in the guildhall was Conli’s clinic, for the simple reason that they couldn’t seem to go a full day without someone getting injured. It was usually something minor, a scrape or burn, but it was inevitable that someone would get hurt. Today, it had apparently been Rune’s turn. 
“Beirly’s handsaw was laying on the table. Tran dropped a board and it hit the handle of the saw, flipping it in the air. I grabbed it.”
Rolling his eyes in despair, Conli asked with forced patience, “Why? Reflex?”
Rune shook his head and corrected quietly, “It was heading for Denney.”
Conli froze, a bottle of that evil burning liquid in his hand, a clean cloth in the other. He looked up at Rune with an unreadable expression. It was hard, but Rune met his eyes and didn’t flinch away. 
Alex, of course, asked the obvious. “Doesn’t that hurt?”
“Sure does,” Rune responded, lips twisting. Great mercy, but it hurt. 
Conli’s hand fisted around the cloth, going knuckle white, and his head bowed for a long moment. “Alex.”
“What?”
“Go tell Siobhan what happened. Tell her Rune can’t work for the next few days until this closes.”
“Right.” With a serious nod, Alex ran out the door. The kid always seemed to run these days, no matter where he was going. 
With him gone, Conli lifted his head. “Rune. Ever since you started courting my niece, I’ve been torn how to feel about it. I waited, thinking that your relationship might not last long.”
Thinking or hoping? Rune decided it was better not to ask. 
“But if anything, your bond with each other is only getting stronger. So. Now I’m asking you. Can you be good to her?”
If there was any time in his life that Rune had to be completely honest, it would be now. This man might become family to him in the future. “I don’t know what ‘good’ means, not always,” Rune admitted, troubled by his own words. “But I won’t hurt her or bring shame to her. Is that enough?”
The tension drained from the physician’s face and body and he relaxed into a gentle expression. “That’s more than what most men can achieve. I know you won’t let harm come near her, Rune. I’ve seen you protect her time and again. Just try to be a good man to her, that’s all I’m asking.”
Rune gave him a serious nod. “That I can do.” Mouth kicked up to one side, he added, “Don’t worry. If I get it wrong, she tells me.”
Surprised, Conli’s eyes flew wide before he chuckled. “Yes, she would. Alright. My fears are eased. Let’s tend to this hand of yours.”
By ‘tending’ Conli meant pouring that searing, hellfire liquid over his open wound. Rune hissed in a breath, forcing his hand to remain flat instead of curling shut. 
“This will sting some,” Conli added kindly. 
Rune glared at him. “You sure you’re fine about me and Denney?”
That got a more genuine laugh out of the man. “Where is she, anyway? I would have expected her to come in with you.”
“She was reaming out Tran and Beirly first for being careless. Although honestly, I think that saw flipping like that is a one in a million chance thing, I can’t imagine it happening again.”
“Truly, what are the odds? Things would have to be perfectly aligned to pull that off.” Conli dabbed at the wound, tilting his head this way and that. “It’s mostly superficial. I don’t think it hit either nerve or bone. We’ll wrap it up well and keep an eye on it. But you can’t use it or get it wet for the next five days, alright?”
He regarded his injured limb dubiously. That would be harder than it sounded. 
“I’ll help when the situation calls for it,” Conli assured him, apparently reading his mind. 
Denney chose that moment to come in, asking before she was even in view, “Conli, how bad is it?”
“Superficial, it’ll heal without much help from me,” her uncle assured her, never looking up from his work. 
Rune put an arm around her waist and drew her in to stand at his side. She came willingly enough, but her eyes darted back and forth between the men uneasily. 
“While I’m glad you protected her,” Conli said, smoothing salve over the wound, “try not to get injured again, alright? It worries both of us when you’re in harm’s way.”
Denney’s mouth parted in surprise, as well it should, as this was the first time that Conli had ever voluntarily expressed concern for Rune’s wellbeing. Rune squeezed her waist, drawing her eyes to his, and he gave her a smile. That was all she needed to figure out that the men had worked things out between them, and all was well. She beamed at Rune, bright enough to put the sun to shame. 
Conli wrapped the hand snugly. “There. Keep it clean, don’t use it, don’t get it wet.”
“Yes, yes, I heard you the first time.”
“It’s not your hearing I question, but your memory. You never seem to obey even the most simple of instructions.” Conli’s wink took the sting out of the words. “What were you doing before this happened?”
“Oh, I was working with Beirly, putting the finishing trim down on the main floor.”
“I’ll pick up where you left off, then. Assuming that no one else gets themselves injured today.”
Conli working with wood? Now this he had to see. Rune stood as he did, intending to follow him out and watch. 
Denney’s arm around his shoulders held him back and she whispered, “What happened in here?”
“Come on,” he encouraged in a similarly low tone, “I’ll tell you, but I want to watch. I’ve never seen Conli work with wood before. He always avoids it.”
“For good reason,” Denney giggled. “Alright, let’s watch, but what did he say?”
They left the room together, arm in arm, with Rune whispering things to her as if sharing a secret. And maybe it was at that. A warm, happy, unexpected secret. 





  
 





Honorifics:
 
For Saoleord: (From most formal to informal)
 
Zhi – used when speaking to an older person of great important. Gender neutral
Jia – used when speaking to a guest or a person of higher status. Gender neutral
Gui – used for people that are strangers with no special significance. Gender neutral.
Ajie – used for an elder sister, relative, or older female friend. 
Ren – used for an older brother, relative, or older male friend.
Jae – used for a sister or close female friend of the same age.
Xian – used for a younger brother or male friend near the same age. 
 
Teherani:
Maee – used to denote respect from the speaker. Not gender specific.
 
 



Characters:
 
Siobhan Maley – Guildmaster of Deepwoods. Siobhan is from Widstoe, Robarge. She’s twenty-eight years old. Dual wielding swordsman. 
 
Grae Masson – Master Pathfinder. Hails from Widstoe, Robarge. Twenty-eight years old.
 
Erik Wolfinsky – “Wolf” the Enforcer. From Reske, Wynngaard. He was kidnapped as a child and sold as a slave until his late teens, when he lost a hand in a bad fight with a dark guild. Then he went on the black market for cheap because he was crippled. Shiobhan bought him and gave him the choice of going back home, but he chose to stay and work off his debt with her. In return, she had an iron hand built for him to replace the lost one. Wolf uses shield and broadsword. He’s thirty years old.
 
Markl Hammon – Scholar. Markl uses a sword spear, and hails from a prominent family in Winziane, Robarge. He’s twenty-five.
 
Tran Amar – Enforcer. He’s also something of a translator, as he speaks three dialects fluently. Tran comes from Jioni, Teherani. Tran has twin swords that he keeps at the back of his waist, but often just uses his fists and feet to fight. He’s thirty-two.
 
Conli Rorona – Physician. Conli comes from a family of apothecarists on Island Pass. He’s forty years old.  
 
Denney Icean – Half-Teheranian, half-Wynngaardian, she is Conli’s niece. Denney has an amazing ability with animals. She’s twenty years old, the second to youngest member of Deepwoods.
 
Fei Man Lei – Enforcer. Hailing from the mountains of Saoleord, he is the only sensible fighter in Deepwoods. He fights with any weapon that comes to hand. Twenty-six years old.  
 
Beirly Kierkegaard – Fixer. Beirly comes from Widstoe, and is one of the founding members of Deepwoods. He’s known with his ability with tools, and can make or fix anything. Thirty-two years old.  
 
Sylvie Waverly – Trader. Hails from Coravine, Orin. Sylvie is twenty-six. 
 
Rune Maley – Enforcer. Former assassin from Silent Order that adopts the guild and refuses to leave. He is the youngest member of Deepwoods at eighteen years old. 
 
Bo Sei Jin – City Master of Saoleord.
 
Kim Ram Im – Master Historian of Saoleord.
 
Sei Ja
Na – Master Librarian of Saoleord and the only woman on the council.
 
Hyun Woo – City General of Saoleord and Master Strategist. He volunteers to teach the enforcers of Deepwoods strategy and becomes their teacher. 
 
Oh Jae Pyo – Commerce Expert and council member of Saoleord.
 
Ryu Jin Ho – Master Strategist of Saoleord that volunteers to go with Deepwoods into Robarge. He stays and alongside Hyun Woo, helps them with the war. 
 
Cha Ji An – Designated Ambassador from Saoleord. She also stays with Deepwoods and helps them with the war. 
 
Gared Darrens – Guildmaster of Blackstone, the guild in charge of Goldschmidt.
 
 
 



World:  
Verheimr – Planet’s name. 
 
 
Wynngaard – Northwestern Continent
 
Quigg – Once nothing more than a trading post, Quigg has become a major trading city over the past century. With no formal design or planning, the city has sprawled in every conceivable direction as people have deemed it necessary. It’s an infamous labyrinth and even natives are known to get lost if they wander outside of an area they know. Despite the fact that it rests on Wynngaardian soil, it has no distinct ethnic group and is instead a catch-all for every nationality of people. Quigg is unusual because despite its size, no single guild rules over it. Quigg is Denney’s hometown and where she and Conli met. 
 
Sateren – One of the largest guild cities in the four continents, it is ruled by the Iron Dragain Guild. Sateren has existed since the time of governments, and parts of the city are so old that there are no records of when they were built. It is a predominantly Wynngaardian city, but there are enough foreign tradesmen coming in via Quigg and the Dual Channel that people of other nationalities don’t warrant a second glance. Sateren prides itself on trade first and foremost, with various food products and highly bred dogs being their main source of trade goods. Sateren is Rune’s hometown. 
 
Vakkiod – Most villages in Wynngaard do not prefer to deal with the outside world or have any true business dealings with the guild cities, and Vakkiod is no exception. A small village, it makes most of its livelihood through various herds and fishing from the relatively nearby Drahn Lake. 
 
Drahn Lake – This lake is famous for never completely thawing year round. The northern section always has chunks of ice floating in it no matter if it’s high summer. 
 
Winter’s Heart – A grassland famous for being completely slick with ice most of the year. It’s only unfrozen during the high summer months
 
Reske – All of Wynngaard is known to produce strong people who are excellent at fighting, but even then Reske is in a league all on its own. A more mountainous region, Reske is wrapped up in winter most of the year and the people there are practically immune to the cold. They get their livelihood from the sea, especially from Wulfschanz Harbor, and all Reskens can sail every a ship, even under the most arduous situations. This is Wolf’s hometown and where he was kidnapped at fourteen. 
 
 
Teherani – Southwestern Continent
 
Cymer – The wealthiest city of Teherani by far, Cymer is ruled by the White Dawn Guild. With the trade coming in through Robin’s Wake and the Grey Bridges, it is considered to be the trading hub for the Teherani continent. It is also the most ethnically diverse city of this land as it sees more foreigners than Teheranians. 
 
Pryiam’s Waters – Pryiam’s Waters are famous for being leech infested and no soul dares to actually enter this huge lake. The Teherani people are well-known for using their own limbs to get them wherever they want to go, but the one exception to this is swimming because no one is willing to enter leech-infested waters. Despite that, quite a bit of trading activity happens because of the lake as people load barges with different trade goods. 
 
Torrian’s Island – This is completely grassland without any civilization on it. The Teherani people leave their herds and herd dogs on the island for months at a time as it’s completely safe from predators. 
 
The Exiled Lands – This wasteland doesn’t have a single plant growing on it, not even cacti. The natives here do not venture into the heart of it for fear of being baked alive, and instead skirt around the edges whenever they wish to travel. Those that are thrown out of their villages as punishment for crimes committed are exiled to these lands, never to be seen again. 
 
Bog’s Marsh – One of the few marshes that exist in the four continents, this area is well known for its leeches, poisonous snakes, and very unfriendly human inhabitants. It is this marshland that Denney was lost in for four days, wandering until she was found again by her guild members. (They’ve never let her live that down, either.)
 
Jioni – Tran’s hometown and the place that he lived until he was a little shy of turning seventeen. As a small village, it is unknown by most and has no noticeable trade or specialty. The village mainly survives by trade and hunting in the forests around the lake’s edges. 
 
 
Robarge – Southeastern Continent
 
Goldschmidt – One of the more prominent guild cities of the continent, it is ruled by Blackstone Guild. A sprawling, industrious city, it manufactures as much in trade goods as it buys. Deepwoods Guild was founded in this city, registered as a sub-guild of Blackstone, and it is there that it’s existed for the past decade. 
 
Widstoe – Ruled by High Legacy Guild, this city is the second oldest in Robarge and was founded just after the governments fell. Situated on the edge of Exidor Port, it does more trade by sea than any other city aside from Island Pass. Beirly, Grae, and Siobhan hail from this city.
 
Winziane – Infamous in the world for being a wildly successful city in spite of the fact that it has no specialty, Winziane is a relatively new city in Robarge and has only existed for the past eighty years. It was built and now run by the Silvermoon Guild, Markl Hammon’s family. 
 
Converse – The last city that one can stop in before leaving the continent via the Grey Bridges, it serves travelers from all nationalities and backgrounds. More than trade goods, it specializes in services as it sees more travelers than any other city aside from Island Pass. Converse began as a simple camping area, erected by the workers who built the Grey Bridges over a millennia ago. It has grown considerably since that time but in spite of its size, no official guild rules over this city. Converse boasts the largest black market on Robarge and is where Siobhan bought Wolf. 
 
Stott – Despite the fact that it is the last city before you cross the Third Bridge over to Orin, Stott has no true wealth or size to it. Few choose to stay there as it takes no more than five hours to cross the Third Bridge and there’s no reason to delay the journey by staying in the city. With poor trade opportunities and no real draw to visitors, it has always struggled financially. 
 
 
Orin – Northeastern Continent 
 
Wingate – Founded by dwarves many centuries ago, it is now mostly owned and operated by humans. Wingate thrives off the trade coming in from the Dual Channel and across the Third Bridge, but despite that, it is the poorest guild-operated city of all of Verheimr. The Highlords Guild runs this city, but do so only because of tradition instead of any real money or power. This is Conli’s hometown although he spent very little of his life there. 
 
Saoleord – Home of some of the fiercest, most renown fighters, this city is shrouded in mystery. It is the most inaccessible city of Verheimr and the people that built the city designed it that way on purpose. They did not want any outside influence, and they are rarely seen outside of their homeland. Rumors have it that there is no leadership, guild, or government ruling over the city but there is no basis for this. Fei was born and raised here but left at the tender age of fifteen. 
 
Coravine – The Fallen Ward Guild, who founded and rule over Coravine, have petitioned many times for help in building a fourth bridge that would connect Orin directly to Wynngaard. Unfortunately, their pleas have fallen on deaf ears with the other guilds and so they are only able to do trading by sea on the Dual Channel. Perhaps because of this, the city has never flourished, and the only people that come to it do so either by boat or from Gibbons. This is Sylvie’s hometown. 
 
 
The Grey Bridges - Built during the time of governments, the Grey Bridges have existed almost longer than history records. It started as a simple project by the ancient monarchies of Robarge and Wynngaard in order to promote trade between the four continents. A mammoth project, it took nearly a hundred and twenty years for all four bridges to be complete. Spanning fifty feet wide, the bridges were built to accommodate a great amount of traffic coming and going both directions. At the time of their construction, they cleared the water by thirty-five feet, but due to the slow shift of currents, the buildup of silt and sand, and other such factors, that is no longer the case. Now, the bridges are susceptible of flooding during high tide. Despite this, they are still heavily in use and are the more popular method of traveling from one continent to another. The main connection for three of the bridges is Island Pass, which serves as a gatekeeper for Wynngaard, Teherani, and Robarge. Conli is from this island. 




Honor Raconteur grew up all over the United States and to this day is confused about where she’s actually from. She wrote her first book at five years old and hasn’t looked back since. Her interests vary from rescuing dogs, to studying languages, to arguing with her characters. On good days, she wins the argument. 
Since her debut in September 2011, Honor has released over a dozen books, mostly of the fantasy genre. She writes full time from the comfort of her home office, in her pajamas, while munching on chocolate. She has no intention of stopping anytime soon and will probably continue until something comes along to stop her. 
Her website can be found here: http://www.honorraconteur.com, or if you wish to speak directly with the author, visit her on Facebook.
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