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Destiny is character worked out.














 


Dear Reader,


 


I am proud to present to you Blackstone, book two of
the Deepwoods Saga. I have also included a short story at the end, titled “The
Story of Erik Wolfinsky.” This is the first of the Origin Tales, all short
stories that will share how each member came into the Deepwoods guild. I had
lots of fun writing them, and I’m proud to share Wolf’s story with you here. 


Happy reading!


 


~Honor Raconteur
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Siobhan plopped onto the bench and leaned over, pushing a
set of blond bangs out of the way. “Rune? You fall asleep studying again?”


A bloodshot eye slowly creaked open. “No.” The ex-assassin
pushed back from the table, rolling his head around on his shoulders in a clear
gesture of stress and exhaustion. “I just gave my eyes a break, is all.”


“I see.” She studied him openly, planting an elbow against
the table and propping her chin in her hand. Ever since they’d returned to
Goldschmidt six months ago, Rune had been studying nearly non-stop. If he
wasn’t learning reading or arithmetic from Markl, he was engrossed in
pathmaking lessons with Grae. His brain hadn’t yet melted or started smoking
from the overuse, but Siobhan had a side bet with Wolf on when it would happen.
“I know you have your first pathmaking test tomorrow, but…”


Rune swallowed hard. “Grae says he’s a stickler.”


Ahhh. Hence why he was so nervous. “I think he meant he was
a stickler for manners, dearling, not the finer points of pathmaking.
You’ve only been learning half a year anyway, they don’t expect you to know it
all at this point.” 


“Eh, but—” Rune faltered, eyes darting about the hall. At
this mid-hour of the morning, no one else was about, as they were all off on
their own routines. He lowered his tone anyway to a more confidential level.
“It’s Grae that’s my master. And I’m his first student!”


“Hence they’ll expect more out of you than any other
apprentice in your position?” she finished doubtfully. 


He nodded emphatically.


“Rune.” Siobhan took a deep breath for patience. “Darling. I
don’t know where you got the idea that Grae was this prodigy at pathmaking and
understood everything the first time it was explained to him. That’s not the
case. He struggled to understand concepts just as much as you do.”


Those wide blue eyes nearly crossed. “But he’s a genius at
it!”


“He certainly is. But his genius lies in taking what he
already knows and using those concepts to form something extraordinary. Rune,
it took him five years as a master Pathmaker before he figured out how to
create the coral pattern. And I was there the first time he tried it and it
didn’t work!”


“It didn’t work?” Rune repeated incredulously.


She chuckled at not only his flabbergasted expression but also
the memory of those days. “It took a solid week of him fussing and
experimenting before it finally worked right. And even to this day he’s making
improvements on it, as the pattern looks a little different every time I see
it.”


“Oh.” Rune sat back and looked blindly at the far wall,
processing this. 


Siobhan waited him out patiently, letting him come to his
own conclusions. 


“Siobhan…” Rune asked slowly, “were ya there when Grae took
his test as journeyman?”


“I was.”


“How did he do?”


“He was so nervous the entire test he could barely speak. We
all wondered if he’d pass.” 


Rune’s forehead wrinkled up in bemusement. “Who tested him?”


“Master Lynn,” she answered with rich amusement. 


“Same Master Lynn that’s coming ta test me?” Rune hazarded.


“Same one,” she confirmed cheerfully. Patting him on the
shoulder she said kindly, “As long as you can speak, answer questions, and not
accidentally send those two into a marsh somewhere, I think you’ll be fine.” 


All the tension drained out of him. He ran a hand roughshod
over his face. Something that could have been an amused snort came from behind
his hand but she couldn’t see his face to be sure. He finally lowered it and
looked at her directly. “Yeah, I can do better than that. He’s due in at
dinner. Wake me up before then?”


“You finally going to sleep?” she asked, not unsympathetic,
although very amused that he had pulled an all-nighter to be ready. 


“I think I’d best, don’t ya?” 


“Can’t argue that,” she agreed, shooing him off with both
hands. 


With a heavy tread, Rune disappeared up the stairs and to
the third level. His was the only bedroom up there, as everyone else took up
rooms on the second story. But he seemed to like his loftier perch. 


She watched him go, shaking her head slightly. If that’s all
it took to give him some breathing room and lower his tension, she should have
said something three days ago, when they were informed Master Lynn was coming. 


They still had rough days with Rune. He oscillated between
being a troublemaking rapscallion to this broken child that did anything and
everything to please the people around him. The first month alone had been no
joking matter, once he realized that they fully intended to keep him. Siobhan
had woken up many a night to find him on her bedroom floor, which Wolf hadn’t
taken kindly to. But six months of consistent love, attention, and patience had
brought about startling results. Rune showed signs now of steadying out,
becoming more confident with his place here amongst them. 


Conli drifted out from his clinic with an empty pail in his
hands. He glanced up the stairs to catch a glimpse of Rune’s disappearing back.
“Did you finally convince him to sleep?”


“I convinced him there was no reason to be nervous,” she
corrected. “He’s the one that decided to sleep.”


“Good.” Conli clearly didn’t care about methods, but
results. 


“You were right all those months ago,” she said on a sigh,
pushing away from the table. “I’m really a mother to him.”


He patted her on the shoulder, an amused smirk pulling at
the corner of his mouth. “Still feel odd?”


“With a child taller than I am, why would I?” she growled
sarcastically, although she couldn’t help but smile as he chuckled. “No, not
really. I’ve gotten used to it now, I suppose.”


“You must have; otherwise you wouldn’t have given him your
last name.”


She splayed her hands in an easy shrug at this. “He needed a
full name. No one would take him seriously if he didn’t have one.” And it would
have served as a social stigma, a mark of his past, for the rest of his life if
he continued to be only ‘Rune.’ Siobhan hadn’t thought much of it, at first.
She’d named Rune once already, why not complete the job? 


But the look on Rune’s face when she’d offered made her realize
she hadn’t thought it completely through. In that moment, he’d looked at her
like a child that had just been handed a part of the heavens. 


And in that moment, she’d gained a son, a child, whether she’d
intended to or not. 


“You realize that when he passes the journeyman test, we’re
likely to have a lot of fights and arguments with the other guilds,” Conli
warned, his humor fading.


“I know,” she agreed heavily. No one took a pathmaking
apprentice seriously the first few months of his training as very few could
grasp the mechanics, theories, and calculations behind it. Having the talent
was only the base level, the first step of what it took to become a true
Pathmaker. But if a person could pass the first test into journeyman, then they
proved that they had the capability to become a true master. At that point,
they could even work, with their master’s supervision. 


That was part of the reason why another master had to come
in and supervise the journeyman test, to make sure that the apprentice truly
had the necessary skills and wasn’t being helped along by his master. But
another part of the reason was to register the newly minted journeyman on the
list of available Pathmakers. When he was registered, anyone and everyone that
needed pathmaking skills could call upon him. 


When Rune made that list, every major guild in the four
continents would surely cry in outrage that Deepwoods had not one, but two
Pathmakers. They’d certainly be knocking on Blackstone’s door and her own,
trying to get her to hand one or the other over. 


Just imagining it was giving her a headache.   


Conli eyed her with open misgiving. “Do you even have a
plan?”


“I certainly don’t,” she responded congenially, “but am
currently taking suggestions.”


He raised his eyes to the ceiling. “I’m not looking forward
to this.”


“They’ll only badger us for about a year,” she said with mock
enthusiasm that sounded hollow in her own ears. “After that, it’ll taper off.
We’ll just take a lot of escorting jobs to far off, exotic places in the
meantime.”


“You mean run away.”


Siobhan shook her head sorrowfully. “It sounds so demeaning
and cowardly when you put it that way.”


“I have a destination in mind,” Fei said calmly from somewhere
above her head. 


She froze before looking upward in creaking degrees. Fei
lounged casually on one of the beams overhead, one leg tucked up against his
chest, watching them with a distinct twinkle in his eyes. “Fei. How long have
you been up there?”


“A while,” he admitted candidly. With agility that would put
a monkey to shame, he put a hand on the beam and swung himself off and to the
floor with barely more than a thump. Her Saoleord skulker didn’t look at all
fazed to have been caught hanging about in the ceiling, every black hair in
place, slanted dark eyes meeting hers easily. His habit of perching in obscure
places had only gotten worse since Rune, the bad influence, had come into the
guild. 


Really, at this point, she’d be more surprised to find the
man sitting on an actual chair. 


Blowing out a breath, she waved a hand, encouraging him.
“Well, let’s have it. Where do you think we should go?”


“Saoleord.”


She and Conli both froze. Saoleord? The city that no one
ever visited and only natives could find? Granted, Fei was from there, so he
could find it easily, but in the seven years he had been with her, he’d never
once suggested going back himself or taking the guild with him. 


“Why?” Conli asked slowly, blue eyes studying Fei’s face. 


Fei seemed to take a breath before admitting quietly,
“Because I think we’ll need help very soon.”


Siobhan didn’t need to ask what he meant by that, not in a
way. Ever since they’d returned from Wynngaard six months ago, the economy in
Orin had worsened. The trade monopoly between the three guilds in Robarge and
Wynngaard had certainly raised the capital to fix the Grey Bridges but at the
same time, it had done a devastating turn to Orin. People hadn’t been doing
well over there to begin with, but now…well, most of the continent was on the
verge of complete destitution. Everyone was watching Orin carefully with baited
breath, waiting to see what they would do next. No one doubted that they would
do something. When you pushed a person that far into a corner, they’d
react one way or another. 


Siobhan had spoken to Guildmaster Darrens on several occasions
about this, trying to reason with him, but it had all come to naught. She
didn’t have the power or persuasion to make the man change his mind, and even
if she did, she’d have to convince the other guilds that were a part of this
agreement as well. 


So yes, she understood very well why Fei was worried. What
she didn’t see was how going to Saoleord would help. “Fei, I’m lost. Why would
you want to go home?”


He hesitated for a long moment before speaking, and even
then, he was obviously choosing his words carefully. “Before I left home, I was
being trained under a master historian. I was to take his place when he
retired.” 


She and Conli shared a startled look. This was the first
time that Fei had mentioned anything about his past. A historian?


“It’s why I left, in a way,” Fei admitted wryly. “I was not
suited to sitting about for long periods of time when I was young. I wanted to
see more of the world with my own eyes, not simply read about it.”


Now that, that made perfect sense to her. Even now Fei
couldn’t manage to sit still for more than an hour. Well, unless he was
sneaking up on somebody. “Go on.”


“But I still learned much of the history of the world before
I left. I have seen this pattern before. The last time that one country was
pushed into an economical depression by another country, it led to war.”


Her blood froze. “War?”


“Can a war even be possible?” Conli objected. “A skirmish I
could see; one guild or one city attacking another is very possible. But to
have a war, an actual war as you mean it, you’d have to get several main guilds
to cooperate enough to fight on a united front. We can barely get them to agree
on trade agreements.”


Fei shook his head, mouth set in a grim line. “Orin is
desperate. They will band together to pillage and loot, if nothing else. I tell
you, the history that I learned showed this exact set of events happening over
and over again. We are primed for war but we are not ready for it. If Orin
pulls together an army and marches against us, they can destroy us city by city
without anyone being able to stop them.”


Siobhan felt a tremor shake her to the very core. She had a
terrible premonition that Fei was right. The world hadn’t seen an army in
hundreds of years and for the exact reason that Conli had just said. So if an
army did come against them, they wouldn’t begin to know how to fight
them off or have a united enough force to do it with. “How would Saoleord
help?”


“My people have not forgotten warfare or tactics,” Fei
responded quietly. “There are many master strategists that live there. If we
had just one, I think we would be better off and able to face whatever comes
our direction.”


“You realize that everything you’re saying is nothing more
than hypothesis and conjecture,” Conli inserted uneasily. The tightness around
his eyes suggested that even he was half-convinced. “We don’t know that Orin
really can manage to pull an army together or that they’ll come to Robarge to
attack.”


“I hope I’m wrong.” Fei splayed his hands in an open shrug.
“But I’d rather be prepared for the worst.”


Siobhan heartily agreed with this sentiment. “And if nothing
else, we get to go into a city that very few have ventured into, and it
has the added benefit of escaping with Rune.”


Conli grimaced agreement. “That alone is a very good reason
to go. Alright, when should we leave?”


“Three days from now?” Siobhan offered, head cocked slightly
as she thought through logistics and timelines. “Assuming Rune passes his test,
it’ll give him some good experience to take us all to Orin.”


“There’s no path to my home city,” Fei added. 


She waved this away. “Rune and Grae love building paths,
they’ll be delighted to make one. Granted, that means we’ll be digging about in
the dirt for stones for two days or so.”


They all sighed in resignation. 


Shaking it off, Siobhan said, “Alright, Fei, your suggestion
is a good one. I do want to try talking to Darrens one more time before we
commit to this idea. We’ll discuss it over dinner tonight, see if there’s
anything the others want to add in, but I’m all for going.”


Relieved, Fei simply nodded. 


“In the meantime,” Conli added with a significant look
toward the upstairs, “let’s just hope that Rune passes.”
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Siobhan prudently took Fei with her when she went to meet
Darrens. After all, if she brought up the possibility of going to Saoleord for
help, he’d ask why, and she only knew as much as Fei had told her. Which really
didn’t amount to much. It was better to have him handy for any in-depth
questions. 


It had taken wheedling and a bribe with Darrens secretary to
get an appointment this short notice, and as it was, they met very late in the
evening. Most people were either finishing dinner or getting ready to retire,
but the guildmaster’s home was fully lit and there were plenty of people still
milling about the compound. Then again, Siobhan was convinced that this was the
one place in the city that never slept. 


They went directly to Darrens’ study, where they found the
man dressed more informally than usual, in nothing but trousers and short
sleeves, his feet propped up on his desk. He looked tired even at first glance,
and Siobhan’s heart sank. A tired man was not known to possess much patience. 


He looked up at the tentative knock on the open door, then
waved them in and to the chairs arrayed in front of his desk. “Siobhan, Fei,
come in. I hope you’re coming to talk to me about something different this
time.”


She concealed a wince. “I’m sorry. I’m not.”


Darrens blew out an aggravated breath. 


“Hear us out,” she pleaded, both hands raised up in a
staying motion. “You know that Fei is from Saoleord?”


“Yes, and?”


Fei smoothly picked up the thread of the conversation. “You
know that my people are the only ones that retain records from before the
governments fell?”


His eyes flew to Fei’s face, his wandering attention now
firmly fixed. In deliberate motions, he took his feet off the desk and leaned
forward, hands braced against the desk. “I did not. How much do your people
know?”


“It is why they fled so high up in the mountains,” Fei
explained simply. “They wanted to remove themselves far from the conflicts of
the world to preserve all of the history and knowledge they could. The legend says
that when they fled, they were only allowed to bring as much in the way of
personal things and tools as they could carry on their backs. The wagons and
horses were for scrolls, books, and records.” 


Siobhan’s lips parted in astonishment. Eight years she had
known this man, and she’d just learned more about his people in the past five
minutes than in all of those years combined. 


“Now that is very interesting,” Darrens allowed, “But I’m
not sure why you’re telling me this.”


“Before I left home, I was training under a master historian.
I was to take his place when I reached of age.” Fei gave a slight shrug of the
shoulders. “The lifestyle of a historian did not suit me, so I left. But before
I did, I learned much of the history of the world. Guildmaster Darrens, I have
seen the pattern before in the records of history, many times. When a country
or people are pushed to the brink, they always react in the same way: war.”


Darrens scrubbed two hands roughly through his hair, making
it stand on end in every direction. “I understand what you’re saying to me, and
I allow that if anyone would know, it’d probably be you. But what do you two
want me to do about it?”


“Please intervene, find a way to ease the monopoly so that
Orin isn’t on the verge of financial collapse,” Siobhan pleaded. “Markl said
he’d talk to his father himself if you felt like you needed his help in
negotiating.”


“We can’t ease it, it means not having the money to repair
the bridges,” he argued, using the same words he had in the last three
arguments they had about this. 


“It means a delay in repairing the bridges, not something
insurmountable,” Siobhan argued, also repeating her words. Frustrated this was
going the same way as previous times, she threw up her hands. “If you can’t do
something about the trade monopoly, then find a way to make an economic boost
for Orin! Create a demand for a product, or something. If someone doesn’t do
something, then we face war.”


“War,” Darrens scoffed. “Orin would first have to finance a
war, which they don’t have the funds to do. And where would you get together
enough men to make up an army? We haven’t had war in two hundred years, at
least—”


“Two hundred and thirty nine years, to be precise,” Fei
interjected calmly. 


Darrens gave him a nod of thanks and kept going, “—so no one
living even knows how to command an army or what to do with one if they had it!
Siobhan, I realize you’re worried, I grant you that there’s good reason for it,
but I don’t think it’ll come to war. Orin’s not in a position to do anything.”


Her words simply weren’t going through. Desperate, she
turned to Fei for help. 


The look in Fei’s dark eyes was glum, as if he realized the
argument was already lost and they were speaking to deaf ears. Still, he tried.
“A starving wolf will attack, whether he thinks he can win or not.”


“And you think Orin is that starving wolf right now?”


Fei inclined his head.


“I grant you they will try to do something.” Darrens tried
to smile, but his patience was all but gone at this point. “But they don’t have
the resources or reserves to pull together anything that will do significant
damage. I’m sorry, but I don’t see a reason to really worry.”


And that was the heart of the problem. Siobhan sank back
into her chair, resigned that she would not be able to convince Darrens of the
severity of the situation until something drastic happened. “Then, if it’s
alright with you, I want to go into Saoleord.” 


He cocked his head at her. “For what purpose?”


“These people are experts, they remember things long
forgotten by the rest of the world,” she explained. “Maybe they can see a
solution to the problem that we can’t.”


Darrens clearly didn’t see the point of going, but was
willing to send her on her way if it meant a break from repeating the same
argument. “Go, then. How long will you be gone?”


“Two, perhaps three weeks?” she offered uncertainly. “Grae
doesn’t have a path built going that direction. Or coming back. It’ll cost us a
little time to build it.”


“We can survive without you for three weeks,” he claimed
confidently. “If it will make you feel better, and you think it will help, then
go.” 


Relieved to at least get this much compromise, she gave him
a strained smile. “Then we’ll go.” 


ӜӜӜ


Siobhan was completely incapable of letting anyone pack
themselves. 


Wolf had watched this pattern for years. She always said
“Pack up, people!” and acted as if she wasn’t going to help in the slightest,
but before they had even half their bags filled, she’d pop her head into
people’s rooms and ask if they’d packed this or that. This time was worse than
usual, and Wolf had an idea of why. Part of it was because of their
destination—she didn’t want to be caught shorthanded on the way to Saoleord.
But part of it was because Rune had very limited experience packing at all. 


Beirly and Conli both dragged her out of Rune’s room several
times, telling her she needed to pack herself, but every time Wolf passed the
stairs, he could hear her voice floating down from the third story. 


Shaking his head, he went down to the main floor and spied
Sylvie sitting at the table with Markl, their heads bent together. Those two were
becoming nigh inseparable, like Denney and Conli, although for entirely
different reasons. He and Beirly had a bet going on when the two would
officially get together. All the signs were there, although something seemed to
be holding them back. 


Waving his hand, he caught the brunette’s attention.
“Sylvie, go pack for Siobhan. She’s so worried about Rune I think she forgot to
pack herself.”


Sylvie smirked at him. “Already have.”


He blew out a breath. “Smart woman. Funny, I don’t remember
her being this bad with me.”


Beirly, passing by, offered, “You never looked at her like a
mother either.”


True. He still didn’t. How anyone could look at Siobhan and
not see a woman was beyond his ken. “Is that the difference?”


“Mostly.” Scratching at his beard, Beirly amended this, “I
think. So, we all packed? All bags in the cart?”


He got a chorus of assents. 


“Good, good. I wonder who will take us to Stott tomorrow?
Grae or Rune?”


Wolf shrugged, not concerned either way. Ever since Rune had
passed his test two days ago, he’d been looking for excuses to take people by
path. Likely he’d do it again tomorrow. The newness of it would wear off
eventually. 


Although come to think of it, Grae still acted like that
sometimes….


Markl turned and looked up toward the rafters. “Fei, is
there anything we need to know about your people? How to greet them, anything
that we shouldn’t say or do?”


“Yes,” his voice floated down from above. Wolf couldn’t see
him, but could more or less pinpoint his location from Fei’s voice. “But I’ll
tell you as we’re crossing the bridge over into Orin. It’s best to say it all
at once.”


“Alright.” Even though he agreed, Markl looked slightly
disappointed by this delay. Wolf had never seen a man that loved learning as
much as their resident scholar. 


He’d had no idea what to think of a ‘scholar’ at first. But
after six months of being in Markl’s company, he’d come to respect the man. Not
just for his skill with that crescent spear of his, but also for his knowledge.
More than once, Markl’s ability with languages and his understanding of
cultures had saved the guild a pretty penny and kept them out of potential
danger. 


Conli stuck his head out of his clinic in the back and
called, “Wolf? A moment.”


Having a good idea why he was being summoned, Wolf let out a
soft sigh before turning and walking to the back of the Hall. Conli stepped
into the room to give Wolf enough space to enter, then half-closed the door
behind him. 


As usual, the place was neat as a pin, even the floor clean
enough to eat off of. Conli was fanatical in that, something about dirt causing
infections. Teasing the man about it would set off a rant that could last hours.
As Wolf sat on the simple wooden bed against the back wall, he noticed that
half of the usual jars, herb packets, and medicine bottles that usually lined
the shelves over Conli’s desk were missing. He was taking that much along? The
leather satchel containing his surgical tools was also missing from the desk,
likely already packed into the small black emergency bag. 


With deft hands, Conli undid the metal hand on Wolf’s right
arm and rolled the sleeve up, revealing the bandage underneath it all. “I told
you,” he said mildly, “to leave the hand off for a while, give this time to
heal properly.”


“I feel naked without it on,” Wolf grumbled, half under his
breath. 


“I swear some days, I don’t know which weapon you prefer:
your hand or your sword.” Shaking his head, he unwound the bandage, examining
the long gash on the skin with clinical eyes. “It’s healing well enough in spite
of everything. If you left the hand off for three days, it’d scab over
completely and you wouldn’t need to worry about infection setting in.”


“You want me to leave it off while we head for Saoleord?”
Wolf objected. 


Conli’s brows furrowed slightly. “No, I suppose that is a
bad idea. I’ll keep a careful eye on it and hope for the best.” Reaching behind
him, he lifted a bottle off the table and started dabbing it on the wound,
making it sting something fierce. For such a shallow wound, it was putting up
quite the fuss. 


“This will be Rune’s first real trip with us,” Conli
mentioned idly. 


Wolf considered this for a moment before nodding
thoughtfully. “It might be, at that. All our other escorting jobs didn’t last
us more than a day. Huh. I wonder how he’ll do sleeping outdoors?” As far as
Wolf could tell, the boy had been city bound his entire life and had limited
experience being in the woods. 


 “You and Fei might want to take him aside, teach him some
basic survival skills,” Conli advised. “Just in case. Once we pass Stott and
cross the bridge into Orin, we’ll have little in the way of civilization. If he
gets lost out there, or separated from us, he won’t have a clue on what to do.”


True enough. The connecting bridge from Stott to Orin’s
shores took barely five hours to cross. And that was with a heavily laden
wagon. A man on horseback could cover it in about three. On Orin’s side, there
was Channel Pass—barely more than a trading town. Beyond that, Wingate, but
after that city there wasn’t anything but grassland and forest. In fact, there
weren’t many towns in Orin altogether, until you either went much further west
or all the way up north. It left a lot of unclaimed territory for a man to get
lost in. Rune was an expert inside of a city and could survive well there. Put
him in nature’s territory, and he wouldn’t have a clue. 


After six months of being around him, Wolf had developed a
certain fondness for the boy and wouldn’t care to lose him through stupidity.
“I’ll teach him,” he promised Conli. 


“Good. I figured Siobhan hasn’t thought of this—yet—but when
it does occur to her, she’ll want someone to broaden his education.”


True enough. Wolf reached for his hand, intending to put it
back on, when an odd expression on Conli’s face made him pause. “What?”


“Wolf,” the physician’s tone was slightly uneasy, “Do you
think that Rune has a, well, crush on Denney?”


He blinked. Then blinked again. “What?”


“It’s just, I’ve noticed that whenever Rune isn’t studying,
or working, that he spends most of his time with Denney. Or watching Denney.
And I see that smirk on your face, and I don’t find this funny.”


Really? Wolf found this fatherly concern outright hilarious.
What, Conli didn’t want his precious niece together with an assassin? Well,
mayhap the worry was somewhat justified. Rune had made great strides with them,
granted, but he still found killing people a perfectly acceptable way to solve
problems. He slapped Conli on the shoulder in a supportive gesture. “Relax,
man. I don’t think it’s what you’re fearing.”


“Then what is it?” Conli demanded. 


“Denney’s had a bit of hero worship for our boy ever since
he protected her in Iron Dragain. He’s never had someone look at him like that
before. He’s drawn to her because of it, is all.” Although if those two did
decide to be together, Wolf thought it’d be for the good. Denney was a
beautiful woman that had a severe prejudice hanging over her head. She needed a
strong fighter as her life partner. 


Frustrated, Conli growled, “Denney’s a little sweet on the
boy, too.”


Oh-ho. That was the real problem, right there. Wolf
had to bite the inside of his cheek to stop himself from laughing outright. 


“Don’t you dare laugh,” Conli warned him, pointing an
outraged finger at him. 


Wolf spread a hand in a peacemaking manner. “Conli, it could
be worse.”


“Oh, do tell,” he snapped in irritation. 


“Think about it. She could fall for some weak accountant
that can’t protect her. At least when she’s with Rune, you know no fool will be
able to lay a hand on her. Our boy might not know the proper way to court a
woman, but he’s got the fine details of protecting them down pat.”


Not wanting to admit this, Conli gave a wordless growl. 


“And ’sides, I doubt romance has crossed Rune’s mind.” There
were simply too many other basics that the boy was still learning. Friendship,
brotherhood, family, affection, loyalty, love, kindness…Rune had learned many
things since joining up with them but he didn’t understand all of it. Feeling
such emotions were still raw and new to him, and there were days he struggled
with it. He wasn’t ready to dance with a woman just yet. 


Blowing out a breath, Conli leaned against the edge of the
desk, shoulders slumped. “I suppose I’ll worry about it when or if it happens.
Just because the interest is there, doesn’t mean that anything will develop.
Markl and Sylvie are a clear example of that.” 


“Truly.” Wolf really wanted to know what the holdup was. If
this kept going on, he’d lose that bet with Beirly. Maybe he should find some
way to nudge them along….


“Wind and stars, Wolf, will you leave that hand off
tonight?” Conli demanded in exasperation. “You don’t need it on. Give yourself
a few hours at the very least to heal up some.”


Wolf clutched his iron hand and protested, “But—!”


“If Tran tries anything, I promise to clobber him for you.
Just wait until tomorrow morning to put the hand back on.”


Well, likely he wouldn’t be in trouble without the hand as
long as he stayed in the Hall. It was almost evening anyway; he could afford to
wait until the morning to put it on. “Fine,” he sighed. 


ӜӜӜ


They did, of course, have an already pre-built path made to
take them directly to Stott. Not much of a distance was between Goldschmidt and
Stott anyway, as there was nothing but a few villages between the two cities,
and it was a short jump by path. Rune, smug about his new license, was the one
that took them. 


If it was a matter of going west, toward either Wingate,
Coravine, or Blenkhorn, then they had paths to take them there as well. But of
course, none of the guild except Fei had gone to Saoleord before, so they had
no path that would take them there. Once they crossed into Orin, they’d need to
camp outside of Channel Pass’s walls and build a path going north. 


Once they were off the path, they took an outer highway in
order to bypass Stott, and made a beeline for the bridge. Wolf eyed the town as
they passed it. From here, it didn’t seem much had changed in the eight months
since he’d been here. The road was bustling with traffic, coming and going,
with everything from couriers to tradesman passing them. Wolf walked at the
back of the group to keep a general eye on his people, making sure he didn’t
lose anyone in this crowd. 


They arrived at the bridge without trouble and started the
crossing immediately, as there was no need to time it perfectly with it being
such a short distance. Rune, perched on top of the cart with the girls, turned
to Siobhan and asked, “Why ain’t we staying in Channel Pass as we build the
path? I didn’t get that straight last night.”


“Tran and Wolf are both blacklisted from that town,” she
explained without rancor. 


Rune shot him an amused smirk. “Why ain’t I surprised.
Alright, wolf-dog, what did ya do?”


“It’s not my fault this time,” Wolf denied with an
unconcerned shrug. 


“It really isn’t,” Siobhan agreed, backing him up. “You see,
about five years ago we came through Channel Pass on the way back from an
escort. We just happened to arrive at the same inn as the slavers that had sold
Wolf to me years before. They recognized him—he’s probably the only
Wynngaardian with a missing hand they’d ever seen before—and put up a ruckus,
saying he couldn’t be a guild member because he was a slave. I, of course,
jumped into thick of it and started arguing with them. It got heated, then one
of their men tried to force Wolf to take his hand off, and it went from bad to
ugly. Tran came downstairs to see what all the yelling was about, saw someone
attacking us, and leaped into the middle of things before I could try to calm
anyone down. The next thing I know, the whole main room is in shambles, the
slavers are missing more than a few teeth in their heads, and the guards
arrived on scene demanding an explanation. Once I showed them that I had proof
of Wolf’s purchase, and he didn’t belong to the slavers, they were willing to
let us go. But they’re not willing to let us back into the city.”


Rune’s eyes crossed. “Ya have to prove he’s yours?”


“Not often,” she admitted. “At least in Robarge, I have it
clear he’s a free man. Wynngaard, too. It’s Teherani and Orin that give me
trouble. Teheranians don’t recognize official paperwork of any sort and Orin is
so bad communicating in between cities that nothing I try sticks. That’s why
when we travel to Orin, I make sure I have papers on me proving Wolf’s mine.”


“Slavers are a greedy lot,” Wolf growled. “If they think
they can get by with it, they’ll steal old merchandise back and resell it
again.”


“And he’s a good person to steal, now,” Siobhan grimaced.
“Because he’s healthier and far stronger now than he was when I first bought
him. But it’s rare we have to deal with that. Most slavers take one look at him
and decide to try their luck elsewhere.”


Rune mulled this over, an odd look on his face. Finally, he
couldn’t help himself and had to ask, “Siobhan. Is there one person in this
guild that ya don’t have ta defend from every man and beast?”


She blinked, surprised at his question, then laughed
outright. “It does seem I have to do that, doesn’t it? But Beirly, Conli, Tran,
and Fei aren’t in danger at all. Oh, and Markl of course. It’s just you, Grae,
Denney, Sylvie, and Wolf I have to keep an eye on.”


“Just that, eh?” His mouth lifted in a wry smile. 


Wolf had to admit, anyone would be reluctant to take on
members that they would have to defend on a semi-regular basis. Siobhan
basically had to keep track of half of her guild, which any other guildmaster
would be reluctant to do. But his Siobhan did just that without blinking and
didn’t find it a burden at all. He shook his head, lips curved slightly. And
people wondered why he defended her so vehemently. 


“Fei, perhaps you can tell us about your people now?” Markl
prompted. 


Fei twisted on the front bench, turning so that he could
face the people behind him. “Yes,” he agreed calmly, “I do think it’s time. Can
everyone hear me? Good. Then please listen with both ears.”
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 “My people are a very old culture, steeped in tradition and
history,” Fei began with the tone of a narrator delivering some epic tale.
“Back in the time when this world was still ruled by a single government, my
ancestors were the advisors. They were generals, ministers, cabinet members,
and record keepers for the kings and queens. They did this for many generations
until the government started to crumble. They tried everything then to pull it
together again, to reform the government and put it back to rights, but the
decay was too set in. And then, one day, it collapsed completely with revolts
happening from seemingly every corner of the world. 


“Many in that time chose one side or another, or used the
confusion to their own ends. My ancestors saw the situation for what it was, a
depressing end to order and peace, and would have no part of it. They packed up
what they could, taking records and books and knowledge of all sorts, and left
for a remote area of the world that no man would easily venture into.”


“Saoleord,” Markl breathed, spellbound by this telling. 


Fei gave him a slight nod and smile. “Indeed. When they
arrived in the mountains, only a few huntsmen lived there. But my ancestors
were determined and resourceful. They built a city in and around the trees,
their structures so natural as to blend into the very forests themselves. We’ve
had people actually walk on one of our main streets and mistake it for a very
wide hunting trail, never realizing where they were. The place has slowly
spread over one mountain, then crossed over onto the other two, and it’s now a
civilization in its own right.”


So. That’s where Fei’s people originated from. It was quite
the tale. Siobhan chewed on her bottom lip as she mulled that over. “And why
are your people so reluctant to interact with the outside world?”


“At first, I believe that they did not want to be drawn into
the multitude of conflicts. Now?” Fei shrugged, splaying his hands. “I believe
it to be pure habit. We are not ostracized if we wish to go out and see the
world with our own eyes. But for most, staying where they are is comfortable
and familiar and they do not have the courage to leave on their own
initiative.” 


Well, alright, that she could understand. When Beirly first
talked to her about leaving home all those years ago, she’d hesitated strongly
because she wasn’t sure about just waltzing into some unfamiliar city and
trying to make a guild. If she’d had to go alone, she’d probably never have
left Wingate. 


“But after you came to us, I never once heard you mention
wanting to go back…?”


“It’s a long journey by myself,” Fei responded simply. “And
if I returned on my own, I am…afraid…that they would try to make me remain. I
am not willing to stay at home the rest of my life. It’s too placid.”


After tasting the life of a guildsman and experiencing the
excitement of the world, she could well imagine that staying in a city that had
no outside contact with the world would quickly bore Fei to tears. He was very
much a man that yearned to learn and experience things for himself. 


“I see.” 


“The history that the world has forgotten, we have not. It
is why I wish to go there and ask for experts, as I believe we will need them
soon.” With a teasing glint in his eye, Fei cautioned Markl, “And no, we won’t
leave you there. No matter how much you might beg.”


Markl, proving he indeed had a sense of dry humor,
responded, “Fine. But the cart will be full of books on the way back.”


Fei chuckled. “I wish you luck on that, my friend. We do not
easily part with our books.”


“Oh, I have my ways.” Markl didn’t seem the least bit
concerned about acquiring more knowledge. “But in the immediate sense, what do
we need to know about your culture?”


“Everyone here has heard me use honorifics many times.
Always use one of them when speaking to one of my kinsmen. To directly call a
name is the height of rudeness.”


Siobhan made a mental note on that and prayed she wouldn’t
slip up. 


“We do not have chairs, not ones with legs at least, and
mostly sit on cushions on the floor,” Fei continued, eyes staring sightlessly
at the sky as he thought. “When meeting someone the first time, sit on your
knees and face them directly. But if it’s not a formal meeting, feel free to
sit as you like, as long as you do not lie down. As for greetings, we always
bow, but do not shake hands.”


So, basically, mimic the way that she’d seen Fei act for the
past several years? 


“The only other thing is, do not speak loudly. Talk in
moderate tones when you can. To be loud is to be an imposition to the others
around you. We do not think well of such.”


In other words, don’t be an imposition to other people at
all. Siobhan had no problem reading the secondary meaning to that instruction,
and she wasn’t the only one who caught on. “Is that all?”


“I will instruct you further on the finer nuances as we go,
but that is the basics. They do not expect you to know everything of our
culture and will make allowances.”


Siobhan blessed that fact and was banking on it. Certain guild
members—mostly Rune and Wolf—were famous for stepping on people’s metaphorical
toes without meaning to. But then, Wynngaardians were a blunt and
straightforward people. 


Siobhan looked around at the bridge they traveled on. Unlike
the other three bridges, this connecting bridge didn’t have the same width to
it. Granted, not a lot of traffic came this direction either, so it didn’t need
to be eight wagons abreast. But it also didn’t have the same height as the
others, standing only tall enough to clear the water and no more. It had never
once risked flooding during the daylight hours, so wasn’t a risk factor in
crossing. Siobhan wasn’t sure if it was on the list to be fixed and renovated
or not. It was just as old as the other bridges but nowhere near as rundown either.
The guilds might choose to put this off until the very last, or not do anything
with it at all. It was something she hadn’t thought to ask before. 


At least the weather wasn’t scorching hot. They were in the
middle of spring now, so the sun could bake a woman if she wasn’t careful in
this season, but the wind had enough force to keep the heat and the flies away.
Siobhan was grateful for it. 


They went across the bridge without issue, reached Orin’s
soil, then carefully skirted around Channel Pass to the far eastern side of the
city. They were close enough to send someone in for food, but far enough away
to avoid being entangled with the guards. The estuary was nothing more than a
stone’s throw from where they chose to make camp. It being close to the Exidor
Sea, it was too salty to be a source of water, but it would give her Pathmakers
the water they would need later on. 


Grae, being a good master, sat down next to Rune and
patiently let his student do all of the math. Fei told them the exact distance
to Saoleord, Grae told him how much weight to factor in, and Rune started
scribbling down numbers at efficient speed. While Rune figured and Grae checked
the math, the rest of them set up camp with simple canvas tents in a
half-circle. Conli ducked down to the shoreline long enough to get several
larger stones for a fire ring, and a bucket of sea water to put the fire out
with later. 


Rune and Grae finally came back to them, Grae hanging
somewhat behind as to let Rune do the talking. Markl, Sylvie, Conli, and she
all looked up expectantly as Rune stopped in front of them. 


“We’ll have to use a rose pattern,” Rune started off. 


There was a general sigh of relief. They may not know much about
pathmaking, but after years of being Grae’s stone gatherers, they knew that the
rose pattern only required twenty-three stones per stepping stone, which was
much better than the snowflake pattern, which required thirty-five stones. That
twelve stone difference added up very quickly. 


“How many stepping stones?” Conli asked. 


“We can’t actually go directly toward Saoleord,” Rune
explained. “The forest, from Fei’s description, is just too thick. We’ll wind
up in the tops of trees if we try any shortcuts. So, I can take us just ta the
edge of the forest. We’ve got good, rich soil here and the power of the ocean
to borrow from, so…I think we can get by with two hundred and seventy stepping
stones.”


“Meaning,” Markl translated dryly, “That you want us to
gather up 6,210 stones.” 


Siobhan, unable to do the math that quickly in her head,
groaned when Markl said that number. They’d built larger paths than this
before, but not by much. It would take them a solid week to gather that many
stones and build a path! Still, it beat being on the road for three or four
weeks. 


“Count your blessings,” Grae advised them laconically.
“Because of the weight, we nearly had to do a snowflake pattern instead.”


“There are things to be thankful for, I suppose,” Sylvie
grumbled under her breath. “Wait. Did you factor in the amount of weight we’ll
have on the way back? We’ll hopefully be bringing people with us.”


The two Pathmakers looked at each other in surprise,
expressions asking, Did you think about that? Me? No, I sure didn’t.


“Ahhh…” Grae said with a sheepish smile. “I guess we’ll have
to use the snowflake pattern after all.”


A chorus of groans answered him. 


Sylvie heaved a resigned breath. “Well, we might as well get
started.”


As they still had a good two hours of daylight left, that
was wise. “Actually, Sylvie, you and Beirly go into town and get us something
for dinner. I don’t want either of you in that place in failing light.”


Relieved for the reprieve, Sylvie just nodded and went off
to fetch Beirly. 


As an afterthought, Siobhan called to her, “Take the dogs
with you!”


“Right!” Sylvie called to Pete and Pyper as she moved. 


Waving a hand in a circular gesture, Siobhan motioned for
everyone else to get up and get moving. They did so with long-suffering
expressions. Siobhan trudged along toward the shoreline, where the loosest
stones could be found. At least this time they weren’t digging for stones in
cold ground, unlike the last two paths they’d had to build. 


“Sooo….” Tran drawled as he looked dead north. “Where are we
going, exactly?”


Fei clapped a hand on his shoulder, a small smile teasing at
the corner of his eyes. “It’s alright, Tran-ren. I know you don’t like it when
you don’t know where you are, so I made up a song for you.”


Tran looked outright relieved to hear this. “Alright, let me
hear it.”


“Wait, wait, wait!” Markl held up both hands, striding
toward them. “Song?”


Both men looked at him, confused at his confusion. Fei
figured it out first. “Right, of course. I’d forgotten you don’t really
understand Teherani culture. You know that their people don’t have a written
language?”


“I do,” Markl confirmed, his hand already reaching for the
leather book in his pouch. “It’s why they have incredible memories, as they
memorize anything they need to know in life.” 


And why Siobhan used Tran as a walking memory bank. He could
remember anything and everything that he wished to. She, on the other hand, had
a mind like an open sieve.


“They don’t have road signs or anything along those lines
either,” Fei continued the explanation. “What they do instead is have a song
that describes which direction to travel and what landmarks a traveler will see
along the way. The song describes how to get from one destination to another.”


“Great wind and stars!” Grae suddenly blurted, looking
chagrined. He spun about abruptly on his heel. “Rune!”


Rune, startled, looked at his master askance. “Yes?”


“I haven’t taught you the songs!”


“…Come again?”


“Everyone uses the songs to travel about in Teherani,” Fei
explained in the flustered Grae’s place. “Even Pathmakers. You have to know
where the paths are, right? The only way to know their location or describe
them to someone else is to know the song for each path.”


“Fortunately Grae’s got a nice voice,” Tran added this in
with an amused shrug. “So it won’t be a trial to learn the songs from him.
Although I can teach them to you as well. I’ve heard him sing them often
enough.”


Rune accepted this with a slow nod, but he also looked a
little unsure of himself. “I, ah, I’ve never sung before.”


The whole guild stopped dead and turned to give him an
incredulous look. Rune shifted uneasily under their eyes. Siobhan couldn’t
imagine not having any experience in singing. Oh sure, some people couldn’t sing,
but that was a simple matter of being tone deaf. But to never have tried? 


Only Wolf didn’t seem that surprised by this. What, did dark
guilds not really sing? 


“Grae,” Siobhan requested mildly, “I think you better teach
him how to sing first.”


“Right.” Grae motioned his apprentice off to the side. “As
they’re digging for rocks, we’ll work on singing.”


Rune looked relieved that he wouldn’t have to learn this new
skill in front of an audience and quickly went where Grae directed. Tran
cleared his throat. “Fei, song?” he prompted. 


Fei opened his mouth and in a clear, smooth tenor sang about
a winding mountain pass that wove through ancient oak trees, rivers that were
to be crossed, and swinging bridges that spanned over valleys. Tran listened
intently, eyes closed. Markl was scribbling frantically, trying to keep up and
record every word. 


When Fei finished the song, Tran smiled. “No need to rush,
Markl. I have it memorized. Here, I’ll repeat it for you.” 


Markl stopped abruptly, pencil still touching the paper, and
looked at him incredulously. “After hearing it once?”


A smirk on his face, Tran began singing the same song, in a
slightly lower tone as his bass voice couldn’t reach as high as Fei’s. He did
not just repeat the lyrics, however, but even his tonality and enunciation was
a perfect replica of Fei’s. Markl was so astounded by the recitation that he
couldn’t focus enough to write anything. 


When Tran finished, Markl had to swallow—twice—before he
managed in a strained tone, “Just how good is a Teheranian’s memory?”


“We remember what we wish to. Always.” 


“How much can you remember?”


Tran thought about that before offering, “Depends? A child
can’t remember more than a song, as their minds are still growing. An adult
like me can remember a long poem or story. Our shamans can remember full tales
and histories.”


“So this is a matter of training? A person’s mind can be
taught how to retain things like that?”


“Of course.”


“How?”


Tran waved him toward the ground. “Let us search for stones.
As we gather, I’ll explain.”


Markl, not one to pass up such an opportunity, promptly put
his book away and started searching for stones. 


Shaking her head, Siobhan sank to the ground and started
shifting about for stones as well. Wolf settled nearby and asked her with
innocent query, “You’re not going to teach Rune how to sing as well?”


She shot him a heated glare. “Ha. Ha. Ha.”


Unable to help himself, he chuckled at his own joke. “Now,
now, you’re good at many things. It’s just as well you’re not good at singing.”


“And why’s that?” she challenged. 


“Keeps you humble.”


“I’m gonna humble you in a minute, mister.”


Not bothered by this, he just shrugged, good hand rooting
about for stones. “How long do we plan to stay in Saoleord?”


Changing the subject already, eh? She eyed him sideways but
went along with it. “I’m not planning anything. I hope for a week, as it’s such
a rare chance to be up there, and you know we’re going to have to drag Markl
back out kicking and screaming.”


Wolf snorted, amused, but didn’t deny it. 


“But it really depends on how long they’ll let us stay,” she
finished with a shrug. “We are, after all, coming unannounced. We’re not
entirely sure of our welcome.” And wouldn’t be until they arrived.


“Fei doesn’t seem worried about that,” Wolf observed. 


True. In fact, Fei had become progressively more excited the
closer they got to his home. Whatever his reasons for not visiting before, he
obviously wasn’t worried about returning. “Which gives me hope we can stay at
least a week.”
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To everyone’s utmost relief, it did not take a full week to
build the path. In fact, it took five days. If not for having two Pathmakers
actively building the path as they gathered stones, it might have taken those
full seven days. Wolf, for one, was extremely grateful it was done. His knees
were sore from the constant crab-like shuffle, and he had a permanent crick in
his neck from looking down. 


The light was failing by the time the last stone was put
into place. They could not, of course, use a path without proper sunlight. They
chose instead to stay there that night and leave in the morning. Conli made the
rounds with strong liniment, which he used to rub the soreness out of people’s
backs and hands, as Denney and Fei cooked dinner. The dogs, in spite of not
having worked at all that day, seemed content to lay next to anyone that was
prone and use the humans as pillows. 


Wolf lay flat on the ground, staring up at the stars
overhead, his ears tracking the movement of everyone. Tran was on watch, so he
had the luxury to stretch out for the next two hours and let his muscles unwind
after being hunched over for five days solid. One would think that after ten
years, they’d have paths built to every possible destination, but in all
reality they tended to go to the same places over and over. They’d built more
paths in the past year than in the last five combined. 


A pair of footsteps he knew well approached and he turned
his eyes to see Siobhan sink down next to him, a familiar bottle in her hands.
“Rub?” she offered. 


He sat up immediately, not about to turn her down, doffing
his shirt as he moved. Siobhan shifted about to be behind him, pouring a small
trickle of liniment onto his shoulders before her hands, strong and sure,
settled onto his skin. His eyes closed in bliss. Perfect. 


“Me next,” Sylvie insisted, rolling her head around on her
shoulders. 


“Of course,” Siobhan assured her. 


Wolf silently promised himself that he’d see to Siobhan
after she was done with Sylvie. Knowing her, she’d put herself as the very last
otherwise. 


Denney, sitting next to the fire and peeling vegetables,
complained to no one in particular, “It’s too quiet.”


Well, true, everyone was enjoying either lying flat or
getting massaged, so the usual noise and chaos of the guild was muted tonight. 


“Wolf? Sing me something.” 


Amiably, he nodded. “Fine. Any requests?” From the corner of
his eye, he saw Rune’s head jerk up in astonishment, as if he’d never thought
that Wolf would either know how to sing or be willing to in front of an
audience. He smiled to himself. Kiō had a lot to learn about him. 


Denney thought about it for a moment before offering, “That
one you sang last time, about the maiden who saved her village. I like that
one.”


She must, as she normally requested it. Obligingly, he set
up a tempo by thumping the ground with his right iron hand. Then in a low bass,
he started weaving the tale of a fiercesome lass who dared to lead an army of
women to rescue their village from being enslaved. As he sang, Siobhan worked
her way down to his good hand, her movements firm and gentle, head bobbing
along to the tempo he set. 


Some might scoff at him, but whenever he sang this song, it
was Siobhan he thought of. The description of the maiden put him in mind of the
woman that had the strength, the courage, and the guts to stride into a black
market and buy a crippled dark mercenary. If ever her city was attacked, he had
no doubt that Siobhan would be the one that would gather up an army and lead
the charge to reclaim it. 


He ended on one long note, held steady and clear. 


Denney had a wide smile on her face as she said, “Thanks. I
really like that one.”


“Sing the one about the ship rescued by the whale,” Sylvie
requested next. 


“I have to have a female partner on that one,” he reminded
her. 


“I remember it,” she assured him. “I’ll sing it with you.”


“Well enough then. Lead off.” As Sylvie started singing, he
noted that Rune was slowly creeping closer, eyes wide with wonder, drawn like a
moth to flames. His lips were parted, as if a corner of his heart wanted to
join in on the singing, but of course he didn’t know either lyrics or tune.
Wolf’s heart broke a little in seeing that expression, for he remembered what
it was like, all too well. To see harmony and comradeship in front of him and
yet be unsure how to take part in it—it was a lonely and miserable place to be.



Siobhan noticed it as well. He wasn’t surprised, as she kept
a close eye on Rune. The corners of her eyes tightened in dismay, for she
recognized the hunger in Rune’s expression, but it didn’t seem as if she had
any idea what to do about it. In Wolf’s case, it had taken a solid two years
before he felt really at home in the group. Sometimes, it just took time. 


But tonight, at least, he thought he could see a way to
bring Rune more fully in with them. 


The song ended and he beckoned the boy closer. “Rune. You
don’t know any tales or songs from Wynngaard?”


Mutely, Rune shook his head in a tight, controlled gesture. 


“I’ll teach you.” He gestured toward a spot near his right
knee. “A man should know his heritage. It gives him a centering.”


Rune hesitated openly about taking that invitation. 


Fei, still quietly cooking near the fire, said without
looking up, “Teachers open the door. You must enter by yourself.”


Rune’s eyes flickered toward him, weighing, considering.
Wolf was well aware that while Markl and Grae might be Rune’s official
teachers, Fei was unofficially teaching their assassin a great deal about life.
Rune respected him just as much as he did the other two. 


In the end, Rune sat where Wolf indicated, waiting patiently
and with his full attention. 


“We sing often as we camp out,” Wolf started off. “We tell
tales, make up stories, and the like. It’s best you learn the songs so you can
join in. We’ll start with a refrain.”


“Wolf will sing a certain line, and then sing a verse, and
we all join in at certain intervals with the line he sang in the beginning,”
Siobhan explained. 


“It’s the easiest way to learn some songs.” Which was why
Wolf had chosen that type first. “Now, listen close.” Taking a breath, he
started, “The wind, it blew and carried the scent of winter—”


Rune, unsure of both the lyrics and his singing ability, did
not join in on the refrain the first time, only mouthed the words. But he dared
to put a little volume the second time, and on the third refrain, Wolf could
actually hear him. Kiō had a nice voice, actually. It was mild and smooth,
and pleasant on the ear. He had no reason to be afraid to use it. 


When the song ended, Wolf gave him a slight nod of praise,
which made the boy flush a little. 


“Rune, is there anything you can’t do?” Denney asked,
sinking down beside him and offering a plate of hot food. “I mean, so far, you
seem to pick up whatever we teach you. You can even sing well after just a few
hours of learning.”


“Not true,” he objected, taking the plate with a ravenous
look. “I can’t cook.”


“That’s a lack of experience,” she refuted, not
buying it. “You picked up on it after trying a few times. If you’d stop trying
to cook everything at a high heat, you wouldn’t burn anything.” 


Alas, it was the common mistake most people made when first
learning how to cook. Wolf would know. But he admitted to himself privately
that Denney had a good point. Rune not only had a good head on his shoulders,
but had a lot of talents. His potential was wasted as a simple assassin. 


From across the fire, Grae cleared his throat and raised his
voice a bare notch above his normal speaking tone. Wolf had to strain to hear
him. “Everyone? As we’re in late spring, I expect the sun to rise fairly early.
Which means we need to be up fairly early. Fei tells me that it will take
several hours to hike the rest of the distance to his home, so we need to get
there sooner rather than later.”


Wolf translated this to: If you’re wise, you’ll eat
dinner and promptly go to bed. Grae had great difficulty giving commands
(or even direct yes or no answers) so his guild had to infer what the man
actually wanted to say. 


The suggestion was well received. People finished up dinner,
gave and received the last of the massages, and started to roll into their beds.
Wolf kept an eye on things in general as he got ready to turn in himself.
(Although the only thing he did was shuck of his sword and take his boots off.
He refused to do more than that in an unprotected area.) It was not his watch
first, Tran had that dubious pleasure, but he kept one eye open until everyone
was situated. Because of that, he noticed that Rune stayed alert until both
Denney and Siobhan were settled. Only then did their newly minted Pathmaker
fall asleep. 


Well. Maybe Conli was right to be worried about Rune after
all. 


Chuckling to himself, Wolf closed his eyes and joined his
fellows in dreamland. 


 













Siobhan had seen many a forest in her time, but never one as
ancient as this. The trees were massive—so large that five grown men could not
clasp their arms around one. They soared into the sky for several feet before
even one branch sprouted out, their leaves intertwining above each other so
that it formed a thick canopy. Sunlight came in patches, not enough to warm the
forest floor, so the air smelled cool and damp. 


She took in a deep breath and nearly choked, the odor of the
place was that pungent. Her nose twitched, trying to decide if she liked the
smell or not. Rubbing at it, her eyes peered ahead, or tried to. She could
barely see more than fifteen feet before it became too dim to see anything
properly. 


Eyeing the thick underbrush, she requested, “Fei? Tell me that
there’s a trail we can take.”


“There is,” he assured her. 


Oh good. Otherwise they’d be here until next year hacking a
trail through. 


He led them confidently up along the forest’s edge for quite
some distance before abruptly diving into it. She saw nothing that resembled a
trail until he stepped foot on it, it was that well camouflaged. Even then it
was little more than a hunting trail, wide enough for one person at a time, but
no more than that. Her enforcers sorted people out so that they had people in
the front, middle, and back to handle an attack if it happened. From Fei’s
nonchalant attitude, this didn’t appear to be a very real possibility, but he
knew as well as she that it was no good telling Wolf or Tran that. Trying to
stop those two from being protective would likely trigger heart failure, it was
that engrained into their natures. 


Fei stopped dead in his tracks, snapping his fingers and
said, “Ah.”


That sounded like a man that had just realized he’d
forgotten something of importance. “Ah?” Siobhan prompted him, leaning sideways
to see around Tran. 


“I forgot to warn you about the finger monkeys.”


“…The what, now?”


“Finger monkeys.” Fei turned about so that he could project
his voice and talk to the whole group at once. “They’re literally about the
size of your finger. Very cute, very affectionate—totally out of control.
They’re natives of this region, and mostly omnivores. If you have any fruit or
water about you, they’ll flock to you in droves. Also, they’re highly attracted
to warmth. Don’t be alarmed if you wake up to something fuzzy sneaking in under
your clothes.”


Sneaking under her clothes? Siobhan’s eyes crossed at
the mental image. “Do they, ah, bite?”


“When provoked. Don’t alarm them, don’t grab them, and don’t
pick them up by the tail no matter how tempting it is. It’s easier to get them
to cooperate if you rub their belly gently with a fingertip and coax them into
going the direction you want them to.” The way Fei said this, he was talking
directly to the less animal-friendly people in the guild. They were all good
with dogs, but Siobhan had learned through previous experience that their
skills with other animals were dubious at best. 


“When will we see them?” Tran asked with a suspicious look
about him. 


“When they want you to, and not a moment before.” Fei’s
mouth quirked into something that could have been a smile before he turned back
around and started leading them deeper into the forest. “Just remember, you’ve
been warned.” 


The humans were, certainly, but how were they supposed to
explain this to either Pyper or Pete? Colliers were famous for sticking their
noses into the unknown and sniffing until their curiosity was satisfied. From
Fei’s description, the finger monkeys would not take this initial greeting
well. 


Well, perhaps she shouldn’t worry about this too much. A
little thing like that couldn’t do too much damage, surely. 


Siobhan reviewed what Fei had told them on the way across
the bridge. His people were naturally quiet and chose to speak in soft tones.
(After living with Fei for so many years, that didn’t surprise her.) It was the
height of rudeness to do anything that would be an imposition to someone else, and
even speaking loudly could be considered an imposition. They were never to
accept a compliment, but to politely deny it, as it was arrogance to agree.
They were not to eat or drink anything while walking. The women especially
should always be seated properly before they ate. Siobhan expected to forget
that rule at some point and break it—her entire guild was notorious at snacking
on the go. 


At some point, the conversation had changed from a cultural
one to a lecture on history, and Siobhan didn’t think that Fei had told them as
much as he should. Since they were walking like this, she took advantage and
asked, “Is there anything else we should know? Something that you only remember
now?”


“Ah?” Fei turned to glance at her over his shoulder. “Yes,
actually. There is a stopping stone in front of doors or walkways. If you’re
riding a horse or carriage, you must dismount there and walk the rest of the
way.”


Markl, of course, had to ask, “Why?”


“It’s mostly in front of temples. It’s a way of equalizing
rank.”


Ahhhh. Made sense. “What else?” Siobhan prompted. 


“All of the buildings have different levels of floors in
them. The higher the floor is, the higher in rank you must be to enter that
section. Unless you are invited, do not go up more than two levels.”


“I’m very grateful you mentioned that now,” Sylvie
said wryly. “Anything else like that?”


“No, I think that’s—” he stopped midsentence and smacked both
hands together, the back of one hand against his open palm. “I’d forgotten.
There are certain paths here that lead to opposite mountains. There is one in
particular none of the women can go to.”


Siobhan’s first thought was that the mountain or the trail
might be dangerous, but why only to women?


“The god of that mountain is a woman,” Fei explained,
half-turning so that he walked sideways on the trail. “If a woman enters the
mountain, it will make the god jealous, so women are forbidden to enter.”


From behind her, Siobhan could hear Markl’s journal come out
of his pouch and the quick scribbling of pencil on paper. “Is that the only
female god?”


“No, not at all,” Fei denied. “She’s the only one known to
get jealous, though. Many of the female gods are protectors for our women and
children.”


Siobhan held up a hand at Markl. “Wait, scholar. Don’t get
sidetracked by religion right now. Fei, are you sure that’s all you need to
tell us?”


“Hmm, I think so? I’m sure there’s other things you’ll
notice as you come in. I’ll just give you two warnings. One, stop at the first
temple you see and buy prayer beads to put around your wrist.” Fei held up his
own left arm in demonstration, where painted black beads hung. “If you don’t
have these on you, then every temple monk and shrine maiden is going to badger
you into joining theirs.” 


“Lead us straight to a temple then,” Tran advised dryly.
“I’d rather not deal with that.”


Fei shrugged agreement. “Fine. The second thing is, if you
are invited to someone’s home, make sure to bring something with you. Fruits,
flowers, something along those lines. Showing up empty-handed is rude.”


Finally, a cultural quirk that she had in common with him! 


“Everything else that I’m forgetting to mention is probably
not as important,” Fei finished with a dry smile. “They will make allowances as
you’re all foreign. The things I mentioned are just the ones that you
absolutely cannot do.”


“Noted,” Denney assured him. 


Markl lengthened his stride and came around Siobhan so that
he could walk right behind Fei and pepper the man with questions. 


She tapped Tran on the shoulder to get his attention. When
he turned and looked down at her, Siobhan drawled, “How much do you want to bet
that by tomorrow, one of us will forget the ‘no eating while walking’ rule?”


“I don’t take sure bets,” Tran denied, tone half-amused,
half-resigned. “It’s an engrained habit in this guild.”


Heaving a long sigh, Siobhan resigned herself to the
inevitable embarrassment. 


ӜӜӜ


Saoleord did not look a thing like she had expected it to. 


Fei had told them once that in the past, travelers had
walked down their main roads sometimes without even realizing they were in the
middle of a city. How in the world had they managed to do that? Even from here,
standing in the middle of the trail, it was obvious there were buildings about!
Granted, the trees and plants and the curve of the mountain camouflaged a great
deal of the city. She couldn’t begin to guess how deep or wide this place went.
But popping in and out of the tree line were sharply slanted roofs of all
colors, from red to black, with the edges curving up again in a unique style
she had never seen before. Hints of white walls could be seen as well, and
mixed in the fresh mountain air was the distinct scent of wood smoke and
something exotic, like a blend of spices she had never before tasted. 


The trail abruptly branched out into something that looked
like a real road, and to one side stood a small building that could only be a
guardhouse. Fei stopped abruptly in front of the house and put his right fist
into his vertically held left palm before bowing to it. Then he said something
in a language she had rarely heard spoken—his native tongue. “Weaso.”


A man came out of the building, his dress and features
similar to Fei’s, although he was a good ten years older, black hair thinning
up top. He had a smile from ear to ear as he returned the bow and responded
happily, “Teso! Anamiene, Man Fei Lei. Ketano?”


“Deno.” Fei turned and gestured toward Siobhan,
silently asking for her to move so that she stood at his side. She promptly
obeyed the silent instruction and tried to copy what she had seen Fei do. It
felt beyond awkward to bow like this, though. “Kana Siobhan Maley.
Deepwoods banche to dega saio.”


“Hooo.” The man responded, understanding in his voice. 


Siobhan was glad someone understood what was going on. She
sure didn’t.


“Lu-ren, may we speak like this?” Fei abruptly switched, his
head inclined toward Siobhan. “None of them know Hanga.”


“Of course,” Lei assured him before bowing to Siobhan, and
the group behind her. “I am Lei Lu Gu, Guardsman of the Western Mountain. Also
Fei-xian’s older cousin. I am pleased to meet you.”


“Thank you.” Siobhan gave him a smile. Older cousin? No
wonder they looked alike, then. “We are pleased to come and see Fei’s homeland.
We do not wish to intrude where we are not welcome, however. We did not send
advanced warning of our coming…” she trailed off invitingly. 


Lu shot his cousin a look that said that was not good
etiquette on his part. “No wonder I had not been forewarned of your coming,
then.”


Fei spread his hands in an apologetic manner. “It is beyond
difficult to send messages home.”


“Yes, I grant you, that is so.” But, his expression
added, you should have done it anyway. “Forgive me, Guildmaster, but I
cannot let you pass here without permission from one of my superiors. Fei-xian,
of course, can do so.”


“He warned us that he would have to go ahead and get
permission,” she assured him, seeing that he was somewhat upset that he
couldn’t just let them pass. Maybe he felt rude for saying so. “It’s fine.
We’ve walked for six hours straight now and would like to take a rest. We will
do so here, if that is alright.”


Lu looked relieved. “Of course. I have a kettle on, if you
wish to have tea?”


Anything to drink sounded heavenly just then. It had been
quite the hike to get up here to this mountainous city. The back of her shirt
was soaked with sweat. “We would be glad to have some, thank you.”


Fei turned to her and said in an undertone, “This might take
me about an hour. I have to hunt the right people down to explain.”


Siobhan made a shooing motion. “Go. We’ll be fine.”


With a nod, he spun on his heel and took off at a
ground-eating lope. 


As soon as he was out of earshot, Siobhan turned back to the
guardsman and asked, “Lu-gui, you’ve known Fei his entire life?”


“Until he left,” Lu confirmed. 


“Well, if you wish,” she said with an innocence that didn’t
fool a single person in her entire guild, “why don’t you sit and drink that tea
with us? While we drink, we can share stories back and forth? I’m sure with you
knowing him so many years, and me knowing him so many years, we’ve got
some good ones to share.”


Lu got a twinkle in his eye that spoke of mischief. “Indeed,
that might be so, Siobhan-jia. Let me make some tea so that we may sit and
talk.”


“Poor Fei,” Sylvie muttered to no one in particular. “He’s
never going to live anything down with these two around.”


 













It took Fei a little longer than an hour to come back, and
when he did return, it was not alone. Behind him were two stodgy-looking old
men that had not seen their prime in some time. Both sported long white
mustaches, thinning hair pulled up tight on the top of their heads, with
multiple layers of shirts and jackets on. How they could be cold in this mild
weather, Siobhan could not comprehend. 


She stood as they approached her, eyes on Fei, trying to
convey the silent question, Can we come in?


Fei gave her a discreet nod before he turned and introduced,
“This is Bo Sei Jin, City Master. He is responsible for any visitors that come
here.”


“Rare as they are,” Bo Sei Jin remarked. If desert ground,
filled with nothing but sand and cracks, could be given a voice, it would sound
like his. “Greetings, Deepwoods Guild.”


“And Saoleord’s historian, Kim Ra Im. Masters, this is
Siobhan Maley, Guildmaster of Deepwoods.”


In the hour that Fei had been gone, Siobhan had gotten some
training from the cousin-guard, so this time she was more sure of herself as
she put her hands together and bowed to them. “I am pleased to meet you.”


Neither man smiled, but did give her looks of open approval
for her good manners. “We are also pleased, Guildmaster Maley,” Bo Sei Jin
responded. “You have traveled far to come here. Please, follow me. We have a
house prepared for you.”


A whole house? Just for them? For a place that didn’t see
many visitors, they were strangely accommodating on short notice. “Thank you.” 


The historian fell into step with her as they all shouldered
their packs and started after Bo Sei Jin. “May I call you Siobhan-jia?” he
inquired. 


So far no one had asked permission, just called her what
they deemed appropriate. Siobhan was somewhat taken aback by this question, but
readily assured him, “You can call me what you wish. I answer to almost
everything, these days. But how should I address you? Is Bo-zhi appropriate?”


His eyes crinkled up in a silent smile, making them almost
disappear in his face. “You have been well taught in our customs, I see. Yes,
you are right, that would be the most appropriate way to call me. However, I am
not the only historian of the Bo family, so referring to me in such a way would
be confusing. Sei Jin-jia is perhaps a better choice.”


Oh? If he was suggesting ‘jia’ then did that mean they were
more or less the same in rank? Siobhan didn’t really know the class structure
in this culture; she had gone higher in ranking on a random guess, just to
avoid giving any offense. “I understand. Thank you.”


“Man Fei Lei tells me that you have come with a request. It
has been well over sixty years since the last time someone from the outside has
requested anything of us. What do you seek here?”


Now, how to respond to that? What had Fei told them, anyway,
that she would be asked that question? “Knowledge, I suppose is the best
answer. We seek forgotten history and advice from the keepers of that history.”
Cocking her head, she said in confusion, “What did Fei tell you we came for?”


“Help.” Those dark eyes were strangely penetrating, as if he
were reading the answers to his true questions off the back of her skull. “He
said that there were dangerous signs of trouble brewing in the continents and
that you have all come here for help. He feels certain that something
disastrous will happen soon.”


Siobhan stared blindly ahead, almost missing it when they
went from a dirt road to one paved with tightly-fitted stone. “Color me
paranoid, but I believe he’s right. It’s why we came. And, if we are wrong, I
do not feel that this will be a wasted trip. We’ll have seen a corner of the
world few do and give Fei a chance to see his family.”


He hummed in response. “We, too, are glad that you have come
for that reason. We have missed the boy. I find it interesting to meet his guild,
as well. I see that there are many foreigners mixed in your guild.” He glanced
over his shoulder. “Two from Wynngaard, I think. One from Teherani. The
others?”


“One from Island Pass, three from Wynngaard, one from
Teherani, one from Orin, and the rest from Robarge,” Siobhan corrected. “Of
those, one is a scholar that is staying with my guild indefinitely and is
beyond excited to be here. He’ll probably ask many…” she stumbled off as she
finally got a good look beyond the trees and saw for the first time the city
around her. 


Stunning. Simply stunning. 


There was a valley in between the mountains, thick with
trees and houses that seemed so intertwined that it was like the buildings grew
up alongside. On the few places of open cliff face, walkways had been built.
Each was carved into the rock face in an elaborate pattern, which let traffic
flow freely. Stretched out at intervals were long cables that crossed the
valley, going from one mountain to the other, and she watched as a large basket
traveled along the line to the opposite side at a slow but steady pace. The
basket, even though it was some distance from her and high overhead, looked
large enough to put her entire guild into. 


The whole place was awash in bright hues, the colors so
vivid that they drew in her attention so completely she found it difficult to
look away. The scent, too, was stronger here as if the trees had masked the
scents earlier. She felt like she had just stepped into a fantasy.


How could Fei have left this place? How could he bear to?


From behind her, Wolf let out a low whistle. “It’s quite the
place.”


“Understatement,” Markl disagreed, voice shaking slightly.
“Great mercy, I’ve never seen the like of this before. How do those baskets
work, going along the cables like that?”


Siobhan rolled her eyes, amused. Of course that would be the
first question he asked. 


Ra Im turned and answered, “We have a series of pulleys and
lines that draw the baskets back and forth. They are necessary, as our work is
done largely on one mountain, while we choose to live on another.”


Interesting. Why the split in location? Was it to keep the
smellier jobs, such as tanning, away from the houses? Keep the place smelling
better? But that raised a good question. “Fei told us on the way here that
there is a mountain that none of the women should go to. Which mountain is
that?”


Ra Im pointed directly ahead. “The third mountain you see in
the distance. That is the one you must not go to. All other parts of Saoleord
you are free to visit as you please. We have no restrictions here.”


She almost blurted out Really?! Very few places in
this world allowed such freedom. Even in Goldschmidt there were places that
guildsmen were not supposed to go into. 


“Come,” Sei Jin encouraged them, moving forward once more. 


The road was not completely straight—it would have been
quite the feat to do that on top of a mountain—but twisted and turned, going up
and down as the land dictated. Sei Jin and Ra Im both pointed out places that
became slick after a rainfall. Siobhan thanked them each time for their concern
and smiled inwardly. Falling was a fear that all old people shared and they
forgot that for the younger generation, it was not a danger to be truly
concerned about. 


As they walked, she got a closer look at the buildings, since
the road was obviously a main one that went through the mountain city. They
were mostly wood (no surprise) with river stone used here and there as accents.
They all had tall, sloping roofs that curved on the corners, trim painted in
bright colors. Not once did she see a place in need of repair. Everything here
was kept to a high standard, it seemed. From a distance, the place was visually
captivating, but it was just as beautiful up close. That was not a feat that
many cities could manage to pull off. 


Finally they turned off the main road and onto a smaller
path that led directly to a large building painted in white and red. Even
though it was in good shape, as everything else was, this place had an air of
disuse hanging about it. Ah, the guest house? It looked more than large enough
to accommodate eleven people.


Sei Jin creaked to a stop before turning to face all of
them. “There are separate quarters inside for men and women. I have requested
fresh bedding to be put inside for your use, but I do not think it is here yet.
Please, unpack first and refresh yourselves. I will send someone for you within
the hour that will guide you to the main hall. There, you may give your formal
request and tell us exactly what brought you here and what you wish from us.”


Ohhh, so there was going to be some formality to this after
all? She had been wondering, what with the way two prominent men came to fetch
them. “I understand. We will be ready at that time.” She made plans to bend
Fei’s ear as soon as these two had left. 


They each gave her a bow, which she returned, before they
retreated back down the path and out of sight. 


“Nice place,” Rune commented, turning slowly in place so
that he could get a full look. “But Fei, I thought ya said that ya don’t get
many visitors up here.”


“We don’t,” Fei responded, already moving toward the steps.
“We have a dedicated caravan that comes up once a year and does trading with
us. The house is for them.”


Ah, now that made more sense. The building was certainly
large enough to house a caravan. She took a better look at it as she
approached. A large wrap-around porch on all sides, glass and wood doors that
slid to the side instead of opening out, with wooden floors throughout that
shone in a dull gleam. When she opened a door, she discovered that the inside
had little furniture, mostly dressers with tables that sat low to the floor.
Stacks of cushions were in the corners, which she assumed were for people to
sit on, as there wasn’t a single chair to be seen. 


The place was designed so that if you opened all of the
connecting doors, a person could see from one end of the house to the other
without a problem. But her hosts had been right in saying that the women’s
quarters were clearly distinct from the men’s. The women had mirrors, changing
partitions, and colorful paintings on the walls that were all clearly feminine.
The men had such things as well, but they were plain, and without any real
decoration. 


Siobhan took advantage of one of those screens and changed
into fresh clothes, tidying up her hair in the process by tying it up in a
loose bun. The dogs seemed to find it fun to run back and forth between the
men’s rooms and the women’s, keeping track of everyone as they learned the
building. Returning to the main room, she found Fei and Wolf already seated at
the table, although only Fei could manage to put his legs underneath. Wolf was
too large to fit, so he had angled himself off to the side instead, one elbow
on the table’s surface. 


Grabbing a cushion to sit on, she joined them. “Fei, do your
people not believe in chairs?”


“No,” he admitted, eyes darting to Wolf in open amusement.
“After some time, you will become used to it.”


Wolf snorted, clearly disagreeing.


Well, sitting on the ground for a week or so wouldn’t kill
him. Or her. “Fei, I need to talk to you about this meeting that will happen
later.”


“Of course.” His tone indicated he had expected her to say
that. 


“But first, I must ask. Don’t you want to stay with your
family while we’re here?” This had been worrying her off and on ever since he’d
broached the idea of coming to Saoleord.


Fei blinked. “May I?”


Siobhan rolled her eyes to the heavens, praying for
patience. “Yes, of course you can, you idiot. They haven’t seen you in years.
We have permission to go anywhere we want in the city, don’t we? So it’s not
like you have to serve as escort for us. Go, go.”


He lit up in the brightest smile that she had ever seen from
him. “Then, I will.”


“Wait, guide me through the meeting first,” she added
hastily, not wanting him to think that he could go right that minute. “Then
you can go.” 


In a rare gesture, he openly chuckled. “Of course,
Shiobhan-ajie. I would not let you go alone. You don’t even know where to go.”


“Exactly,” she responded, relieved. “I’m glad you understand
that. Now, what do I need to know about this meeting with your elders?”


“You have met two of the men you will speak with already,”
he answered calmly. “There is a council of five altogether. Sei Ja Na is the
City Librarian. Every record we have is in her care, and she will be the one to
convince to let us peruse the records.” 


From his description, Siobhan wasn’t sure if this woman
would be difficult to convince or not. “Is she hard to deal with?”


“At times. But I think if you can convince her that we seek
knowledge not for our own ends, but to prevent great harm from befalling our
city, that she will be more amiable.” Fei gave something that might have been a
shrug. “She has denied requests in the past, but most of the time she grants
them. Hyun Woo is the city general, and one of three master strategists that we
have. He will have the most questions, I think. He is also one of the men that
I hope to bring back with us.”


“Yes, I remember you mentioning him before. Who’s the last
person?”


“Oh Jae Pyo. He is a…” Fei trailed off, brows furrowing
briefly. “Hmm. I don’t know the right way to translate this. Commerce Expert?
Main Merchant?”


“Business advisor?” Markl offered, as he joined them at the
table.


Fei gave him a thankful nod. “Probably the best way to
describe him. He will have no vested interest in our coming and will likely not
say much. It’s the other four you must convince.” As an afterthought, he added,
“Or at least that was the case when I was last home. They hold term for ten
years. Assuming that no one has resigned or died unexpectedly, that should be
the people that you will deal with.


“Good luck,” Wolf offered to her. 


“Why am I the one doing the talking?” Siobhan whined to no
one in particular. “Markl’s the one with the silver tongue!”


“You’re the guildmaster,” Fei disagreed, although not
unsympathetic. “They will not hear another person speak in your place.”


Wonderful. “Markl, grab something to write with,” she
ordered. “Help me come up a speech. I refuse to go in there unprepared.”


Markl whipped out his handy-dandy notebook and opened it to
a clean page in the very back. “Where do you want to start?”


Rubbing at her forehead with her fingertips, she groaned.
“Good question. Where do we start?”


 













When a messenger came to fetch them, Siobhan still didn’t
feel at all prepared for the meeting. It wasn’t just a matter of what to say,
but how to say it. Fei had spent half their time drilling customs and such into
her head so that she didn’t embarrass herself. Apparently, he had forgotten the
more formal etiquette until this meeting was upon them. 


So typical.


Siobhan hooked a hand into Fei’s arm and let him guide her,
burying her face in her notes. As she frantically reviewed, she prayed the
cramming would stick and she wouldn’t forget anything. She likely would, but
they knew she was foreign, and so would cut her some slack—hopefully. Fei had
assured her several times to not worry if she did miss something, but when it
was this important, his words failed to reassure. 


Because of her preoccupation, she didn’t really see much of
the scenery or take any special note of the roads they took to get to the
meeting. It wasn’t until Fei muttered to her from the side of his mouth that
she realized they’d arrived. Hastily shoving the paper into her pocket, she
looked up. 


Just how old was this building? It had a solidity to it that
made every other place she’d seen so far seem young and relatively fresh. The
timbers used were stained dark with age, fitted so tightly together that it
seemed as if it had been built without need of glue or nails. It stood a good
two stories tall, the doors to the front already splayed open. Directly in
front was an open space made of stone flooring, and then a wooden floor started
a half foot higher, stretching the rest of the way into the building. By the
gathering of shoes that were neatly lined up along the sides, Siobhan guessed
that all visitors took their shoes off before stepping up onto the wooden
floor. 


This was confirmed when Fei automatically doffed his shoes
and reached for a pair of flat, leather slippers that were set nearby.
Following his example, she toed her boots off and found a pair of slippers that
looked more or less her size before putting them on. They felt sloppy and
loose, but would do. 


The messenger waited patiently until they were ready before
leading them further inside, past the foyer and into the next room. This
building seemed typical of what she had seen so far—these people didn’t seem to
really believe in hallways. Instead, all of the rooms connected directly to the
next. In a place this old, she expected it to smell musty, but the open windows
on every side kept fresh mountain air flowing in, so it smelled strongly of
pine and spices instead. 


In the next room was a single, long table that sat low to
the floor. Cushions were arranged at set intervals all around, but otherwise
the room was bare of furnishings. On one side of the table, facing the door,
sat four men and a woman that had definitely passed their prime. There wasn’t a
smooth face among them. The other side of the table was completely empty and
obviously meant for any petitioners. 


Fei guided her directly to the table and then took a single
step back, making it clear that she was the one in charge here. 


Trying to hide her nerves, Siobhan put both hands together
over her stomach and gave them a low bow. “I am Siobhan Maley, Guildmaster of
Deepwoods from Robarge. I have come to request something of you.”


“We will hear you,” Bo Sei Jin assured her in formal tones.
He extended a hand toward the cushion in the very center. “Please sit.”


Knowing this would probably take a while, she sat
cross-legged, getting comfortable. Fei often sat on his knees, and said that
was the more formal way, but she wouldn’t manage to maintain that for more than
a few minutes. Not without her knees killing her. 


“First, let me introduce you to the council.” Gesturing to
the far end of the table, Bo Sei Jin said, “This is Sei Ja Na, City Librarian.”


Sei Ja Na was tiny and petite, greying hair wound up in an
elaborate knot on the top of her head, wearing traditional clothes in multiple
layers. Something about her mannerisms, the weighing look in her eye, suggested
she was studying and taking notes even as she bowed politely. 


Siobhan bowed back, somewhat awkwardly. 


“Hyun Woo,” Bo Sei Jin continued, indicating the man sitting
right next to him. 


Hyun Woo, despite being the city general, did not have an
ounce of armor on him. He wore loose-fitting black clothes, hair drawn up in a
severe ponytail on the top of his head, eyebrows so bushy they almost hid his
eyes. He gave her a nod, which she returned, but nothing about his expression
gave her a clue what he was thinking. 


“Oh Jae Pyo, our Tradesman Expert.” 


He looked like one, too. Something about the expression on
his face, the smile he gave her, all said ‘merchant’ to Siobhan. He was also
the only one at the table that was remotely portly, his face more rounded, and
even his clothing couldn’t disguise his belly. 


“Of course you have already met Kim Ra Im.” Bo Sei Jin
folded his hands to rest on the table’s surface. “Guildmaster, we will hear you
now.”


“Thank you.” Siobhan paused and realized in half-panic that
her prepared speech had just flown out the nearest window. She couldn’t
remember a word of it. Sweet mercy above, she’d have to wing it. 


“Why have you come seeking us?” Sei Ja Na asked, eyes
strangely penetrating. 


Siobhan took a breath and prayed that she had the right
words to explain this situation. “We believe…that the world itself may see war
very soon.”


The room went abruptly still, so still that not even one
person could be heard breathing. 


Kim Ra Im leaned forward, the wooden floor creaking under
him in an alarmingly loud way. “Explain.”


Siobhan started from the beginning, with the trade agreement
between the three guilds to rebuild the Grey Bridges, and ended with, “Orin is
now basically destitute. They are struggling just to survive. This situation
will not improve in the upcoming months. If anything, it will worsen. Fei tells
me that he’s seen this pattern before, many times, as he learned history. With
this kind of economic depression, Orin is like a wolf trapped in a corner.
Eventually, they will strike.”


The historian let out a grim sigh. “I fear you are right. We
have, indeed, seen this pattern many times before. When a country is desperate
just to survive, they turn to war and pillaging their neighbors.”


“But can they truly manage a united front?” Hyun Woo questioned,
stroking his beard with thoughtful fingers. His tone suggested he didn’t really
believe the idea impossible, he was just thinking aloud. “How many cities and
guilds will work together?”


“The entire western coast, quite possibly the southern coast
as well,” she responded promptly. “The northern section of Orin doesn’t seem as
badly affected as the rest. Probably because your trade depends on the sea, and
was never based on the bridges to begin with.”


Oh Jae Pyo splayed one hand in agreement. “That is so.”


Sei Ja Na turned to the two men sitting beside her.
“Kim-zhi, Hyun-zhi, do you share Guildmaster Siobhan’s opinion? Do you think
this is likely?”


Kim Ra Im gave a grim nod, looking blindly ahead. “It is not
a question of ‘if’ but ‘when.’ My former student has read the situation quite
well, in spite of his inattention as a youngster.” The quick smile he shot Fei
suggested he was teasing more than reprimanding. “I am glad to know that something
stuck. But yes, they are right to fear as they do. This is inevitable. We
simply do not know the timing.”


Bo Sei Jin cleared his throat. “Siobhan-jia, when we spoke
earlier, you said that you wished to acquire knowledge, and that is why you
came. What knowledge?”


“Strategy and battle tactics,” she responded promptly. “We
have no idea how to fight as a united front, as an army, or how to defend a
whole city. This world has not seen true war in centuries. But Fei tells me
that you, at least, have not forgotten how to do this. We need your expertise.”


“You need more than that,” Hyun Woo disagreed. “I cannot
teach you everything you need to know in a matter of days, or weeks, or even
months. You need a strategist to go with you. At least one.”


“A historian would not be amiss, either,” Kim Ra Im added
thoughtfully, head cocked slightly as he stared at her. “Perhaps others. We
need more detailed information from you before deciding.”


That didn’t sound like if we decide to send people
but more as if they had already made the decision already to do so. This abruptness
made her head spin. That was it? She didn’t have to argue with them, or
convince them, or charm anyone into anything? Fei hadn’t thought it would be
this easy. She shot him a quick look only to find he was just as surprised as
she was. He glanced at her with wide eyes and an almost imperceptible shrug as
if he found this ready decision just as baffling. 


Feeling that she had to clarify, Siobhan ventured, “Then…you’ll
let us borrow a few of your experts?”


“Yes.” Kim Ra Im gave her a small smile in reassurance. “We
removed ourselves into these mountains many centuries ago, leaving the anarchy
of the world as the governments fell, because we feared that all knowledge
would be lost if someone did not preserve it. But would not all of that effort
be in vain if we do not use the knowledge we have to prevent disaster?”


Siobhan let out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding.
“I am so glad to hear you say so. Thank you. Thank all of you so much.”


“We might yet be able to prevent this war from even
happening,” Oh Jae Pyo suggested, sharing a speaking look with Kim Ra Im. “If
the economy is the problem, then surely the trend can be reversed?”


“I would think so,” Kim Ra Im agreed. “Perhaps we should sit
down with Siobhan-jia and gather more information.”


“My trader, Sylvie, is the better person to ask about this,”
Siobhan denied. “She’s the one that has her finger firmly on the pulse. Markl
would also be a good person to confer with, as he’s been making extensive notes
and graphs on the matter.”


“We will require an introduction…” Oh Jae Pyo trailed off
suggestively. 


“I will be happy to get you acquainted with them, of
course.”


“Excellent.” Bo Sei Jin clapped his hands, gathering their
attention. “I believe we have reached a unanimous decision. We shall send
experts back with Deepwoods Guild with letters of introduction to their main
guildmaster, and try to nip this problem before it blooms. Tonight, we shall
dine together, and become better acquainted. This is agreeable?”


Siobhan put her hands to her stomach and bowed to them,
hoping she did the gesture right even as she moved. “Very much so. You have my
gratitude.” When she looked up again, she was faced with nothing but smiling
faces. Oh good, she must have done that correctly. 


“Come,” Sei Ja Na invited, extending her hand toward the
door. “Follow me, and we shall eat together. Man Fei Lei-gui, go and fetch the
rest of your guild and your family. We shall all eat together.”


Fei bowed in acknowledgement before disappearing silently
out the door. 


Siobhan got to her feet and was barely able to cross to the
door before Kim Ra Im appeared at her elbow. In an undertone he asked, “As we
walk, tell me how you gained my former pupil as a guild member.”


Another person that wanted stories on Fei? Oh, fun. She hid
her eagerness behind a demure smile as she agreed, “As you wish.” 


ӜӜӜ


Wolf was a simple man. Anyone that offered to feed him was a
friend, and they stayed a friend until they tried to stick a knife in his back.
It was as simple as that. It didn’t matter if they were from a different
culture, or the food was something he’d never seen before, or if guests sat on
cushions instead of proper chairs. If there was food available, he was fine. 


This gathering proved to be better than a simple ‘fine.’ 


The meeting that’d had Siobhan’s hair in knots had turned
out to be short, sweet, and—judging from that satisfied smile on her
face—victorious. He hadn’t heard the details yet, but didn’t need to in order
to know that she had gotten her way. In fact, that expression said she had done
better than hoped for. That was enough for him. 


The building had a large, open floor in the middle of it,
with a part of the room built up a half-step from the rest of it. No one sat up
there, which Wolf took to mean that rank didn’t matter tonight. This relieved
him, because while Fei had drilled manners into Siobhan’s head, he hadn’t exactly
been paying attention. He’d hate to ruin Siobhan’s hard work with a careless
remark. 


As the guild filed in, Siobhan went from person to person,
introducing them to the council. Wolf bowed politely, murmured a few words, and
kept his eyes on the room in general. It was because of this that he caught the
lowering of the table. 


Someone had put together a rig so that the long, rectangular
table could be lowered by pulley to the floor and back up to hang on the
ceiling. As he watched, two men were working the ropes, carefully lowering the
piece of furniture. Why…why in sweet mercy would you hang a table from the
ceiling? Granted, it would be handy during the day, to just put it ‘up’ when
you didn’t need it, but it seemed beyond strange to do that. 


With the table settled, the same two men scurried about
grabbing cushions and set them out at intervals. 


“Please, sit,” the woman councilor—he’d forgotten her
name—invited in that cool, clear voice. 


Wolf had no idea if there was a proper place for guests to
be, so hung back until half the guild had found a spot, then he sat with his
back to a wall and a clear view of both doors. It was also on the end of the
table, so he could stretch his legs out. 


The councilor that was introduced as a strategist, Hyun Woo,
came and sat directly next to him. Under those bushy eyebrows were sharp eyes,
weighing and measuring Wolf without censure. “Eric Wolfinsky, was it?”


“Or Wolf,” he invited, “As you prefer.”


Hyun Woo’s eyebrows arched. “In this land, we call people by
nickname only if we share a very close relationship with them.”


“In Robarge, you only hear your full name if it’s official
business or you’re in trouble with Siobhan,” Wolf responded dryly. “I answer to
Wolfinsky just as well, if you’re more comfortable with that.” 


“I am, thank you.” Hyun Woo gave him an inclination of the
head, meaning he was grateful for…something. Wolf didn’t know the nuances of
this culture well enough to figure out what. “Man Fei Lei-gui introduced you
earlier as an enforcer. I am not familiar with this word. Could you explain?”


“Warrior, or fighter, that is a set protector over a guild.”
Wolf tapped a finger against the table’s surface, trying to find the words to
explain something that he just naturally did. “Guardian might be the best word.
The safety of the entire guild is in my hands. I am responsible for them.”


Hyun Woo’s head cocked to one side, then to the other,
showing that he had heard, even though he didn’t understand completely. “Is not
your guildmaster in charge of that?”


“Well, she is, but she runs the guild as a whole. The
business side of it is what she does, and looks out for her members on a
general level. But if there’s danger near any one of them, I am the one to
respond. Well, either me, Fei, Tran, or Rune. We’re all enforcers in the
guild.”


“Then, if the guild was a kingdom, you four are its
soldiers?”


That seemed an odd analogy to make, in this land that had
not seen governments of any sort in hundreds of years, but Wolf flipped over a
hand in agreement. “Yes, I suppose.”


“Then it is you four that I must teach how to fight as a
unit.” Hyun Woo sat back, satisfied. “Siobhan-jia stated earlier that the
knowledge of how to fight as an army, in a united front, was unknown to the
world now. This is true?”


“Very,” Wolf grimaced. “Even in a guild, we don’t always
fight that way. We watch each other’s backs, sure, but our fighting styles
don’t blend well together. We’re more likely to get in each other’s way.”


Hyun Woo nodded, not surprised. “Then first, to teach you
how to fight in a unit. That must be done before we talk of battle strategies.
An army that cannot be broken into smaller units is not an army at all. It is a
mob. Siobhan-jia said that you will stay at least a week? Good. Then gather
your fellow enforcers and meet me at the main field in the morning. We will begin
learning then.”


Wolf felt a thrill go straight up his spine at the idea of
learning more tactics. That was always a pleasurable way to spend a day. “I
will.”


Fei came around the table and leaned down next to Wolf’s ear
long enough to whisper, “Pour the man’s drink. It’s a polite way of saying
thanks for the offer he just gave you.”


He gave him a glance, showing that he heard. Satisfied, Fei
moved off, going around to sit at Siobhan’s side again. Wolf reached for the
small decanter of clear liquid sitting on the table. Lifting it up, he gave
Hyun Woo a look that asked, can I?


Eyes crinkling up in a smile, Hyun Woo held out his glass,
which was no bigger than a man’s palm, and held it steady as Wolf filled it.
Putting the glass down, he took the decanter from Wolf before filling up his
glass in return. There seemed to be some sort of significance to the gesture,
but Wolf filed it under ‘making friends’ and just let it ride without asking.
No doubt Markl would figure it all out, and would explain it to him later. 


From the other side of the room, a door opened, and men and
women came in carrying platters of steaming food. Wolf made way as best he
could, giving them room to set the platters on the table. It seemed not to be
just one main dish, but several smaller ones, all of them arranged in a way so
that both sides of the table could share. Or so he gathered, watching how
people were picking up spoons and eating out of every dish within reach. 


He ended up sharing food with Hyun Woo, which didn’t bother
him. 


“Wolfinsky-gui, if it is not bold to ask, may I have the
story to your iron arm?” Hyun Woo gave it a look of open admiration. “It seems
it would be formidable in battle.”


Wolf gave him a grin. Now this was a man after his own
heart. “So, you want my story? I will be glad to tell it.” 


Hyun Woo leaned forward and filled up his glass again, a
gesture that Wolf immediately reciprocated. “Please do. The night is long,
there is good food to enjoy, and I wish to hear a good tale.” 


Yes, Wolf had a feeling he’d like it here just fine. 
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The field that Wolf was directed to that morning sat in a
little valley in between mountain curves. It was perfectly flat, the grass cut
low, and there were areas off to both sides with benches and awnings for shade.
Obviously, this was a well-established training field. There were already
several dozen men gathered, most of them either sitting on the benches or under
the awnings. Hyun Woo was with them, but he was facing the road, anticipating
their arrival. When he saw them, Hyun Woo clapped his hands loudly, calling
their attention to him. 


“You have come early. That is good. These are all of the
enforcers of your guild?”


“Except Fei,” Wolf responded. Turning, he gestured to Tran
and said, “This is Tran Amar.”


Tran bowed to Hyun Woo as Fei had taught him to do the night
before, but didn’t say anything. Hyun Woo bowed back in response, eyes weighing
and evaluating the dark giant. 


“And this is Rune Maley,” Wolf nodded to his other side. 


“Maley?” Hyun Woo asked, startled. His surprise was obvious
as he looked at Rune. “Are you related to Siobhan-jia?”


Rune had grown accustomed to this response—after all, he and
Siobhan didn’t look a thing alike, so no one assumed to them to be kin—and had
learned how to handle it smoothly. “She’s my adopted sister.”


“Is that so.” Hyun Woo filed that fact away, but did not say
anything more than that, just exchanged bows of greeting. “It is my pleasure to
teach you. Today, I wish to start by evaluating your individual skills.
Wolfinsky-gui mentioned to me that you all fight very differently from each
other.”


Tran tapped his heart twice in nonverbal affirmation. “I’m a
dual-wielder with short swords. Wolf fights with broadsword and shield. Rune is
a hand-to-hand combatant.” 


Hyun Woo probably guessed half of this just by the way they
were armed, but his eyebrows still rose a notch. “Yes, remarkably different in
skills. Teaching you how to move as a unit will be somewhat challenging. Regardless,
let us start with a simple demonstration of how you fight. It will help me.”


That sounded reasonable, and none of them objected. 


Hyun Woo turned his head and called to a man standing
nearby. “Gil Hyun Lee! Come and be a sparring partner.”


A man that looked remarkably like Hyun Woo, only younger and
leaner, stepped away from the other men that had been watching on the
sidelines. He gave a short bow, more like a nod, toward Hyun Woo. 


“Hmm, I think we shall start with the youngest.” Hyun Woo gestured
toward a spot in the field away from everyone. “Rune Maley-gui, if you would
spar? Please do not be too serious in this, I do not wish for injuries.” 


Even though Rune didn’t argue, he clearly felt a little
nervous about this. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard. Still, he
turned on his heel and walked a few feet away before falling into a ready guard
stance.  


Tran shifted uneasily next to Wolf and leaned in enough to
murmur softly, “Is this a good idea?”


Wolf didn’t respond because he wasn’t sure himself that it
was. Rune had learned over the past six months that killing people wasn’t
always an acceptable response. But that didn’t mean much when he was in a
fighting situation. Sometimes, muscle memory and instincts kicked in without giving
a man’s mind much say in the matter. He was very afraid that Rune would do
serious damage without really meaning to. “Stay close and on your toes,” he
finally responded. 


With a grunt, Tran shifted positions to the other side of
the yard, making himself available to come in at a different angle if
necessary. 


 “Hame!” Hyun Woo said loudly. 


Rune flew into action, coming in low and using both arms to
attack in sharp, quick jabs, seeking an opening in his opponent’s defense. He
kicked, spun, punched without doing any damage, each strike being either
parried or blocked. Rune’s opponent—what was the man’s name? Gil-something or
other—was good. Very good. At least as good as Fei, possibly better. Wolf
grudgingly admitted the man would even give him trouble. 


After those first few attacks, Gil found Rune’s rhythm and
stopped just defending. His hands lashed out and almost connected with Rune’s
neck. It was only the former assassin’s quick reflexes that saved him. The
fight was intense, and fast. Wolf’s eyes could barely keep track of their
movement and his blood quickened in a familiar rush of adrenaline just
watching. Hadn’t Hyun Woo said this was a simple demonstration?


In the next second, that adrenaline turned into ice in his
veins. An expression he had not seen in Rune’s face in months flickered to life
and he knew in that moment that the boy felt too pressed by his opponent. Old
instincts had kicked in and now Rune was going for Gil with killing intent. 


Swearing, he slung the shield from his back and darted forward.
From the corner of his eye, he saw Tran do the same, heading straight for Gil.
Trusting the man to stop Gil, he focused on Rune instead. 


Neither of them quite made it. 


Rune went straight for his opponent’s throat, expression
hard and distant. But the blow he intended to land never made it. At the very
last possible moment, his hand instead went into the air right next to Gil’s
ear and stopped dead. 


Wolf was moving too fast to stop himself now and he caught
Rune around the shoulders and hauled him back two steps. “Breathe, kiō,”
he commanded into his ear. “Breathe. Calm down.” Glancing up, he saw that Tran
had Gil by the shoulders, although the other man just seemed stunned to come
that close to death without even being able to put up a half decent defense. 


Rune grabbed Wolf’s restraining arm with one hand, grip hard
with desperation as he sank into him, letting Wolf support his bodyweight. His
breathing was shaky, eyes wild. Wolf’s heart went out to him, as he knew
exactly what was going through the poor boy’s mind in that moment. He made
calming sounds in the back of his throat. 


“Shh, shh. You did fine. You stopped yourself. He’s
alright.”


Hyun Woo approached cautiously from the side, his eyes
taking Rune in, evaluating every nuance. 


Feeling like someone should offer an explanation, Wolf said
helplessly, “Our apologies, Hyun Woo-zhi. Rune comes from a very…rough
background. He’s still learning how to hold back.”


“I think that is not the problem,” Hyun Woo disagreed.
Bending slightly, he put his head on the same level as Rune’s. “Rune-xian,” he
said gently. 


Rune’s head came up slowly, hesitantly to meet the man’s
eyes. Hearing Hyun Woo address him like a young son no doubt confused him. It
certainly confused Wolf. 


“It seems to me that you have come from a dark place,” Hyun
Woo said, still in that gentle tone. “A place where you had to fight hard to
just survive? Am I right? I thought so. In doing so, you protected yourself
very well, but you lost your center in the process. Your survival instincts now
make decisions for you instead of your heart,” the old man put his hand against
Rune’s chest, “and that is not good. I think you realized this, which is why
you have chosen a different path, is that not right?”


Rune managed a nod but words seemed beyond him. 


Hyun Woo gave him a gentle, approving smile. “This is good.
It takes strength, to change yourself as you are doing. I will be pleased to
help you so that you may leave those dark instincts behind you. A man’s heart
should go with him into battle. If not, he is not a man, but a beast.”


Seeing that Rune more or less had a hold of himself now,
Wolf let go and let the kid find his own feet. 


Rune was glued to Hyun Woo. Licking dry lips, he asked, “Ya
think I can? Change so that I don’t have to worry about hurting people
accidently?”


“Yes, of course.” Hyun Woo lifted an illustrative finger in
the air. “Storms make oaks take deeper root. You are like a young oak. Your
roots are very deep, very strong. Once you find your balance again, little will
be able to shake you.”


Wolf felt a line of tension he didn’t know he had carried
ease. Even though Rune had a similar background to his, they were different in
very vital ways. He had known lightness before being dragged into a dark
guild—Rune hadn’t. And that had made all the difference in how they adapted
back into being good men. Wolf had struggled for almost two years before he
finally felt normal again. Rune wasn’t even sure what ‘normal’ was, or how to
attain it. Wolf, Fei, and Siobhan could only teach him so much from their own
experiences and knowledge. If Hyun Woo could help him, then so much the better.



Hyun Woo put a hand on Rune’s shoulder and promised him
gently, “It will be well. For now, stand at my side while I evaluate your
comrades.” 


Rune didn’t seem inclined to disagree with this order, but
he first turned to Gil and bowed to him. “I’m sorry.”


His opponent shook his head, still looking a little rattled.
“Your skills are formidable, Rune Maley-gui. I would like to face you again.
But later, perhaps, when Hyun Woo-zhi allows it.”


Seeing the man was sincere, Rune gave him a quick nod and a
fleeting grin. 


Taking pity on Gil’s rattled nerves, Hyun Woo didn’t ask the
man to face another from the Deepwoods guild but instead turned and called out
someone else to fight with Wolf. Wolf was an old hand at sparring with multiple
opponents and he fought the other man to a standstill without either of them
collecting more than a bruise. Tran stepped forward next and his fight went
more or less the same, although his opponent had to spin and leap free at one
point to avoid losing an ear. 


Hyun Woo clapped his hands and said, “Enough. I am
satisfied. Tran-gui, Wolfinsky-gui, Rune-xian, come.” He waved to them with his
palm down, like a man calling a child to him. All three men gathered in front
of him silently, interested in what he had to say. With their full attention on
him, Hyun Woo asked, “When you are preparing to face an enemy, what is the
first thing you must consider?”


Wolf, Tran, and Rune shared a glance before Tran offered,
“Their fighting strength and what weapons they’re using?”


“That is second,” Hyun Woo corrected. “No, the first is the
angle of the engagement. At all times you want to limit how many angles your
opponent can face you. Take this field for example,” his arm swept out to
gesture toward the empty space, “it is a terrible place for battle. The angles
of engagement are many, and they are hard to cover. Of the three of you,
Wolfinsky-gui would find it easier to fight here because his shield limits how
much his opponent can reach of him.” 


That made complete sense to Wolf. 


“At all times, when you see an enemy approaching, you must
find ways to limit their angles of engagement and control how they can reach
you,” Hyun Woo advised. “Now, keeping that in mind, I think that blending your
fighting styles into one cohesive unit is challenging but not impossible.
First, Wolfinsky-gui must lead. He is your anchor. If you need to approach an
open place, where archers and spearmen are gathered, you must come in to a
field of battle behind him, trusting in his shield.” 


Rune eyed the shield doubtfully. “It’s only about three feet
wide. All three of us behind it?”


“This is why I said it will be challenging.” Hyun Woo lifted
one shoulder in a shrug. “You must stay directly behind Wolfinsky-gui as
you enter, otherwise the shield will not cover you. Also, you must always line
up in this order: Wolfinsky-gui, Tran-gui, and Rune-xian.” As an afterthought,
he amended, “Unless Man Fei Lei-xian is with you, in which case he will go
before Rune-xian. The reason for this is simple: order.”


Wolf had been following just fine up until this point, but
the man had lost him. “Order?”


“When you have engaged the enemy, you must peel off and go
to specific sides in order to fight effectively without hampering each other,”
Hyun Woo explained patiently. “Tran-gui will always go to the left, because he
is armed with short swords, and he can use his swords to block your broadsword
in case a swing goes too wide.”


Wolf had better control over the broadsword than that, but
he privately admitted to himself that fighting was unpredictable enough that
putting Tran on his left was probably a wise move. 


“Rune-xian, because he fights hand-to-hand, must stay on
your right. Partially because this way, he can take advantage of your shield
when he needs it.”


That also made complete sense. 


“We will engage in a mock battle so that you may practice
this.” Hyun Woo lifted a finger, tone low in warning. “Remember, you are each
other’s defense. Do not stray too far from the other’s side. You want to stay
within two arm’s lengths of each other at all times.”


Far enough away that they could fight, but close enough that
they wouldn’t leave each other’s backs unprotected. Got it. 


“You understand me? Good.” Hyun Woo half-turned and called
out several names as well instructions in his native tongue that went
completely over Wolf’s head. Then he directed them to a specific spot in the
field, lining them up as he had taught them to do. “You will break into formation
the moment Wolfinsky-gui reaches the first opponent,” he told them. “Again, do
not fight so hard as to cause injuries. Rune-xian, if you feel pressed enough
by your opponent that you feel old instincts kick in, raise both your hands
high over your head and the other man will stop. If this is not possible, drop
completely to the ground on your knees and he will stop. This is an old signal
with us, all will understand it.” 


Rune expression relaxed when he realized he had breathing
room. He was still nervous after what had happened and Wolf didn’t blame him.
“I understand.”


Satisfied they were all more or less prepared, Hyun Woo
lifted a hand in signal and boomed out, “Hame!”


 


 


 













Where in sweet mercy had her guild disappeared to? 


Siobhan had been in a meeting most of the morning with the
council, going over the exact situation that Orin was in and figuring out
precisely which experts they needed to unravel the mess before it exploded.
Sylvie had joined the meeting for the last hour, helping to explain what
Siobhan didn’t know. Somehow, during those three hours, their entire guild
disappeared without a trace. No one was in their guest house. After walking all
the way through, she gave up and joined Sylvie back on the front porch, arms
set akimbo on her hips. “Where did they all go?”


“Wolf was invited to go to the main field last night by the
master strategist,” Sylvie answered, half-turning to look behind her. “Which is
over there, somewhere. I think Rune, Tran and Fei are with them. I heard Wolf
mention it last night.”


Well that accounted for four of them. “And the rest?”


Sylvie spread her hands, shrugging. “Who knows? Who are you
needing, anyway?”


“Markl,” Siobhan answered, exasperated. “He’s the one with
all of the numbers written down. I can remember some of them, but not all. Oh
Jae Pyo needs precise information to make any sort of plans.”


Sylvie looked away, her face becoming unnaturally still and
expressionless. “You want to find Markl in this place? Good luck with that. He
could be anywhere.”


True. But that didn’t explain that almost belligerent
expression on Sylvie’s face. 


Siobhan rocked back on her heels, debating on whether to say
anything or not. She wasn’t blind—Markl was absolutely infatuated with Sylvie.
From what she could see, Sylvie was charmed and attracted to him as well. And
yet, for the past six months, the two of them had stayed in this awkward limbo
of not-quite-courting, and for the life of her she couldn’t figure out why.
Siobhan firmly believed that a third party trying to get in between a couple
usually made the situation worse rather than better, but at this rate, they’d
all be grey-headed by the time anything became official. 


Deciding on a middle ground, she said instead, “You can
usually find him, though. You seem to understand him better than anyone else.”


Sylvie very carefully didn’t look at her as she responded,
“I know his habits. I don’t know him well at all.”


Uh-oh. That was not a good tone. Sylvie’s voice had sounded
strained saying that. No, she couldn’t just leave this alone anymore. The time
for that had apparently passed. Siobhan slid an arm around the other woman’s
shoulders and pulled her in for a half-hug. “Talk to me, Sylvie.”


“Siobhan, what are we doing?” Sylvie looked lost, eyes
bright with unshed tears. “I don’t know anymore. I thought at first that he was
attracted to me, then I thought maybe it was more than attraction, but he
doesn’t do or say anything. I don’t know how to react around him anymore.”


Hence that strange, unnatural tension between them? Siobhan
had thought Markl had done something stupid. Men were prone to foot-in-mouth
disease from time to time. “I’m just as confused, that’s why I’m asking. None
of us can figure out what’s holding the two of you back. I actually had a bet
going with Beirly that the two of you would become a couple before Rune
finished his journeyman training.”


Sylvie gave a bitter snort. “You lost that bet.”


“Well, no, Beirly actually did. He didn’t think it would be that
long. He bet on less than three months.” 


Instead of consoling her, this seemed to enhance Sylvie’s
anger. “So it’s not just me being overly hopeful?”


“Nope.”


Sucking in a breath, the brunette let it out between
clenched teeth, like a teapot whistling out steam. “So what do I do?”


Trying to jostle her out of that foul mood, Siobhan tsked
her with a wagging finger. “You know my love advice doesn’t come free.”


Sylvie’s trading instincts sparked to life and she eyed her guildmaster
sideways. “The pewter hair clasp you like.”


Siobhan let go of her and held out a hand, which Sylvie
promptly took, sealing the deal. The tension broke enough that Sylvie’s brow
unknotted and Siobhan fought back a smile. “Markl strikes me as the type that
has little confidence in himself where women are concerned. Don’t try to make
him jealous, that will backfire. He’ll think he has no chance with you and give
up. Instead, make it very clear to him that he has your interest. It will give
him the courage to close the gap.”


Running a hand roughly through her hair, Sylvie took in a
breath, puffing out her cheeks. Her eyes were fixed off in the distance as she
turned this advice over in her head. “Yes,” she finally agreed with a slow nod.
“Yes, that might be the problem. I’ve never done or said anything outright to
him. But truly? You think that it’s just a lack of confidence on his part?”


“From what I’ve seen. Even after all of this time with us,
he still hesitates before offering his opinion, unless someone has asked for
it.” Markl was charming, in his own quiet way, but not particularly handsome.
He was an illegitimate child from a wealthy family, and from the beginning had
been an unwanted burden. In spite of how his family loved him, that stigma
would have still attached itself to his skin as permanently as a tattoo. All of
that would affect his own opinion of how desirable he was to other people.
Siobhan firmly believed that the reason why he had changed cities and guilds
was for a fresh slate. 


But if she tried to explain this to Sylvie, her trader would
smack her outright. To her, Markl was nothing short of amazing, and she
wouldn’t hear a detrimental word said against him. 


Siobhan wisely bit her tongue and said instead, “I will now
teach you the magic phrase to win his attention.” 


“There’s a magic phrase?” Sylvie repeated dubiously. 


“It actually works on almost every man,” Siobhan admitted
cheerfully. “Beirly taught it to me ages ago. It goes something like this:
‘Markl, I need you.’”


“That’s it?!” Sylvie demanded, spluttering. 


Giving a careless shrug, she grinned. “That’s it. Men, you
see, need to be needed. Telling them that you need them, even if it’s for a
simple thing, sets an emotional connection with them. Make it a habit with
Markl. Have him help you, tell him that you need him, on a daily basis. Nothing
hard, and things that involve direct contact with him would be best. He’s too
nervous to touch you except a brush of the hand here or there. Get past that.”


Sylvie opened her mouth to protest, paused, and her eyes
went unfocused as she thought. “Mercy above…you’re right, he hardly ever comes
that close to me. He always keeps a set distance between us. No wonder I was
struggling to connect with him!”


Satisfied she had gotten the girl on the right path, Siobhan
made shooing motions with her hands. “You can get me the clasp later. For now,
go. Find. Seduce.”


“On it!” Sylvie assured her, already leaping lightly off the
porch. 


Belatedly remembering what had started this conversation,
she called after her, “Wait! When you find him, make sure he talks to Oh Jae
Pyo!”


Sylvie waved a hand in acknowledgement but didn’t pause or
look back. 


Chuckling evilly to herself, Siobhan said to the empty air,
“Brace yourself, Markl. A woman on a mission is heading straight for you.”


ӜӜӜ


That night they had dinner with Fei’s family. From the way
Fei issued the invitation to them, it was clear that his mother would not take
‘no’ for an answer. 


Siobhan was not a parent, but she’d filled the role of
mother before for people, and felt she had a grasp on what Fei’s parents must
feel after seeing their son for the first time in nearly eight years. She also
understood that she would be laying a lot of unease and fears to rest if she
could show his family what the guild was like. So with no hesitation whatsoever,
she accepted the invitation. 


Fei came and gathered them up that evening, escorting them
to his house. Siobhan admired it as they walked in through the garden gate. The
place was larger than she’d mentally pictured. It seemed to expand in every direction.
There was a nice sized garden in front that seemed to wrap around the sides of
the house as well, every bush and tree immaculately trimmed. The house itself
was in the usual style for this area, and all the doors and windows were open,
no doubt letting the evening air inside. It was a beautiful night, so no need
to keep the house shut up. 


A slightly stooped man with white hair and a cane in his
hand was standing in front door. Upon seeing them, he turned and called into
the house. Playing watchman, was he? 


Fei went directly to the old man and grabbed one hand with
both of his. In the most tender voice she’d ever heard from him, he greeted,
“Harupachi.”


The old man gripped the hand in return, beaming up at Fei.
His reply was too fast for Siobhan to be able to detect any words, but the
affection and joy in the tone were clear enough. 


From inside the house, people started appearing. Siobhan
blinked at the number, not to mention the variety. Everything from a baby to
the old man was here. So…it wasn’t just Fei’s immediate family they would meet
today? It was the whole family? 


Denney’s voice whispered behind her, “Where do you think
you’re going?”


“I’m no good in places like this,” Rune responded uneasily.
“Best I go.”


“You’re not going anywhere,” Denney assured him firmly.
“They won’t eat you, Rune.”


Rune clearly didn’t buy this. “Still….”


“These are the same people that raised and taught Fei
everything he knows. You really think it’ll be uncomfortable around them?”


Siobhan glanced over her shoulder and found that Rune had a
pole-struck face on, as if he hadn’t thought of it that way before. Smiling to
herself, she let Denney take care of Rune as she stepped forward and gave a bow
to the whole family. 


Fei extended a hand to her and announced in an unusually
loud voice (at least for him), “This is my guildmaster, Siobhan Maley.”


Siobhan straightened and gave the whole group a genuine
smile. “I am very pleased to meet you. Thank you for the invitation.” Turning,
she grabbed the basket from Tran’s hands and extended it, not quite sure who it
should go to. “I brought loquat fruits for everyone to share.”


A woman in her middle years came down the steps to accept
the basket. 


“Siobhan-ajie, this is my mother. Man Hye Ri.” 


Hye Ri bowed to her. Siobhan’s first impression was that
this was the most delicate woman she’d ever seen in her life. Even the way she
moved was smooth and fluid, like water flowing downstream. “We are very glad
you have come,” Hye Ri told her, her voice pure and clear. “Please, come in. We
will do proper introductions around the table. It is easier there.”


She had a table large enough to fit everyone? Siobhan had to
see that. Agreeable, the whole guild trooped into the house, following their
hosts. The inside was painted in whites and soft greens, almost teal in color.
Siobhan liked it, as it felt homey to her. Especially the touches of artwork
that were obviously done by the younger children. 


There was not a table large enough in the world to fit this
many people at once. But they had opened all of the sliding doors, making the
connecting rooms into one large dining area, and pushed together several
rectangular tables to make it work. Their hosts kindly took each guildmember in
and guided them to a padded cushion. Fei was the one that grabbed Denney and
Rune, which Siobhan was glad to see. He must have realized from Rune’s reaction
earlier that leaving him alone between people Rune didn’t know would not be
wise. 


Once seated, Hye Ri made good on her promise and made the
introductions all around. The names were foreign, something Siobhan wasn’t used
to hearing, and there were a good thirty people seated. After memorizing Fei’s
father’s name—Man Ji Sang—Siobhan quickly lost track of everyone else. But this
didn’t seem to matter after they started eating. 


She found herself seated right next to Fei’s parents, with
him on the other side of them, and both parents asked Siobhan many questions,
most of them centered around what the guild did and why they had come. Siobhan
answered honestly and ate quick bites between answering questions. 


With the plates more or less empty of food, she glanced up
and found that people were having animated conversations all around them. Even
Rune, as nervous as he had been, had relaxed enough to talk to the children,
who were busy firing off questions. The whole dinner had gone off without a
hitch. Relieved, she relaxed…or tried to. Her knees were not used to
being folded like this under a short table for long stretches of time. 


The only complaint she had about Saoleord so far was their
lack of chairs. 


Maybe her hostess realized this as she turned to Siobhan and
asked, “Would you like to go sit by the garden and have some tea?”


No drinks had been served with the meal—they hadn’t been
last night either, come to think of it—so Siobhan was more than ready to drink
something. “That sounds wonderful.”


“Then please, this way.” 


Siobhan followed her hostess out of the room and into an
adjoining one that still gave her full view of the dining area. They sat at
another short table, but this time there were chairs. Sort of. It looked like a
chair, but it didn’t have legs to it. It sat squarely on the ground. But at
least Siobhan had something to lean back against and she could stretch her legs
forward. Just that was a relief. 


Hye Ri brought a light green tea pot with two matching cups,
neither of which were larger than a child’s palm, and sat them on the round
table before sitting opposite her. “We are pleased you came tonight. I have
long wanted to see the people that my son chose to spend his life with.”


“I’m very glad you invited us,” Siobhan returned. “I know
how nerve-racking it is for parents to not know where your son is or who he’s
with. Every time I gain a new member of the guild, I make sure to introduce him
or her to my parents for that reason. If anything, our visit to you is long
overdue. I am sorry for that.”


“We are very far from your home and business after all,” Hye
Ri said in complete understanding. 


“It must be hard on you, being so far away from your son,”
Siobhan said in true sympathy.


“That is so,” Hye Ri agreed, but her expression was one of
resignation more than anything else. “I cannot complain, however. I realized
years ago that my husband and I pushed him into this vocation.” 


Siobhan blinked. “You did?”


“Unwittingly, yes.” She picked up the green tea pot and
poured them both a cup as she explained. “We have always been a scholarly
family. Most of our ancestors were priests, architects, historians, or
something of that ilk. So we encouraged our children to choose occupations
similar to what their ancestors did. But Fei Lei…” she let out a soft,
lady-like sigh. “His temperament was never suited to such.”


Siobhan struggled to picture Fei in some musty library,
studying day in and day out, and couldn’t. In fact, her eyes crossed at just
the attempt. The only time she had ever seen him still and quiet for a stretch
of time was when he was sneaking up on someone or spying on them. 


“So you feel that because you pressured him to that path,
that he rebelled?”


“His master at that time was not surprised at the
rebellion.” Her nose wrinkled up, a flash of amusement crossing over her face.
“None of us anticipated just how far that rebellion would take him.”


“I bet.”


“If I may ask, how did he become a part of your guild?”


Siobhan took a sip from her cup and was surprised at the
fresh taste that exploded in her mouth. “This is excellent. What type of tea is
this?”


“Mint,” her hostess supplied, pleased she liked it. 


Siobhan made a mental note to buy a bundle of the stuff to
take home with her. She stole another quick sip before answering. “Fei had
hired on with a caravan guard that left here and went down to Channel Pass. You
knew how he left? Oh, I see. He’s never forthcoming on details like that.
Anyway, that caravan had contracted us to take them from Channel Pass to
Winziane. I met him through the caravan boss, as he had taken a liking to Fei
and wanted him to find a good guild to belong to. When I met him, I saw this
quiet young man with the fighting prowess of a tiger.” Siobhan smiled at the
memory. “Anyone that can fight on par with Wolf and Tran catches my eye.
I noticed him for his skills alone. But the quiet personality made me think he
didn’t go looking for trouble, so I was more than willing to take him on.”


Hye Ri cocked her head, not following this last statement.
“This is important to you?”


She made a sour face. “Half my guild thinks trouble is fun.”


“Ah, I see.” Hye Ri was polite enough to not snicker, but
she was obviously laughing internally. Her eyes sparkled with it. 


“Anyway, we hired him on short term, just feeling out how
well he worked with the guild while on a job. He was, of course, excellent. So
when we reached Winziane, I asked if he wanted to just stay on with Deepwoods
permanently.” A realization she had never made before popped into her head.
Slowly, she added, “I’m not sure if he would have stayed if we had been a
different type of guild. Fei was very hungry to see the world, and experience
as much of it as he could. He liked us, I could see that, but if we hadn’t been
an escorting guild, he might not have stayed with us.”


His mother nodded, not surprised. “It was his strong desire
to see the world with his own eyes that drove him out of the comfort of his own
home.”


“He only recently told me why he left.” Siobhan shrugged
ruefully. “None of my men are really talkers, not when it comes to themselves,
but Fei’s got them all beat. I thought for years that he had gotten into
trouble at home and that’s why he left. He finally disabused me of that notion
and said simply his family didn’t approve of his choice.”


“We do not,” Hye Ri stated simply. “I wish him closer to
home.”


No mother would say differently. Siobhan wasn’t the least
surprised. “Now that I understand that he won’t be in trouble if he comes here,
we’ll try to come up at least once a year.”


Hye Ri went abruptly still in shock, her eyes flying up to
meet Siobhan’s. “You can promise me this?”


“I promise it to all my guild members.” Siobhan found this
reaction endearing and amusing all at once. “Hye Ri-jia, you must understand,
we travel for a living. Organizing an escort that lands us near one of my
people’s hometowns isn’t much more than a challenge. If I have a whole year to
work with, I can manage it just fine.” She’d have done it for Fei earlier, if
she’d known what kind of reception he’d get. But even he hadn’t been sure. 


Tears welled up in the other woman’s eyes and she bowed her
head deeply. “Thank you very much.”


Siobhan felt like giving the other woman a hug, but realized
that wasn’t something she could readily do in this culture. Instead she reached
out and clasped the woman’s shoulder. “This time, you’ll see him sooner than
that. We do have to bring the delegation back home again after we’ve borrowed
them after all.”


“Yes,” she agreed, drying up one tear with the pad of her
fingertips. With a soft laugh, she gave Siobhan a brilliant smile. “I’m glad
that he became a part of your guild. It is a mercy to know that he is
surrounded by good people.”


“Oh, we’re very grateful to have him,” Siobhan assured her,
deadpan serious. “Fei has more wisdom in his little pinky than I have had my
entire lifetime. He’s always the source of good questions and advice. One of my
newest members relies on him heavily for guidance and he’s an excellent teacher
and brother to him.” Without Fei, she might not have ever gained Rune. It was
Fei that taught Rune how to interact and accept people. “We would be sorely
lost without your son.” She still worried, in the back of her mind, that he
would choose to stay and not return with her. But she wasn’t about to say that
to his mother. 


“I am glad.” Hye Ri smiled and lifted the tea pot.
“Another?”


“Please.” Siobhan glanced around the room, seeing what
everyone else was up to. Rune and Beirly were on the floor with some of the
younger cousins, probably teaching the impressionable children things they
weren’t supposed to know. Markl, Fei, and Conli were gathered around with the
older men, discussing something in quiet tones. From the happy expression on
Markl’s face, the conversation was a good one. Denney and Sylvie were with the
younger girls and it looked like a teaching session on intricate braids was
going on. 


She glanced out the side door, into the garden, and found
Wolf, Tran, and some of the older cousins out there teaching each other
sparring tricks. That or admiring Wolf’s iron right hand. He’d gotten a lot of
attention because of that hand through dinner. The dogs seemed to find the
people outside more interesting, as they were circling the group and poking
their noses into people’s sides, getting absent pats on the head in return.
Everyone seemed comfortable where they were and enjoying the evening.
Satisfied, she turned back to her cup and took a slow sip, enjoying the taste.
“Mint. Is this a plant?”


“Yes, indeed. It grows wild here in the mountains.” 


Siobhan looked into her cup thoughtfully. “Does it really. I
wonder how well it would grow in Robarge….”


“Is your climate similar to ours?”


“Year round? I’m not sure.” She’d certainly ask though. And
still take a few seeds home so she could try growing a few plants in pots.
Leaning forward, she said in a confidential tone, “The deal I have made with
everyone else so far is, if you tell me stories about Fei, I’ll do likewise.”


A mischievous glint appeared in Hye Ri’s eyes. “What type of
stories?”


“Whatever comes to mind.” Siobhan grinned at her. She knew
she liked this woman for a reason. “Would you like to start?”


“I don’t mind if I do.” 


Siobhan settled in for what would surely be an entertaining
evening.













Wolf was rudely awakened that morning when a dog landed on
his gut, nearly squeezing the breath right out of him. Grunting, he
half-flailed upright, eyes popping open wide. “What the—”


“PYPER! DROP IT!”


Blinking to clear his eyes, he saw Denney darting into the
men’s rooms, her feet skidding on the slick wooden floors, bed hair sticking up
every direction. Pyper, the culprit that was still sitting on his stomach,
glanced back at her nervously but seemed to feel that if she sat on Wolf, the
man would protect her.


The dog was wrong. 


Grabbing her by the scruff of her neck, he demanded of the
dog, “What did you do?”


The collier turned enough to face him, eyes round and
pleading, tail wagging hopefully. From her mouth a suspiciously fuzzy tail was
hanging and the oddest squeaking noises were coming from the dog’s mouth.
Frowning, he tried to bend his neck so that he could see better, but the dog
turned her face away to keep it from him. 


“What’s in her mouth?”


“She’s caught one of those finger monkeys,” Denney explained
in exasperation, stomping toward them. “And she won’t let go of it. I don’t
think she’s actually hurting the poor thing, but it’s still not something you
should be carting around in your mouth! Who knows what kind of diseases those
things carry.”


Wolf had seen this same dog lick and eat things that no
other animal would be insane enough to try, and the dog had always lived
through it. He was less worried about diseases and more worried with the fact
that he had an eighty pound dog on his stomach that seemed content to stay
there. Keeping his grip firm on her neck, he pulled her off and to the floor,
where Denney promptly took advantage of the dog’s caged position and forced her
mouth open with both hands. 


The poor finger monkey, now dripping wet with dog slobber,
promptly escaped and sprinted across the floor with all due speed straight for
the nearest window. Of course, in doing so it took the most direct route it
could—across everyone else in its way. 


People flailed as something wet and slimy flew across their
faces, making some interesting noises as they jerked awake. Wolf enjoyed the
show with a boisterous laugh. Getting pounced on by a dog as a wakeup call
wasn’t a nice experience, but surely getting slimed with dog slobber was worse.



Markl was the first to wake up enough to get his mouth
working. As he wiped dog drool from his cheek, he demanded, “What was that?”


“Finger monkey covered in dog spit.”


Their resident scholar put two and two together quickly and
glared at Pyper. As did most of the room. Rune, who had been sleeping upright
in the corner of the room (and thereby out of the path of the monkey) found
this funny and chuckled. 


Denney turned to him and said plaintively, “I think Pete
caught one too. Help me catch him.”


“Sure, sure,” Rune agreed easily. But then, he was one of
the few fast enough to catch the dogs. Amiably, he got up and followed her,
Denney scolding the dog as she dragged the collier out. 


“Well this was a fine start to the morning,” Beirly
grumbled, still trying to wipe all the drool off his face. 


“Right entertaining,” Wolf agreed. 


For some reason, this got him glared at by every man in the
room. 


Not bothered by it, he grinned and rolled to his feet,
kicking the covers free. “Alright, let’s move. We need to learn how to beat up
Saoleords today.” 


ӜӜӜ


Saoleord was dizzying and confusing. No one had road signs
up here—there was no need. They were born here, learned the roads growing up,
and never left. Siobhan found it impossible to navigate and often just grabbed
any child passing by her, paying them to be her guide. The kids found that
leading these strange adults around was easy money, and soon they were swamped
by the ankle-biters. 


After breakfast was when she tended to lose people. Well,
mostly. She knew where some of them were going. Fei, Rune, Wolf, and Tran would
predictably head straight for the training field in the middle of the city.
They seemed to be having a grand time learning how to kill each other. At
least, judging from those wild smiles and new bruises they came back with at
the end of every day, they were enjoying it. 


Siobhan was formally invited by Hyun Woo to sit and watch a
mock battle. She was very curious what her enforcers had been learning from the
man for the past week, so accepted the offer, which led to her sitting on the
hill while the men ‘fought’ on the flatter land below them. This area was
designated as a training ground, so no one went near it unless they were
fighting or observing. A few women and older men were scattered about on the
same hillside, some of them cheering the fighters on, others critiquing. Sylvie
and Denney, equally curious, had decided to join her. The day was a fair one,
the grass comfortable to sit on, so they lounged in a shady spot and watched
the battle below them unfold. 


“Are we absolutely sure that they aren’t trying to kill each
other?” Siobhan asked, almost rhetorically. 


“I wouldn’t swear to it,” Sylvie responded in amusement,
lounging back against the grassy hillside. 


Being no stranger to skirmishes, Siobhan thought she knew
what fighting was like, but this wasn’t anything like she had seen before. No
one moved individually, but in units. The units were always at least ten men
strong, and they coordinated their attacks, never leaving each other’s backs
unguarded. From what she could see, there seemed to be some coordination
between the units, as some would advance forward, others moving to flank either
right or left, and others still that would hang back until the front units were
fighting before engaging. They all supposedly had headbands of different colors
on, clearly dividing them into two armies, but from this distance she couldn’t
really tell who was who. Her own people were easy to spot simply because they
looked so different from everyone else, but other than that it was anyone’s
guess on which army was winning. 


From this distance, though, and with the amount of war cries
going on, it certainly looked like a real battle instead of a mock one. 


Denney, sitting on her other side, sat up enough to scratch
behind Pyper’s ears. “They do this once a month? Wouldn’t it get old after a
while?”


“Do Wolf and Tran get tired of fighting each other?” Sylvie
countered dryly. 


“Point,” Denney conceded, snorting amusement. “Why do men
never tire of fighting each other?”


“It’s like having multiple bandy roosters in the same hen
yard, I swear.” Siobhan shook her head in resignation. “Well, at least this
time it’s constructive fighting, as they’re learning something in the
process.”


“Let’s hope they don’t need to use it,” Sylvie said quietly.


Truly. Siobhan prayed for that on a daily basis. Siobhan’s
eyes cut sideways to study Sylvie’s expression. After their little talk the
other day, she’d noticed that the distance between her and Markl had all but
vanished. With a house full of people and guests popping in and out, she hadn’t
had enough quiet to ask for details yet though. Actually…none of the men were
around now, and they had time on their hands. Perhaps this would be a good
point to ask. 


“So, how did Markl get dragged into this?”


“They said the magic word. Learn.” Sylvie shrugged, eyes
twinkling. “Next thing I know, he’s strapping on leather armor.”


Denney must have caught the nuance behind this, as she
leaned even further forward so that she could see Sylvie. “So you and Markl
are…?”


The most smug, feminine expression crossed Sylvie’s face.
“Officially courting.”


A wash of relief went through Siobhan and she couldn’t help
it. She clapped. “Congratulations!”


Denney joined in on the clapping, to which Sylvie gave them
a truncated bow from her seated position. “Thank you, thank you, or I would
thank you if I didn’t know you had bets riding on this.”


“We bet on everything in this guild, don’t take it to
heart,” Denney advised. 


Very true. Siobhan couldn’t think of a single thing that
people wouldn’t bet on in Deepwoods. 


“Is that right?” Sylvie arched a challenging brow at her.
“In that case, I’m going to bet on when you and Rune get together.”


Denney choked, cheeks flushing. 


Siobhan watched this reaction with acute interest. Oh? She’d
thought that Conli’s grumbling about the two of them getting closer was just
that—overprotective complaints. She hadn’t seen anything that would give any
weight to his suspicions. Until now, that was. 


“Ah, Denney? Are you really crushing on Rune?”


Denney started twirling a lock of hair in her fingers and
steadfastly refused to look up. If staring at the grass made it easier to talk
to them, that was fine with Siobhan. “I don’t really know?” she trailed off,
uncertainly. Glancing up, and getting nothing but encouraging nods, she
continued, “I think he’s amazing, and he’s one of the people I count on when
something happens, and it’s easy being in his company. I mean, he never really
demands anything from me, or expects anything, which is why I like being with
him. But I’m not sure if that really counts as ‘liking’ someone.”


To Siobhan’s mind, that fit the description perfectly. In
normal circumstances, she’d encourage Denney to pursue the relationship, but
there were too many things that Rune just didn’t get yet. Trying to
maneuver him into a romantic connection right now might turn out disastrously,
which would cause tension in the guild, and Siobhan despised tension of any
sort. 


Sylvie caught Siobhan’s eyes and the two exchanged a knowing
look. Clearly, the other woman had the same opinion. 


“Don’t rush this, whatever it might be,” Sylvie advised the
younger woman. “For one thing, Rune’s just now found his footing in the guild.
I think it’s best if the two of you just naturally let your relationship
develop whichever way it will rather than trying to force it in a certain
direction.” 


“Wise counsel,” Siobhan added, backing this up. 


Denney nodded, humming a nonverbal agreement that didn’t
actually sound like an agreement. 


Siobhan leaned over to knock her shoulder gently into the
other woman’s. “What.”


“It’s just…” Denney paused, chewing on her bottom lip in
frustration. “Rune won’t let other men near me. Not ones we don’t know. It
doesn’t matter if they’re friendly, or trying to speak to me about business, or
what. They’re only allowed so close and then he makes them back up.”


Siobhan blinked. He was? She’d never seen him do that. 


“If this were any normal guy, I would think he’s jealous and
take it as a sign of interest.” Denney’s lock twirling became hair tugging.
“But from the get-go, you’ve told him to be protective of me, and the closer
that we’ve become, the more protective he gets because I actually mean
something to him now. I don’t know how to take this.”


Neither did she. 


A cheer went up from the other spectators on the hillside,
abruptly reminding Siobhan of where they were and what she was supposed to be
doing. Belatedly, she looked toward the training field below and discovered
that the white army had won, the red defeated. There seemed to be some good
natured bickering among the combatants about who owed drinks or dinner, the
words carried to her on the wind in bits and snatches. 


Her enforcers had been on the white team, so…they’d won? It
was a shame she hadn’t been able to figure out what they were doing and why,
but she was glad to see that they’d learned enough in the past week to win. Of
course, they’d also been on Hyun Woo’s ‘team’ as it were, so that could be the
reason alone. 


Standing, she brushed strands of grass off her backside. “It
looks like we won.”


“Sure does,” Sylvie agreed, also standing. 


Siobhan offered Denney a hand up, which the girl took,
although she had to push the dogs off her lap first before she could stand.
“Denney, I’ll try to find a moment to talk to Rune about this. It might be he’s
just overprotective. He does that with me sometimes, when it’s just the two of
us. Keeping us from harm is the most comfortable way he has of showing how much
he cares for us. It’s the thing he knows how to do the best. It could very well
be just that. On the other hand, it could be more, too.”


“It’s confusing,” Denney grumbled. “But if you can talk to
him about it, I’d appreciate it.”


“Sure, sure.” Siobhan made a mental note to do that, at some
point when she had Rune alone. Or relatively alone. “Well, for now, let’s join
in the after celebration. Our men will probably want to relive the whole thing
blow by blow for us.” 


“They always do,” Sylvie said in resignation. 
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Stretching her arms above her head, Siobhan tried to get the
knots out of her back after sitting on the floor for three hours. She didn’t
have a lot of experience with sitting through meetings but this one had seemed
to drag more than normal. Her legs had gone numb from sitting there on the
floor and the cushion had gradually grown thinner with every minute she sat on
it. It was a relief to escape. 


Siobhan was interested in sightseeing, now that she was free
to do so, but didn’t wish to do so alone. The question was, who would be
available to go with her? She didn’t for one second believe that any of her
guild had just sat around their lodgings waiting on her for the past three
hours. No, they all had found something to get into by now, surely. The trick would
be finding them. 


Determined, she set off. 


Wandering from street to street, she just took in the sights
and kept her ears open, hoping to catch sound of a familiar voice. This was
easier than usual as only her people would be speaking in Robargese. Everyone
else here naturally used their native tongue when conversing. 


The first person she found was Sylvie, who was in full
trader mode. She could recognize that look in just a glance. Sylvie stood in
front of a table that had a mound of fabric on it, hands akimbo on her hips,
torso leaning forward. She had that quirk to her mouth that suggested she was
haggling just for the enjoyment of it. Seeing the bags at her feet (both of
them filled to bursting) Siobhan guessed that her trader was in the process of finding
goods to bring back home with them. 


She was not foolish enough to interfere with Sylvie in that
mood. No, better to keep looking. Turning, she went left instead and wandered
into an area that looked strangely familiar. She’d been here before, in the
past few days. But why…in a flash it struck her. Of course, the martial field
was near here. She, Sylvie, and Denney had come here to watch the boys do that
mock battle. Maybe some of her men were over here today as well?


With more perk in her step, she went to the road she
half-remembered taking before and followed it down to the field. Yes, there
they were. She could see Wolf’s blond hair glistening amongst all of those dark
brunettes. They were all gathered together near the side of the field, their backs
to her, and for a moment she couldn’t see anything about what they were doing. 


Then a few men shifted directions, creating a gap, and she
had a direct line of vision.


Siobhan had seen Wolf and Tran do many stupid and strange
things in the years that she had known them, but this…this ranked in the top
ten. 


Standing in a circle were about a dozen men, all of them
intensely interested in the display that her enforcers were doing. Braced on
top of a pile of blocks were thick stretches of wood, several boards stacked
together. As she watched, Tran squared himself off to one stack. Rearing his
head back, he let out a roar of effort before throwing his entire body weight
forward, forehead slamming directly into the stack of boards. With a crack, the
boards snapped in half under the force of it, splintering and falling to the
ground. 


There was a chorus of male approval from the group. Siobhan
could admit that breaking seven, eight boards like that all at once was
impressive. It was using the head that she was puzzled by. Too curious to let
it go, she pushed her way through the ring. “Tran?”


He looked up and around, finding her in the crowd, and gave
her a brilliant smile. “Did you see?”


“I did,” she acknowledged, not able to keep a baffled
expression off her face. “Is this some sort of competition?”


“They do breaking contests here,” Tran explained. 


“Although they usually do it with their hands and feet,”
Wolf added. 


That did seem the more sensible approach. “So how did it
become head-breaking instead?”


Wolf and Tran exchanged glances and, for once, seemed
perfectly in tune with each other. “It was too easy,” Wolf said. 


“Right,” Tran agreed. 


Well, if you ask a stupid question, you do get a stupid
answer. Shaking her head, she wrote off all possibility of sightseeing with
them and waved them back to their positions. “Carry on.” 


They happily did so, already betting that the other person
couldn’t break ten boards. The crowds of men were egging them on, some even
finding boards to stack up. 


As she walked away, Siobhan said aloud, “I will never
understand men. Never.” Especially those two. On the plus side, at least they
were getting along with everyone and had found a safe outlet for their
destructive urges. She wouldn’t have to worry about paying restitution fees
here. 


Humming to herself, she went back to the main road and tried
to decide which way to go. People were going about their daily business, giving
her polite bows of greeting as they passed her. She bowed back, smiling and
exchanging waves of hello to the few children she’d hired on earlier. None of
them stopped to talk though. Siobhan had found after the first day she was here
that not everyone was fluent in different languages. Only the scholars really
kept track of the different dialects of the world. The common man in Saoleord
spoke his native tongue—and that was it. They probably were nervous trying to
strike up a conversation with her.


Or maybe it was a cultural thing, and stopping to speak with
a complete stranger was just unheard of. 


Either way, it didn’t bother her. Shrugging, she decided to
head north along the main road and see what she could. 


Several hundred paces down, she heard a familiar voice
chuckling. Beirly? She followed her ears and went off the beaten path into a
corner…smithy, it looked like. Sticking her head around the corner, she found
Beirly in front of a table, a drafting pencil in one hand and a large stretch
of paper in front of him. Two men were leaning in close from either side and
she didn’t recognize either of them. 


Glancing up, he spotted her in the doorway and greeted,
“Siobhan. Done with the meeting?”


“For the rest of the day, at least.” She drifted closer to
the table and saw a very familiar design sketched out. “Wolf’s hand?”


The man to Beirly’s right said with careful pronunciation,
“His hand new to us. Well crafted. We wish to make likeness.”


Siobhan found his speech odd but perfectly understandable,
so she gave him a nod and smile. “Yes, many people find his hand unique. They
often ask Beirly how it’s designed. You know of people that need iron limbs?”


“Yes,” he said simply. 


“In turn, they’re teaching me a metal forging technique that
blends different ores together,” Beirly informed her. He looked like a giddy
child with a new toy while saying this. “Their swords are amazingly tough and
slim here. I studied Fei’s many times but could never quite figure out how it
was forged. Now I know.”


Siobhan let out a low whistle. “That’s quite the trade
secret that they handed you.”


“I know it. When we get back, I’ll make a fortune off of
it.”


Wise man to make friends where he did. He was right, he
really would make a killing by making durable weapons. Fei had almost had his
sword stolen several times because of its high quality. “Well, gentleman, you
seem to be making good progress. I won’t stop you. Carry on.” With a bow to
both men, she turned and left the shop.


So Beirly had found an in with the master smiths here. Good,
anything that they could learn and take home with them offered them more
opportunities in the future, and that was never a bad thing. She had a feeling
she wouldn’t be seeing Beirly for the rest of their stay. He’d be too busy
soaking up every bit of knowledge he could. 


Gaining the main street again, she kept going in the
direction she had been traveling. So far, she’d found several of her people,
which made sense—they didn’t really know the area either, so they’d be close to
the near road, just to avoid being lost. This was obviously a good path for her
to travel if she wanted to see what her people were up to. 


The road narrowed abruptly, trees hugging the sides of it in
a tight grip, the branches overhead almost intertwined. Siobhan had to slip
sideways to get past a cart heading the other direction, and when she did, a
sweet scent filled her head. Stopping, she leaned in closer to a bush that grew
next to the tree. It had small white blossoms and a smell almost like honey.
Denney had mentioned the night before that the locals had shown her a flower
that could be eaten called honeysuckle. Was this it? 


She bent to pick off a section but snatched her hand back at
the last second as a small head poked out of the bush. Finger monkey! They’d
had the devil of a time keeping these creatures out of their bags. Did they
like honeysuckle? Looking closer, she spied several dozen in the bush alone.
Looked like they did. 


Well, she wasn’t curious enough about the flower to risk
tangling with those little pests. Shaking her head, she went back to walking.
But she didn’t get far before she spied a familiar set of blondes up ahead, in
a little clearing off to the side of the road. 


Rune and Denney? Well, she had wondered why Rune wasn’t at
the field doing the head-breaking contest. Now she knew. 


Denney was half-crouched, both of her hands firmly grasping the
collars of the dogs. Their tails were wagging furiously, tongues lolling out of
their mouths, and if she had let go they certainly would have been jumping on
Rune. Siobhan knew what they were trying to really get at, though, and it
wasn’t him. 


From head to toe, Rune seemed covered in finger monkeys.
They were scrambling all around him, or clinging to his clothes, and if he
pulled one off, two seemed to come back in its place. He didn’t seem to mind
this, though. In fact, he was laughing. 


Siobhan slowed to a stop, captivated by the sight. She’d
seen the occasional smile from Rune, but never before a full out laugh. My me
my and didn’t he look beautiful in that moment—eyes shining, without a wary or
cautious line in his face, body relaxed. He radiated happiness like sunlight. 


“What did ya do ta me?” His complaint was not to be taken
seriously, as he was laughing so hard he could barely get the words out. 


Denney didn’t take it seriously either, just laughed at him.
“I told you that particular flower attracts them! Honeysuckle is dangerous to
have on you in this area of the world.”


“Then why did ya smother me with it?” he retorted, still
trying to get himself free of the monkeys. They raced around his torso and
shoulders, chittering and pulling at his clothes. If they were any larger,
they’d probably succeed in stripping him. They seemed determined to do just
that. 


Giving him a mischievous smile, she just shrugged as if to
say, Don’t know.


The scene was such a mix of innocence and joy that Siobhan
couldn’t bring herself to interrupt it. Quietly, she eased back the way she had
come. A smile on her face, she retreated to the main fork in the road and took
a different branch instead. 


Well, it looked as if she had found almost everyone. Conli,
Grae, and Markl were likely neck deep in a stack of books somewhere, knowing
them. Fei, of course, was spending every possible moment with his family. That
left her on her own. Shrugging, she determined to hire the next child she found
as a guide and spend the rest of the day enjoying this strange and delightful
city. 
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While Siobhan understood that meetings were a necessary
evil, must she always be the one sacrificed? 


She had spent the past two weeks, sometimes with Markl and
Sylvie at her side, explaining the exact situation they were facing, the
economies of each city and continent involved, and what she knew of the major
players. In that time, her listeners had taken extensive notes and asked many
questions, usually ones she didn’t have an answer to. But of course, at some
point, the tide had to turn so that she was the one listening and not speaking.



Only she didn’t really need to listen. 


The same council that had met with her on the first day was now
convened, all of them sitting around the table in their customary spots, two
pots of tea on the table. Siobhan had drunk who-knew-how-many cups of that tea
and was absolutely positive that when she tried to walk out of here, she would
make sloshing noises. In an effort to not burst, she refused to drink even one
more drop. 


Hyun Woo said something serious and thoughtful. Siobhan
really, truly did try to focus on the words, but only heard his voice floating
past her ears. The problem lay in that they were all discussing people she
didn’t know, from different divisions and offices that she had never heard of
before, and while they all understood who the other person was referring to,
she hadn’t a clue. Forget a foothold, she didn’t even have a toehold in this
conversation. 


But very occasionally they had a question for her, something
only she could answer, which forced her to keep sitting there with a polite
smile of interest pasted on her face. 


“I believe I should go,” Hyun Woo announced solemnly. 


Siobhan’s wandering attention abruptly snapped back. He
wanted to go?


“Did you not say that Ryu Jin Ho would be a good choice to
send?” Bo Sei Jin objected.


“I did, and I do not retract my words.” Hyun Woo tapped a
finger against the surface of the table. “Everything we have been told leads me
to believe that simply one strategist will not be enough. We have too many
people to teach, possibly multiple cities to protect. The men of Deepwoods have
been learning quickly, but I cannot possibly teach them everything they need to
know in mere weeks.”


Ki Do Ri grunted, expression contemplative. “You make a good
point.”


“And I wish to finish what I started,” Hyun Woo added to the
table in general. “These new students of mine are adept at strategy. I wish to
teach them everything I can.”


His glance in her direction invited a response so Siobhan
told him honestly, “They’d be delighted if you came. All I hear from them is
how much fun it is learning all of these different strategies.” In fact, if
they got home and her men didn’t organize war games in Goldschmidt, she’d be
very surprised. 


Satisfied, he inclined his head toward her as if she had
validated the point he was making. 


“Well, certainly, if you wish to go,” Kim Ra Im said with a
funny quirk to his head, “none of us can stop you, Hyun Woo-zhi.”


“Then we have our strategists chosen.” Bo Sei Jin nodded,
satisfied. “Who else?”


Oh Jae Pyo cleared his throat slightly before offering, “I
believe that Cha Ji An should go.” 


The table seemed somewhat surprised by this although of
course Siobhan had no idea why. Cha Ji An…sounded like a woman’s name?


When he didn’t get an instant reply, Oh Jae Pyo forged
ahead. “She is skilled with negotiations. In our department, she is the one we
send when a compromise between two stubborn parties must be reached. She also
understands the economics of business and trade very well. Would she not be the
most suitable choice?”


“She is certainly a good choice,” Sei Ja Na agreed slowly,
eyes studying every nuance in his expression. “But we were all under the
impression that you would choose to go.”


“My daughter is expecting her first child in a week,” Oh Jae
Pyo reminded her. 


“Ah, of course. My apologies, that had slipped my mind. Of
course you would choose to stay for that.” 


Accepting this, he looked around the table at his fellow
councilors. Siobhan held her breath, waiting to see if this suggestion would be
accepted. If it was, she might very well have her designated party, which meant
she would finally be free of meetings. 


“I have no objection,” Kim Ra Im said, looking around him to
see if anyone else did. 


“I also have no objection,” Bo Sei Jin concurred although he
focused on Hyun Woo as he spoke. “I am not the one that will travel with her or
depend on her skills, however. Hyun Woo-zhi? Is Cha Ji An acceptable to you?”


Hyun Woo relaxed into the first smile Siobhan had ever seen
him from. “I once saw that woman negotiate a compromise between Kil Bo Shin and
Tae Gong Ri, two of the most stubborn men I’ve ever met. And that was after
Kil Bo Shin broke Tae Gong Ri’s favorite dagger. Her skills are formidable. I
will be pleased to have her.”


That sounded like a general consent to her. Siobhan dared to
ask, “Then do we have an agreement? Hyun Woo-zhi, Ryu Jin Ho-zhi, and Cha Ji
An-jae will be the ones that go?”


Bo Sei Jin paused just long enough to pan the table, looking
for any hints of disagreement, before he relaxed and assured her, “Yes. These
will be the ones that we will send.”


Thank all mercy for that! Siobhan let out the first genuine
smile for the first time that day. “Then let’s set a date for departure.” 
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With the delegation settled, Siobhan set their departure
date for two days later.


When the meeting was over, Hyun Woo escorted Siobhan out to
the war field and introduced her to Ryu Jin Ho. Ryu Jin Ho seemed to be the
Saoleord version of Wolf or Tran. He was as large as mountain, but very slim,
black hair thinning on top. Siobhan couldn’t tell by looking at him if he was
thirty or fifty, but she guessed somewhere in the middle, based on the quiet
confidence that he radiated. Even Wolf and Tran approached the man with
respect, which spoke volumes to her. 


With that introduction done, she was then whisked away by Ki
Do Ri and taken to the Commerce Division Office so that she could meet their
ambassador and negotiations expert, Cha Ji An. Siobhan liked Cha Ji An—she
reminded her strongly of Markl, just a female version. Not beautiful, not
plain, she possessed that unique charm that drew all people to her. She loved
to speak to everyone, and had that knack for putting others at ease so that
everyone was comfortable speaking their minds. Most of the women here dressed
in several layers of light robes, with a decorative sash around the waist, hair
pinned tightly up. Cha Ji An was similar to that, but her hair seemed to rebel
at being that tightly contained—wisps escaped in every possible directly.
Instead of making her look frumpy, it instead made her seem more approachable. 


Now knowing who it was she was escorting down, and satisfied
they understood what it meant to travel to Robarge, Siobhan turned instead and
went to find her own guild to alert them that they needed to get ready. After
watching the mock battle and seeing with her own eyes what her enforcers were
doing on a daily basis, Siobhan knew precisely where to go to find them. It was
everyone else that took a bit more time in hunting down. But then, after her
explorations, she had a fair idea of where to find the rest. 


Conli had somehow tapped into a medical society that was
more than happy to exchange techniques and medicines with him. He was bringing
home samples of herbs and reams of notes every night. At the rate he was going,
they would need a caravan on the way back. Beirly of course had a similar
relationship with the craftsmen up here. Siobhan found that she could find either
one of them in either a clinic or a smithy; she just had to find the right one.



Markl, of course, was immediately stuck to Sei Ja Na’s side,
soaking up knowledge from her like a sponge in the middle of an ocean. She
hadn’t expected anything different. What did surprise her was that Grae was
often in the woman’s presence as well. The City Librarian seemed intensely
interested in pathmaking. Apparently, it was beyond rare to have a Pathmaker
here in Saoleord. Grae was asked so many questions about it that he came back
drained every day. Still, he seemed to enjoy this benign interrogation. 


Denney was hardest to pin down. For the first time, she was
in a place that was perfectly safe—not even Robarge offered this kind of
freedom for the girl. She roamed wherever she wished to, played with the finger
monkeys, the dogs, and whoever was interested in joining her. Siobhan was
laying bets with herself that at least a few of those finger monkeys would be
coming home with them. 


When the guild had first decided to come, they had felt that
staying in Saoleord for a week would be more than enough time. But before
Siobhan had realized it, the week had come and gone without notice and no one
was remotely interested in returning home. Granted, in part that had something to
do with the fact that Saoleord’s delegation wasn’t ready to leave yet, but only
in part. Siobhan was fairly sure she would have to drag most of her guild out
of these mountains kicking and screaming. 


Regardless, they had two days to sort things out. She felt
giving them two days would be the best way to handle leaving. It gave everyone
a chance to wrap up what they were doing, and another day to pack and whine at
her about staying longer, and then actually get ready to leave. It also gave
them time to figure out how to cart all their new-found toys off the mountain.
Heaven knew the cart wouldn’t contain it all. 


Regardless, it wasn’t her problem. 
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“Siobhan—”


“No,” she said calmly, not looking up from the list in her
hands. 


“I haven’t even asked the question yet!” Denney protested. 


Siobhan lifted her eyes just enough to pin the girl in
place. “No, you may not take any of the finger monkeys home.”


Rune, sitting at Denney’s back, chuckled. He had four or
five of the little creatures, all of them wrapped around his hands, and
nibbling on his skin. How he managed to keep them tame and entertained doing
that, she couldn’t see, but suspected a liberal amount of honeysuckle had been
drizzled over his hands. 


Denney stuck her tongue out before going back to playing
with the monkeys. 


Seeing their position, Siobhan realized that Conli’s
concerns and Denney’s observations earlier were dead on. At some point, Rune
had stopped shadowing her every footstep and was instead choosing to be in
Denney’s company more and more. This relieved her in many ways. It meant he
felt secure enough now to not constantly cling to her. It also meant that
Denney had a guaranteed protector if she wanted to go out anywhere. 


Sitting across the table from her, Conli was compiling the
notes that he had taken during this trip. But he paused what he was doing to
watch this exchange, eyes lingering on the two, observing how comfortably they
leaned up against each other, perfectly content to be in the other’s space. His
eyes tightened in worry. 


Siobhan caught his attention and gave him a reassuring wink.
Two weeks ago, she would have shared his worry, but Rune had experienced a
remarkable growth spurt in maturity while here in Saoleord. The way he was
sitting there, in an non-defensive posture, with his hands covered in finger
monkeys was a good example of it. Never before had he deliberately put himself
into a situation where he couldn’t explode into action in a split second, not
even while sleeping. Seeing him openly relaxed was amazing to her. 


According to Wolf, Hyun Woo had a great deal to do with
Rune’s changes. Siobhan was ever so glad they had made this trip into Saoleord,
for Rune and Fei’s sakes if nothing else. Although really, this trip had seemed
to benefit everyone. Twisting on her cushion, she looked about the common area,
taking it all in. 


As usual, people were having a packing party of sorts,
getting ready to leave the next day. Fei was the sole exception to this, as he
was spending every moment possible with his family before leaving. He had
sensibly packed, though, and it was his bags she was using as an impromptu
chair to lean against. Satchels and suitcases were strewn all over the floor,
with stacks of clothing, trinkets, and goodies sitting in random piles, waiting
on people to magically fit all of it in. After a decade of traveling all over
the world, Siobhan recognized an impossible task when she saw one. The volume
of things that needed to be packed did not match the space available in those
bags. Especially where Beirly’s new special tools were concerned. 


But people seemed determined to prove her wrong. Even as she
watched, Beirly sat on the lid of his trunk and commanded Sylvie, “Latch it,
quick!”


“You can’t latch it, there’s too much of a gap,” Sylvie protested.
“Lean against it harder.”


“Tran, help!” Beirly called. 


Tran, on the opposite end of the room, came over with a good
natured grin on his face. “By, I don’t think this will work.”


“It will, it will,” Beirly insisted, gesturing for him to
stop talking and start leaning. 


“You’ll bust the trunk trying,” Tran warned, but willingly
knelt down and braced both hands against the trunk’s top, pushing with
considerable force. The trunk gave an alarming moaning sound. 


Sylvie’s fingers flew into action and she snapped the
leather straps into place. “Done!”


Satisfied, Beirly hopped off the trunk and pointed at it
victoriously. “See!”


The word was barely out of his mouth before the leather
straps snapped in half. 


The whole room busted out laughing, not one of them
sympathetic. Beirly stared down in dismay, no doubt realizing he’d have to
borrow the tools and buy new leather in order to fix this problem. 


Shaking her head, Siobhan left him to fix his own mess and
went back to her list. 


Grae came and sat next to her, tapping a finger against her
arm to get her attention. “Shi, can we stay for just one more day?”


She tried not to sound exasperated as she responded, “No,
Grae. Everyone keeps asking me that question, but no, we can’t. We’ve already
stayed a week longer than I promised Darrens we’d do.”


His face fell in disappointment. “But they’ve got history
and lost knowledge on pathmaking that I didn’t even know existed! I couldn’t
learn it all in just two weeks.”


Siobhan had been aware that he and Rune were having many
conversations with the historians here, talking about pathmaking, but she
hadn’t been aware that Saoleord had information modern masters didn’t. “What,
you couldn’t get a copy of their records?”


“Too many of them,” he explained with a helpless splay of
the hands. “And their records were scattered in different libraries all over
the mountain. I barely scratched the surface.”


Oh. Alright, she understood the problem a little better now.
Torn, she wrestled with herself for a moment, because no one really wanted to
leave right now. But she also realized that this feeling wouldn’t be any better
if she delayed their departure another week. 


“We can’t stay longer,” she said gently, sympathetic. “We
came up here for a reason, remember? To get expert help in stopping a disaster
from happening.”


Grae gave an unhappy nod, resigned. “I know.”


Ducking her head, she tried to catch his eyes and bring his
head back up. “But you know, we’ll have to return those experts once we’re done
with them.”


He blinked, then his head snapped up, a happy smile lighting
his face. “That’s true. We’ll have to come back here, won’t we? Can we stay
longer then?”


“I’m thinking at least a month stay next time.” With an
exaggerated inclination of the head toward the packing madness she added dryly,
“With at least four empty carts coming along with us.”


In a rare burst of excitement, Grae threw his arms around
her shoulders and hugged her hard before bouncing up to his feet. Siobhan
blinked at the suddenness of it, not having the wits to return the gesture,
before Grae was gone. He went straight to Markl and announced, “Siobhan said
that when we come back, we can stay for a month!”


Markl’s head snapped up and the same delighted smile lit his
face. “Really? Excellent! We’ll need at least that amount of time to do any
sort of research.”


“Let’s figure out a way to divide the mountain, give each
other an idea of what we’re both looking for,” Grae suggested, sinking into a
comfortable position in front of him. “That way we can cover more ground.”


“Siobhan.” Conli waited until she faced him before advising
dryly, “I think you’d better bring more than four carts.”


“How about eight?” she suggested, half-seriously. 


“At least eight. Those two between them will haul a full
library home.”


“And you?” she challenged, indicating the reams of notebooks
he had filled in just two weeks. They were neatly stacked on the table, waiting
to be packed in the case near his side. 


“I have a modicum of self-control,” he said, dignified. 


Siobhan snorted, not buying that for a minute. “Ha! How much
have you already packed that I haven’t seen?”


“Only half a cart,” he said defensively.


Her eyes rolled in despair. “Only half a cart, he says.
Conli, if everyone in this room packs half a cart, we’ll be two carts short!”


“Isn’t that what Wolf and Tran are for?” The twinkle in his
eye suggested he was teasing. 


He still got a reaction, though, as both Wolf and Tran said,
“Hey!” in indignant protest. 


As amusing as this was, it made her worry that she really
would have to go scrounge up two more carts from somewhere. She’d already
borrowed three as it was. It’d be embarrassing to go back and ask for more. “People,
tell me that not everyone needs a half a cart.”


“I don’t,” Rune volunteered. 


Alright, that was a step in the right direction. “How much
space do you need?”


“Just two bags.”


So he had done some shopping while up here, apparently, just
not as much as others. “Good. Tran, Wolf? Are you the same?” Getting confirming
nods, she breathed a little easier. “Denney?”


“Four bags and a trunk,” Denney admitted. 


Still not too bad, that would take up a third of a cart.
“Sylvie?”


Sylvie chewed on her bottom lip, trying to look innocent. “I
haven’t finished packing everything yet, but…do you want my optimistic estimate
or pessimistic?”


That didn’t bode well. “Pessimistic.”


“A cart.”


The whole room growled at her and a few indignant versions
of “Sylvie!” were heard. 


“If memory serves, half of what I bought was under request
from certain people in this room,” she responded archly, giving a challenging
stare all around her. 


Since Siobhan was one of them, she decided not to poke at
that particular beehive anymore. “Grae?”


“Four bags.”


And they were likely mostly notes, like Conli. “Markl?”


“Ah…four trunks and a bag?”


Mercy preserve her. “Beirly?”


Beirly gave her a sheepish grin and didn’t respond. 


She heaved a sigh. “Do I even want to know?”


“Probably not?”


Siobhan lifted her eyes to the ceiling and prayed for
patience. “People. Let me make this clear. We have four carts and our own backs
to carry things off this mountain with. And you must leave room for our
delegates to put their bags on the carts. I don’t care how you do it, but make
sure what you have somehow fits on those four carts with a little room to
spare, alright?”


Getting a chorus of assents, she hoped for the best and went
back to her list. 













The day of their departure dawned damp and cool. The weather
in the mountains was mercurial at the best of times, and in spite of the fair
weather of the day before, today was apparently destined to have a light, misty
fog. It made the last minute packing of their four carts a little miserable.
Wolf, personally, couldn’t wait to leave for the lowlands so they could escape
it. 


He stood silently by and watched people, keeping a general
eye on their comings and goings. Siobhan was busy running back and forth
between one cart and another, running through her usual checklist. The
anti-morning people seemed to be dragging through the motions, but of course
kept forgetting things and having to go back. Or open a pack to double check
that everything was in there. The more morning-oriented of the bunch were ready
to go, bouncing up and down on their toes in gestures of impatience. 


Hyun Woo entered the yard and gave a slight bow of greeting.
Wolf returned the gesture, privately relieved that the man had chosen—no,
demanded—to return with them. The strategist was very, very good at his job.
Better, he was good at teaching others what he knew. Wolf couldn’t have dreamed
of a more perfect person to help them. 


He noticed in amusement that his strategy master had not one
pack, but two, one of which promptly got tied onto one of the carts. The other bulged
at the seams, strapped firmly to the man’s back. It must have weighed several
stone, but Hyun Woo didn’t seem in the least fazed by the weight. 


Luggage settled, he came to stand at Wolf’s side. “Good
morning, Wolfinsky.”


“Good morning, Hyun-zhi.” Seeing that Ryu Jin Ho and Cha Ji
An were right behind his mentor, Wolf offered, “Good morning.”


“Good morning,” both of them responded in near perfect sync.



“I realized last night that I have failed to ask you
questions that I need answers to.” The way that Hyun Woo said this, it was not
an open question, but more a request for Wolf’s attention. 


The man had never left Saoleord before. He must have a ton
of things he needed to know. Wolf was surprised he hadn’t been getting
questions sooner than this. With an encouraging wave of the hand, he responded,
“Ask.”


“What dangers do you regularly face in Robarge?”


Now there was a loaded question. Wolf had to think for a
moment on how to even start answering. Finally, he went with the first thing
that sprang to mind and went from there. 


Hyun Woo listened attentively, eyes trained on Wolf’s face,
his attention not once wavering. Wolf noticed that as he responded, both Ryu
Jin Ho and Cha Ji An drifted closer, also listening in. He silently approved
them doing so. Wolf wasn’t a man that enjoyed repeating himself. 


He hadn’t thought that anyone in the guild was paying
attention to this conversation, as they were still flitting in and out of their
lodgings, packing things into the already crammed carts. But Tran obviously
was, as he came to stand at Wolf’s elbow to add, “Cha Ji An-jia, when we leave
the mountains, there are certain precautions you must take at that time.”


Cha Ji An pointed a finger toward her nose. “Me only?”


“Vahh.” Tran lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “Because you are
a woman, there are dangers you will face the others won’t.”


“We keep a closer eye on the women,” Wolf admitted to her
frankly. “If we don’t, it seems they always get harassed the minute our back is
turned. The people of our city have learned not to mess with our women,” the
hard way, “but you are a new face. It will take time before they realize you
are with us. It’s safer to stay with at least one other person when you leave
the Hall. And never, ever go out near sunset without an escort.”


“Not even our girls do that,” Tran added. 


Cha Ji An’s eyes darted between the two of them, studying
their expressions. It was clear from her face that the idea of being in danger
simply walking out of the house was alien to her and she couldn’t wrap her head
around it. “What happens if I walk about without an escort?”


“We’re forced to break bones,” Tran informed her seriously. 


“Sometimes buildings,” Wolf added, just as seriously. 


Tran grimaced in memory. “And pay fines.” 


“Well, Siobhan pays the fines,” Wolf corrected. “They come
out of our pay, though.”


Her brows twisted up in a dubious scrunch, obviously not
sure if they were joking or not.


Fei, passing by, stopped long enough to give her a bow. “Cha
Ji An-jia, the dangers they speak of are not trifles. Many a fight has been
over the safety of our guildmates. Please do not go out without an escort. I
ask this of you.”


His simple sincerity made it clear to her and her confusion
cleared. She bowed back to all three men and responded somberly, “My safety is
in your hands.”


“We will always be available to you if you wish to go,” Fei
assured her quietly. “Please do not ever think that asking us is an imposition.
The safety of our guild, of our guests, is always the first priority. We would
rather go with you, no matter how simple the errand, rather than worry.”


Her formality eased up a notch and a slight smile lifted the
corners of her eyes. “I understand, Man Fei Lei-gui.”


Satisfied, he gave her another bow before moving off. 


Wolf watched him go, secretly relieved that Fei was with
them that morning. He, like Siobhan, had been worried they would lose the man
to his hometown. After eight years of being out of contact with his family, it
had to be hard to leave again, not knowing when they would return next. But Fei
had not seemed to have any second thoughts about returning to Goldschmidt. Wolf
wasn’t quite sure why, but intended to ask him about it the next time they had
a private moment. 


If Siobhan didn’t beat him to it first. 


From the other side of the carts, he could hear her voice
call out, “Is everyone ready? Do I have everyone?”


Knowing what would come next, he gave a quick nod to his
guests in a gesture of excusal, then went around to her side. Siobhan never
just assumed she had everyone but instead did a headcount. With this many
people and carts, there was no way for her to see over everything. She didn’t
have the stature for that. 


As soon as she saw him, she gestured him closer. “Wolf, do a
headcount for me.”


He automatically counted the people he just spoke with, then
turned in a slow circle, taking in everyone. “Fourteen, including us.”


“Then we’re good to go.” Satisfied, she clapped her hands
together in a loud slap. “Head out!”


Siobhan had already organized them, so they knew which order
to roll out in, and no one jockeyed for position. Deepwoods was an old hand at
traveling, so it was only their guests that seemed uncertain where to fall in
to the ranks. Wolf fell to the very back of the line, as was his habit, so that
he could keep an eye on everyone. 


Cha Ji An chose to walk at his side, adjusting the straps on
her pack to more comfortably ride on her shoulders. He eyed the size of the
pack doubtfully. It was almost larger than her torso. Would she be able to
carry that for the next three days? 


“Cha Ji An-jia, there is room on the cart for your pack.”


“There is none,” she negated cheerfully, darting a smile at
him. “But do not worry. I carry more than this for my work. I am used to the
weight.”


If she said so. Although he would keep an eye on her
regardless. If she started flagging, he could always carry it for her. 


“Markl-gui explained to me that Robarge is not one for
formalities.”


Her tone invited a response so he replied, “We aren’t.”


“Then may I call you Erik-gui?”


Wolf wasn’t used to anyone calling him by his first name.
Even Siobhan only did it when she was telling him something important. “Or
Wolf-gui, whichever you wish.”


“Yes,” her head cocked slightly, brow wrinkling into a
slight frown. “I have noticed this nickname. It comes from your family name?”


“Well, not really.” Remembering the source of it, a wry
smile tugged at his lips. “The first year I was in the guild was rough. I
earned the nickname then.” Mostly by growling at everyone. 


“Ah, yes.” Her eyes darted toward the front of the line.
“Siobhan-jia told me an abridged version of your story.”


Everyone on this mountain had seemed interested in his life
history. Mostly because of his iron right hand. Or so he assumed. 


“One of the reasons we so carefully listened to her is
because of you,” Cha Ji An confided. 


Wolf blinked at her, surprised. Him? 


“And the rest of your guild,” she continued, noticing his
reaction. “All of you respect her, so we listened to her words. A leader that
has such respect is one worth listening to. But we were ready to help her
because of the true affection each of you holds for her. Respect can be won by
a good leader. Love can only be had by a great one.”


So that was it? That was why they’d so readily agreed to
help? Because they saw that Siobhan was someone worth trusting? Wolf had
assumed that Fei had played some part in this, but apparently not. 


A purely female expression crossed her face. “You,
especially, have a deep love for her.”


Siobhan had pulled him from a hell on earth darker than
anyone should have to face. In spite of his bad history, she never once thought
less of him for it. Of course, that wasn’t really the reason why he loved
Siobhan, and not what she meant by it, but he wasn’t comfortable confiding
everything into this woman. Instead he said, “You know my story. How can I
not?”


She smiled so brightly that her eyes nearly disappeared. “Do
you know the reason I was chosen to go? I begged for it, actually. Because each
person in your guild is like you—a good person that cares deeply for the
others. Being around all of you brings joy to me.” In a more practical manner,
she added, “And because this is a rare opportunity to go into the outside world
and learn more about it.”


He’d lay odds that last part had more to do with it, but it
was kind of her to say otherwise. “You are an ambassador for this trip, I’m
told.”


“Indeed so. I usually negotiate between groups over land
rights, or trade agreements, but they judged my skills sufficient for this.” 


Fei had told him last night that this woman was famous for
making people reach a compromise even after they’d been embroiled in family
feuds for generations. Wolf was highly glad to have her just for that reason
alone. Making the guilds cooperate would be a feat that none of them had felt
confident to handle. In spite of her reputation, it did puzzle him how she
managed such things. She was just a wisp of a woman. Well, maybe he shouldn’t
judge her by the way she looked. Sylvie wasn’t much larger, and he’d rather
cross a wounded boar than Sylvie. Size did not always matter.


Reminded, he looked up, toward the middle of the group. They
were somewhat hampered by the narrow roads, the carts having just enough room
to go through, but even still Sylvie and Markl walked side by side. For the
past several months they’d been drawn to each other, but he noticed that about
a week ago, they became almost inseparable. Had something happened? It must be
good, as Markl sported a silly smile most of the time. 


If those two finally had gotten together, it meant he’d lost
his bet with Beirly. 


“As we travel, will you tell me what you know of the guilds
in Robarge?”


Distracted from his thoughts, he turned back to Cha Ji An.
“I thought Markl and Sylvie and Siobhan had done that.”


“When I enter a place I do not know, I gather as much information
from as many people as I can. After all,” she pointed out calmly, “each of you
notice different things.”


Oh. Well, that was true, they were bound to pay attention to
different things as their responsibilities were different. “Well, what do you need
to know?”


“Everything.” 


Everything? “That will take a while.”


“It is a long trip,” she pointed out in amusement. 


True. And it wasn’t like they had anything else to do except
walk. At least this would pass the time. With a silent shrug of agreement, he
said, “Well, let’s start with the guilds in Goldschmidt.”













They traveled toward Stott in easy stages, no one in any
particular hurry. When they came to the path, Siobhan’s Saoleord guests were
enthralled with the experience of traveling by pathmaking and it set off a
whole new round of questions. No one had realized, apparently, that Rune was a journeyman
Pathmaker until he stepped forward to take them to Channel Pass. Their
questions were now aimed at him as well instead of just Grae, and having three
renowned scholars vying for your attention was very heady indeed. Rune visibly
glowed under their intense interest. 


Rune was no longer nervous taking people by path, and they
came to the very outer limit of Channel Pass without even a hiccup. Siobhan
hopped down off of the cart’s edge and walked around toward the very front.
“Alright, everyone, we don’t have a lot of daylight left. I vote we—” her words
died as she got her first look at the city.


Channel Pass…was no more.


What had been a live, bustling city was now nothing more
than a hollow shell. It was devoid of people, animals, sounds, smells,
everything—as if the very life had been sucked out of it. Siobhan stumbled to a
stop, feeling like some had just punched her hard in the gut. In sheer instinct,
she turned her head and called, “WOLF!”


He sprinted to her, arriving at her side in seconds, and
took in the same sight she did. “W-what?!” he spluttered, eyes bulging in their
sockets. “We’ve only been gone two weeks! What happened?”


Ryu Jin Ho came to stand at her other side, eyes grave. “I
take it this place does not look right.”


“This should be a thriving city full of people coming and
going,” Siobhan explained hollowly. A part of her mind refused to accept what
was in front of her, but her heart twisted in pain, so she knew it had to be
real instead of some terrible nightmare. “I’ve never seen a place look like
this before.”


“You came through here two weeks ago?” he asked, confirming
before continuing, “Then the signs are clear. We are too late. The war that you
feared would come has already started.” Ryu Jin Ho turned and said gravely,
“Hyun Woo-zhi, the plans we made are now mostly useless. We must urgently
prepare these people for battle.”


“Yes, I fear you are right.” Hyun Woo let out a long sigh,
sounding tired and resigned. “I came to prevent such tragedy but now I must
lend you my knowledge to combat it. But that is something we will speak of a
little later, I think. Siobhan-jia, what should we do now?”


Her first instinct was to say I don’t know and to sit
there on the ground and mourn. Channel Pass hadn’t been the most welcoming city
to her guild, but it was still a place that housed nearly six thousand people.
Her sense of humanity screamed at the loss. 


Wolf’s hand came to settle on her shoulder. That feeling of
solid warmth grounded her, and she put her hand up to cover his, keeping it
there a little longer. With a deep breath, she closed her eyes, making herself
forget about the terrible scene in front of her. She had to think. The entire
safety of this party depended on her ability to rationally think. 


“Grae.”


Her Pathmaker came around to face her, boots sliding a
little on the slick grass. “Yes?”


“How much daylight do we have left?”


“About an hour, hour and a half at most. Not enough to get
across the bridge with.”


No, that would take about five hours. “I don’t feel that
it’s safe to sit here, so close to this destruction. Too much traffic can get
across that bridge even in the dead of night.” This bridge was not like the
other bridges, where you had to time your crossing depending on what the tide
was doing. It stood on higher ground so it could be crossed at any time. “I
think we should take the path back the way we came and camp there instead. If
we cross the bridge now, and it’s a dangerous situation on the other side, we
won’t have enough daylight to retreat back to here. I’d rather face any
potential danger with a full day of daylight at hand. So my real question is,
can we leave at daybreak, cross this bridge, and take the other paths to
Goldschmidt? Can we make the journey all in one day?”


Grae pondered this, muttering calculations under his breath
at high speed. Slowly, his head nodded. “It’ll be close, but I think we can. We
can’t make any stops, at least, nothing more than five minute rest breaks. The
soil is rich enough here that I can make do with less sunlight. I’ll need more
water from the channel though.”


“Get it.” To Wolf, she ordered, “Guard him while he goes.”


Wolf squeezed her shoulder once, a comforting gesture,
before detaching himself from her and following Grae to the shoreline. 


Her insides quivered from fear and shock, but she forced her
chin up before turning to face the three Saoleord ambassadors. “If Channel Pass
has fallen, then anything on the other side of the bridge might well be in the
same state. There is no law between cities so if we don’t find refuge in a
city, we’ll be at the mercy of whatever is out on the road. I cannot put any of
you in that kind of jeopardy. We’ll retreat for the night and try to make
Goldschmidt in one shot tomorrow. It won’t be an easy journey, but it’s the
only chance we have of arriving safely.”


“We understand,” Cha Ji An assured her quietly, expression
subdued. “We will be safer at the other end of the path? No one will try to use
it to advance northward?”


“The odds of that are extremely slim. For one, Pathmakers
themselves are very rare. I know it doesn’t seem that way because I have two in
my guild, but trust me, I’ve had a real fight on my hands keeping both of them.
Most guilds were jealous when I had just one. The other thing is, it’s hard to
move a large body of people by path.”


“Yes, Grae-zhi explained this to us,” Hyun Woo stated
thoughtfully, eyes narrowed as he calculated. “An army would be near impossible
to bring through all at once, he said.”


“Correct. Even caravans have to be brought in one leg at a
time, once they exceed a certain size. If anything has a chance of finding us
tonight, it’ll be a smaller party.”


“A scouting party, I would think,” Hyun Woo agreed. His expression
said that he approved of her conclusions. “Still, it’ll be wise to double the
watch tonight.”


“Oh, I plan to,” she assured him grimly. “Tran!”


Tran’s voice boomed from somewhere out of her line of sight,
“Already on it!”


Good man. “Everyone, let’s get these carts turned around. I
want out of here as quickly as possible.” 


ӜӜӜ


The camp that night was an uneasy one to say the least. The
fire was kept small, just enough to cook with, and no one wanted to unpack the
carts enough to drag out the tents. Weapons were kept close at hand, people
kept their boots on, and little huddles formed where people spoke in uneasy
whispers. The dogs went from one group to another, putting noses into their
ribs and whining anxiously. They understood their humans were distressed, but
not why, and so they paced about looking for danger. 


Siobhan sat in a circle with Hyun Woo, Wolf, Ryu Jin Ho, and
Tran, their expressions grim. What food she’d forced down during dinner was
threatening to heave itself up again at just the idea of where this
conversation would go, but she couldn’t afford to stop up her ears and refuse
to think of anything either. With a deep breath to settle her nerves, she
asked, “How large of a force would it take to destroy a city of that size?”


Hyun Woo and Ryu Jin Ho shared a look. “Wolfinsky-gui and
Tran-gui told me that a guild was responsible for the protection of a city,”
Hyun Woo started. “How large of a force would protect Channel Pass?”


“Probably no more than three hundred,” Tran supplied. “I
think in Channel Pass it was a little more than that, because of the heavy
traffic they saw, but it’s somewhere around there.”


Ryu Jin Ho glanced at his superior again; his face as
unreadable as a statue, but eyes betraying worry. “The best way to start a war
is to have an army at least twice the size of your opponent.”


“If you are going to march and lay siege to multiple places,
then you want even more than that,” Hyun Woo continued the train of thought
with a confirming nod to Ryu Jin Ho. “Because you will have casualties, and
will lose men to the battle itself, you must prepare to have enough men to
carry you throughout the campaign.”


“So, more than fifteen thousand?” Wolf asked softly. 


“If they are wise,” Hyun Woo responded, mouth moving in a
caricature of a smile. “But these people are not trained in the ways of war, as
you are not. It could be a rabble, a mob if you will, that are moving together.
Your cities, as well, are not prepared for a force of this size. With surprise on
their side, and speed, they can do far more damage than normally possible.”


“Surprise. Speed.” Siobhan repeated the words almost
mindlessly as her head calculated things, turning over options and weighing out
possibilities. “Right now, we have no idea when this attack happened. It could
have been last week or two days ago—we also don’t know how far ahead the
attacking force has traveled.”


“It is dangerous to move ahead without information.” Hyun
Woo frowned, turning his head slightly to look southward. “I, for one, do not
relish the idea of stumbling into that mob.”


Nor did she. “If we’re quick enough, we might be able to
divert a disaster. Ryu Jin Ho-zhi, are you a gambling man?”


His eyebrows arched in surprise. “I can be. Why?”


“Are you a fast runner?” she persisted. 


“I can keep up with Man Fei Lei,” he answered slowly, a
spark in his eye that suggested he saw where she was heading with these
questions. “Does that suffice as an answer?”


It did indeed. Fei could almost keep up with Tran, if it was
a short sprint. Of course, no one could keep up with the Teheranian over
distance, but she wasn’t about to ask the impossible. “Then here’s my thought.
We need to send warning and expert help ahead of us, and we need to do it in
two different directions. If we put together a group of three people, they can
travel much faster, and hopefully get ahead of the army to warn the next city.
I’ve got two Pathmakers—it’s time to put that to use.”


Hyun Woo nodded. “Yes, I agree, a warning party must be
sent. But you said two different directions?”


“Goldschmidt, obviously,” she confirmed for him. “As they
are on a direct path from here. But the richest city in Robarge is Winziane.
You said this is a rabble earlier. I think you’re right. I think they’ve come
to loot Robarge. If that’s true, then the best prize for them would be
Winziane. I can’t imagine them leaving that city alone.”


“Wait,” Hyun Woo raised a hand, halting her from saying
anything further. “You say they have come to loot Robarge. But this city,
Channel Pass, is it not on Orin’s soil?”


“Technically, that is true,” she allowed. “But Channel Pass
is almost a Robargean city in many respects. It saw more trade than any other
place in Orin because of where it sat. It would be a rich prize to a pillager.”


“And so, it too fell victim?” Ryu Jin Ho looked disturbed by
this. “It is a ruthless enemy we face, one without conscience.” 


“Which makes this situation that more worrisome. I can see
why you think they’d go for Winziane, as it’s not much further south from
Goldschmidt either,” Wolf said slowly, eyebrows beetled together as he thought.
“But I’m not sure they’d go directly for it, Siobhan.”


She cocked her head at him, surprised. “Really? Then where?”


“Converse.” He looked at Hyun Woo as he said this. “Because
if they can claim Converse, they control trade for Robarge.”


“Strategically speaking, this is sound,” Hyun Woo agreed
with a proud nod toward his pupil. “It also limits where people can retreat to
or get aid from. Controlling the Grey Bridges would be my first priority, if I
were in charge of this campaign.”


Ryu Jin Ho rubbed his hands together in slow circles, deep
in thought. “And yet, the men that are in charge of this rabble army are not
trained as you and I, Hyun Woo-zhi. Siobhan-jia has a valid point. They might
very well strike further south if looting is their goal.”


“If nothing else, we can get help from there,” Siobhan added
persuasively. “The guildmaster there is one of the main three that formed the
trade agreement. He wields significant power in the world. I think he needs to
know what’s going on.”


Hyun Woo gave an acknowledging grunt. “Then you are right,
we must send messengers to him.”


“It’s also safer to go that direction for us once we cross
the bridge.” Siobhan dredged up her mouth in a manner that might charitably be
called a smile. “Staying near the border of Robarge is too risky right now. I
want to take people to a place I know is protected until my scouting party
comes back and reports that Goldschmidt is safe to return to.”


She received no arguments from the group. 


Hyun Woo turned and said, “Ryu Jin Ho, you are faster on
your feet than I, so I think you should go ahead with the Pathmaker. But just
those two will be dangerous, I think.”


“I’m not sending just those two,” Siobhan negated. “I need
to send the Pathmaker that is an expert at hand-to-hand combat, so Rune needs
to go. But Rune’s too new to Robarge, he won’t know who to talk to in each
city, so someone else should go with him. Tran, Wolf, who wants to go? Who
wants to stay?”


Her two enforcers eyed each other. Siobhan knew very well
that Wolf would not want to leave her side during such a dangerous time, but
Tran was just as protective of the guild, and wouldn’t be easily persuaded to
separate from them. 


With a devious smile, Tran said, “I had to go ahead last
time as a scout. It’s your turn.” 


Wolf scowled at him. 


Siobhan rolled her eyes. Seriously? They were keeping score
on things like that? “Fine. Ryu Jin Ho-zhi, Wolf, and Rune will go.”


With a slight clearing of the throat, Tran offered, “I think
Markl should go with them.”


Her two Saoleords looked confused by this, but Siobhan saw
sense in the suggestion as soon as he made it. “Of course. Thanks, Tran, I’m
not thinking clearly.” Raising up to her knees, she called across the fire,
“Markl!”


Hyun Woo leaned in closer to Wolf and whispered, “Why
Markl-gui?”


“Markl is the son of a very large guild in Robarge,” Wolf
answered in the same confidential tone. “He carries great influence with the
major guilds. He’s also very good at speaking. He can charm his way into places
that we sometimes are barred from.”


And both of those reasons were why she should have thought
of sending him earlier. 


Markl rose from where he sat next to Sylvie and came around
the fire, kneeling next to her. “Yes?”


“We have a plan to send ahead messengers to the next city
before they can get attacked,” Siobhan quickly explained. “I also need to send
at least two people ahead that can help them prepare. Rune, Wolf and Ryu Jin
Ho-zhi are going. We think you should go as well.” 


Markl studied her expression for a long moment, clearly
having heard her and agreeing with her point, but torn anyway. Then he gave a
long glance over his shoulder to where Sylvie was sitting, and Siobhan abruptly
understood why he hesitated. 


Tran knew it as well, as he reached around Siobhan’s
shoulders to lay a comforting hand on the man’s shoulder. “She’ll not see harm
while I breathe, man. You know that.”


“I know,” Markl assured him, heaving out a resigned sigh. He
forced a smile onto his face that looked beyond strained. “I know, Tran. I’m
trusting you with her. Alright, Siobhan, I think you’re right. I think I need
to go. When do we leave?”


“First light.” 
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Wolf hated very few things in the world, but being away from
Siobhan while danger loomed made the top of the list. The knowledge that he
would be scouting the path ahead of her, at least part of the way, was only
partially comforting. 


While they waited for the sun to gain strength that morning,
he met with every fighter and made sure that they were clear on what to do if
danger did find them. Every enforcer had specific people to defend if it came
to that. Wolf just prayed that they wouldn’t run into trouble getting across
the bridge. That was the most dangerous part for today’s journey. Once on the
path, nothing could strike at them or follow them. But there were no such
guarantees on the bridge. 


Their two Pathmakers stood shoulder to shoulder, eyes
trained on the morning sun as it climbed over the horizon. He could tell when
they abruptly turned, heading toward different carts, that it was time to
leave. 


It wouldn’t be any faster separating for this first leg, so
they went by path back toward Channel Pass, only this time they were more
prepared to see the desolate city. Wolf eyed it sideways as he climbed off the
cart. The place looked even more eerie this morning than it had yesterday. The
morning fog, still lingering in the air, probably had something to do with
that. The place felt moist and cool, the lighting dim, giving the city a
haunted air about it. If a ghost had popped out from behind a wall and said
“boo!” he wouldn’t have even raised an eyebrow. 


Turning, he offered Siobhan a hand down, which she took with
one of those fleeting smiles of hers. He’d been seeing a lot of those the past
two days. For a woman that usually smiled brightly no matter the circumstance,
it hurt seeing her expression strained and grim. 


He stole a moment and hugged her tight to him, bending his
head enough to put his mouth near her ear. “Mind yourself.”


She hugged him around the waist just as tightly, nodding
against his chest. “I will. You be careful too. I’m more worried about your
group than mine.”


Wolf snorted. “I pity the fools that cross us.” 


Siobhan relaxed enough to giggle softly. “It’s true, you’re
a dangerous lot. Even Markl, with the mood he’s in.”


Their resident scholar’s temperament had grown increasingly
black over the course of the night as the realization set in just how dangerous
things had gotten, and how far from Sylvie’s side he’d have to be. Normally he
was mild mannered even in the worst circumstances, but Wolf judged that by this
point, Markl would just as soon punch someone than  look at them. 


Taking a step back from him, she looked up, snaring his
eyes. “Erik Wolfinsky.”


His attention abruptly sharpened. “What.”


“Do not fall. No matter what happens on the road, do not
fall.”


His throat tightened as tears threatened. He cleared it and
managed a gruff, “Aye.”


She grabbed him once more, the embrace hard and fierce, then
pulled away. “Good. Go.”


His heart rebelled on obeying that command. The only thing
that gave him the strength to turn around was that he trusted her judgement,
and he trusted Tran and Fei to keep the rest of the guild safe. If not for that
bone-deep surety in them, he would not have been able to force his feet to
move. But he did, turning resolutely toward the road. 


Rune, Markl, and Ryu Jin Ho were already waiting, feet
dancing impatiently. He lengthened his stride, catching up quickly. Rune waited
until he was almost within range before spinning on his toes and starting off
in a ground-eating lope for the bridge. The rest of them caught up quickly and
matched the pace, more or less forming a V with Wolf as their anchor, watching
their backs. 


They ran silently, conserving their breath. Their footsteps
echoed on the stone bridge. The scent of the sea was strong here, the breeze
coming off of it colder, and Wolf was glad of it as his body heated up quickly
from the exertion. 


From the pace Rune set, it kept them from speaking, but it
didn’t stop Wolf from thinking or praying. He mostly prayed. Every worst case
scenario that his mind could conjure flashed through his head, and he prayed
every time that they wouldn’t come to pass. 


But mostly, he prayed that Siobhan and the rest would reach
Winziane safely and that Goldschmidt would not fall. 


Of course, no one (but Tran) could run for hours without
being completely winded. They stopped when they had to, walking, getting their
air back, and then when they were recovered enough to do so, they went back to
running. Doing that bought them an extra hour of time so that they arrived on
Robargean soil just before noon. 


Rune lost no time in going to the channel, scooping up a
flask of water, and then leading them straight to the pre-built path. This one
was larger than they really needed, but they could hardly stop and build one
that was more appropriate for their smaller party. Rune apparently had been
coached by Grae how to make the right adjustments, or so Wolf assumed by the
boy’s muttering to himself in high speed mathematics. 


Their new Pathmaker paused right before he activated the
path and said over his shoulder, “Ryu Jin Ho-zhi, make sure you only step on
the stepping stones. If you put a foot off of it, I have no way of knowing
where you’ll end up.”


Ryu Jin Ho gave him a grim nod. “I understand. I will put my
feet only where you step.”


“Good.” With that warning issued, Rune tipped the flask and
put the first drop of water on the stepping stone. The pathway instantly lit up
in soft blue light, the stones glowing in the ground. 


Wolf knew from personal experience what happened if someone
fell off the pathway (Denney had taught that lesson to all of them) so he was
very careful where he put his feet. Ryu Jin Ho was directly in front of him, and
he kept an eye on the man, ready to grab him and yank him back if he fell. 


They went through without losing anyone, thank mercy, and
arrived safely in Stott. 


Or what was left of Stott. 


For a bare second Wolf was half-convinced that Rune had done
something wrong and put them back on Orin’s soil, outside of Channel Pass, as
the resemblance was uncanny. There were no signs of life, not even of birds or
insects. The main gates hung crookedly, the streets empty, the very air so
still that the silence was almost crushing. 


All around the outskirts of the city were traces of
battles—ruined wagons and handcarts, discarded weapons, and the graves of the
fallen, shoddily done as they were. 


Ryu Jin Ho was the only one that dared to speak and shatter
the silence. “Should we return briefly to the bridge and leave behind a
message?”


“There’s no need,” Rune responded, voice hollow. “They’ll
use a different path and go directly to Winziane. They won’t see this.”


Wolf blessed that fact right now. Hardened as he was to
violence, a sight like this still made a lump form in his belly. But the rest
of his guild were not like him. Channel Pass had saddened and angered them, and
they weren’t on friendly terms with that city. Stott was a place that had
always welcomed them. His guild would not take its destruction well. 


“Let’s go,” Rune urged them, already moving for the path
that lay further ahead. 


Wolf caught Markl’s eye as they moved to follow Rune.
Markl’s eyes were red from unshed tears, fists clenched in anger. He understood
the man’s feelings well. If there had been a target readily at hand to blame
for all of this, then they’d have taken the man down without hesitation. But
there wasn’t, and their task was to relay the message of the danger ahead, and
hope to prevent the fall of their own city. As hard as it was to see Stott like
this, there was also nothing they could do here. 


They went to the last path of the day, the one that would
take them directly to Goldschmidt. Once again Rune did his job admirably and
brought them through without incident. After the last two incidents where they’d
arrived at a ruined city, Wolf half-feared that Goldschmidt would be the same.
But his fears proved groundless. They left the path, their home city spread out
in front of their eyes; it bustled with traffic, sounds, and the mix of every
nationality going about on about their own business. The gates were wide open,
letting traffic through, and there wasn’t a hint of danger hovering about the
place. 


Markl let out a noisy breath. “They haven’t gotten here
yet.”


“Then there’s hope,” Ryu Jin Ho said, jaw set in a
determined way. “Let us go. Quickly. We do not have much time.”


They moved with alacrity, Wolf taking lead, as he was the
one that best knew where to go and who to talk to. As this was their home city,
there was no need to flash their guild crests or stop to talk to the guards.
Wolf waved hellos to the dozen men that guarded the gate, receiving calls of
“Welcome home!” in return, but they did not stop. Or at least, they tried not
to, but one man detached himself and caught Wolf’s arm, dragging him to a halt.



“Wait, Wolf,” Tarik commanded, planting his feet. He was
shorter than Wolf, but massively built, with the strength of two average men.
Even Wolf would be hard pressed to win a wrestling match against him. “Where
are you coming from?”


“Saoleord,” Wolf answered shortly. 


“Then do you know what’s going on out there?” Tarik threw a
hand out, gesturing toward the dense traffic shoving their way past. “Half of
these people say they’re from either Stott or Channel Pass. We’ve been hearing
wild tales about an army, an army of all things, that came in and
destroyed their cities overnight.”


“The army exists.” Wolf’s mouth felt as if had bitten into a
rotten lemon saying those words. “Really, it’s a mob that’s as large as an army
and it’s set on pillaging and looting every major city it can reach.”


Tarik’s blue eyes went wide, his tan skin going almost
white. “Mercy preserve us. Where did it come from?”


“Orin.” Wolf realized that talking to this man wasted
precious time, but it might also save them later. Grabbing both shoulders, he
said intensely, “Tarik, they’re coming this direction. You’ll get precise
orders later, but right now you have to prepare to defend the walls. Get hot
oil up there and stones and archers so that you can fight off anyone that tries
to scale them. Be prepared to close the gates at a moment’s notice. We brought
someone from Saoleord who knows how to fight off an army, but it’ll take time
to speak to Darrens and get the orders back to you. Do what you can while we’re
talking to him.”


Tarik was a seasoned member of Teregraph Guild, and was
directly in charge of the security for the east section of Goldschmidt. His
words carried weight. If there was anyone in this part of Goldschmidt that
could get things unofficially moving, it would be him. 


He grasped Wolf’s arm in a reassuring hold. “I’ll do that.
I’ll send word to the other sections to do the same. Go find Darrens, quickly.”


“My thanks.” Wolf clapped him on the shoulder before moving
on, almost having to use force to get past the clog of people near the gate and
into a more deserted street that would let them navigate toward the center of
the city faster. 


Even on these side streets, there was quite a bit of
traffic, so conversation between the group was challenging. Wolf had to duck
in, around, and between carts going both directions, and only slowed his pace
enough to make sure that everyone kept up. They were halfway to their
destination when it occurred to him that he should have asked Ryu Jin Ho if
there was anything else that Tarik could do while waiting on Darrens’ official
orders. Well, likely it would take hours to pull together what Wolf had
suggested. Tarik might not be able to manage much more than that even if he
knew about it. 


Wolf was constrained to a half-trot because of the denseness
of the crowd. It frustrated him, making him irritable to the point of punching
random things, but of course it would just block the way more if he let his
fists fly. Instead, he constrained his temper and focused on finding any gaps
in between the people. 


It seemed to take hours, but in fact was closer to thirty
minutes before they finally came to Blackstone’s main compound. 


Every major guild in the four continents seemed similar to
each other. Oh, the architecture might be different, and the layout, but the
basic function of it was the same. There was always a huge, well-guarded gate
to get through, and then a smaller building that housed visitors temporarily
until they could be collected, and a much larger place beyond that housed all
of the main offices. There were storerooms, warehouses, training yards,
barracks, guest quarters, and main residences for anyone that belonged to the
family. To the uninitiated, it looked as complex as a labyrinth and no one
friendly enough to provide either a map or a guide. 


Which was precisely why Wolf had had to go with this group.
He had been in and out of this place multiple times in the past decade he lived
in Goldschmidt. He might not know it like the back of his hand, but he knew
where Darrens’ office was located, and that of his right hand-men. If he
couldn’t find one, he’d find another. 


As it happened, the two men standing guard at the iron black
gates were ones he knew well. He’d fought with and against them several times.
They were as much friends as enemies, depending on how much they all had to
drink that night. So they automatically gave him a friendly wave, even as their
postures went taut, ready for a fight if he was bringing one. 


Wolf waved them down, not slowing his pace as he said, “I
bring messages directly from my guildmaster. We have information of the army
that’s coming this direction.”


Tollak and Varg gave each other alarmed looks and demanded
in near unison, “You know about that?!”


“Where’s Darrens?” Wolf asked impatiently. He didn’t have
time for stupid questions. 


“Not sure,” Varg admitted, frowning as he looked over his
shoulder, toward the main building. “I heard that he was calling for an
all-hands meeting with the higher-ups. I’d guess in the main meeting hall. If
not there, someone is bound to be in there that would know.”


Good enough. Wolf fidgeted in place as they quickly unlocked
the gate and pushed it open. With a quick stride, he slipped through, going in
almost before they could clear the path so people could enter. 


The bustle of the city didn’t compare to the compound. Wolf
couldn’t go two steps without knocking into someone. Ryu Jin Ho, Markl, and
Rune all clasped each other’s wrists in a firm grip to make sure that they
didn’t lose anyone just going from the gate to the main door of the meeting
hall. Wolf’s impatience, already thrumming and pulsing like a live thing, was
just about at the breaking point when he finally put his hand on the wooden
door and pushed it roughly inside. 


There were rows of chairs on the left and right hand side,
leaving a clear space in the middle for the speakers to stand in. Otherwise the
room was empty of furniture, and only the light from the windows and the lamps
hanging overhead illuminated the place. Wolf found to his relief that Darrens,
his wife, and most of the guildmaster’s main men were already gathered. Darrens
was in the middle of the room, apparently stalking back and forth as people
gave him information, but upon their entrance the Guildmaster of Blackstone
stopped dead. 


“Wolfinsky!” he said, tone mixed between relief and
surprise. “I’ve been trying to reach Deepwoods for the past week. Where have
you been?”


“Saoleord.” Wolf stepped far enough inside that he could
half turn, his good hand gesturing to the man standing quietly behind him.
“This is Ryu Jin Ho-zhi of Saoleord, a strategist. He’s come to help us deal
with the army coming our direction.”


Darrens automatically inclined his head to the man.
“Greetings, sir. I’m Gared Darrens, Guildmaster of Blackstone and ruler of this
city. Please, come sit and talk with me.” 


Ryu Jin Ho bowed, arms to his sides. “I would be pleased to
do so.”


Darrens’ gaze cut back to Wolf. “Army? That’s confirmed?”


It was Markl that answered. “We haven’t seen it with our own
eyes, but we’ve seen the destruction left in its wake. It has razed Channel
Pass and Stott almost to the ground. The only thing left was the stone skeleton
of the cities.” 


A black thunderstorm swept over the guildmaster’s
expression. “Are they coming here next?”


“Here or Winziane,” Markl confirmed. “We believe here, as
it’s closer and a more direct approach.”


Several voices offered up muted prayers. Wolf silently
joined them. 


Darrens strode over to where Ryu Jin Ho sat and took the
chair next to him, sitting sideways so that he could face the man directly.
“Master Ryu Jin Ho, Wolfinsky called you a strategist. Explain to me what that
is.”


“It means I know the strategy of war,” Ryu Jin Ho explained
with one hand splayed, a feral light in his eyes. “It means I know how to train
men and women to fight as a unit, as an army, and outmaneuver my opponents.”


Rubbing a rough hand over his face, Darrens looked away for
a moment. “You know how to fight and lead armies. We certainly need someone
with that skill, but how did you know to come here so quickly?”


“A student of ours, Man Fei Lei, saw the signs of this
months ago. He convinced Siobhan-jia of the direness of the situation. She came
to us and asked for help. We all hoped to come in time to divert the disaster.”
Ryu Jin Ho let out a sad sigh. “I fear I have come to you too late. Now we do
not have time to train as we should.”


“We know nothing about war. We’ve never fought one.” Darrens
seemed, in that moment, completely lost. Wolf was surprised to see it because
in all the time he’d known this man, Darrens had never once been uncertain
about anything. Even when Lirah went missing last year, he’d known what to do to
find her again. “Even when Siobhan and Man Fei Lei came to me and tried to
convince me of the possibility, I couldn’t even imagine it. Now that I’m faced
with it, still, it seems more like a nightmare than anything else. I…Master Ryu
Jin Ho, I am glad to see you. We’ve been debating all morning what to do. What
can we do?”


Ryu Jin Ho gave him a confident, encouraging nod as he said,
“There are many things we can do. Hope is not lost yet. We must act quickly,
however, and work with everyone if we are to succeed in protecting this city.”


“I welcome your help and advice. Where do we start?”


“A map of the city, a list of its defenses, and a knowledge
of its defenders is what I need before I can answer that question.” 


“You have it,” Darrens promised immediately. Turning to his
wife, he said, “Kari, help me gather all the information. Bring it back here.” With
that order issued, he asked, “Where is Siobhan?”


“Winziane,” Rune answered. “We did not know where they’d go,
so we split up ta send warning ahead ta both cities.” Rune shifted from foot to
foot, body slowly turning toward the door, his body language making it clear he
wanted to leave. “Guildmaster Darrens, if ya don’t mind, I’d like ta go to
Winziane now and tell them what’s happening here.”


“That’s wise,” Darrens allowed. “Master Hammon, Wolfinsky,
have you learned strategy while in Saoleord?”


“Some,” both men allowed. 


“Then you’re staying. I need you here to help us. Master
Rune, I know you’re running out of daylight. Go. Tell Siobhan I want her back
here as soon as possible. I need both Pathmakers just in case things go wrong
and I have to evacuate the city.”


Rune nodded understanding, spun on his heel, and sprinted
out of the room so quickly air spun in his wake. 


Wolf slapped a hand to his cheek and mentally ordered
himself to focus as people started arriving with maps and such in their hands.
Siobhan had commanded him not to fall. He intended to keep that promise, but he
had no intention of letting Goldschmidt fall either. Not on his watch. Not if
he could help it.  













After seeing Channel Pass’s destruction, Siobhan half-feared
that Winziane would be the same. They arrived at the other end of the path to
find that the city thrived with its usual bustle of activity. One could
believe, watching the traffic back and forth, hearing the din of noise, and
feeling the vibrant life pouring from the place, that there was no threat of
destruction hanging overhead. It was like what had happened in Channel Pass was
only a dream, a nightmare, and one best forgotten. 


Oh, if only…if only that were true. 


As she climbed off the cart, she caught sight of Hyun Woo’s
expression and paused, her feet not quite touching the ground. “Hyun Woo-zhi?
Is something the matter?”


He gave a sour grunt, brows furrowed as his eyes roved over
the city. “A pretty place but it will be hard to defend.”


Siobhan paused and really looked at the place, trying to see
it the way he did. Winziane sat on a flat plain, surrounded by lakes on all
sides, with one estuary that led directly to the sea. Its location was perfect
for trading and for craftsmen of all types, as they had most of the resources
they needed readily at hand. Of course Winziane had a wall around it, but it
wasn’t anything large or impressive. Only the insane would try to attack the
city. It was one of the largest in Robarge, after all, and controlled by the
most influential guild on the continent. Who in their right mind would attack
it? The walls were just high enough to control traffic flow, nothing more. 


Her understanding of strategy was limited to small
skirmishes between her guild and pockets of bandits, or other guilds, and the
like. Wolf and Ryu Jin Ho had been teaching her about the strategy on larger
scaled conflicts on the way down here, but she really only had a firm grasp on
the basics. Still, even her limited knowledge let her see the problems that
Hyun Woo did. “What…are the odds we can defend this place?”


“That depends on how quickly people can work,” he answered
grimly. “For now, let’s go see this guildmaster.”


It was more easily said than done, of course. Siobhan had to
go through multiple checkpoints just to get to the Silvermoon compound.
Finally, she resorted to using Markl’s name and guild seal to get through the
gates. (Thank heavens he had kept his family seal on him and thought to give it
to her before leaving.) 


Word must have traveled ahead of her somehow, as Nuel Hammon
met her at his office door, worry on his face. “Guildmaster Maley! I’m
surprised to see you here.”


She gave him a short bow of greeting. “Guildmaster Hammon. I
bring bad news, I’m afraid.” Having an idea of what his first worry would be,
she quickly added, “Markl’s fine. It’s not regarding him.”


His worry eased a degree although his eyes still went past
her shoulders, searching for his son. “Then where is he?”


“I sent him ahead to Goldschmidt.” Feeling that talking
about this in an open hallway was a bad idea, she pushed past him, catching his
arm as she moved to encourage him to go back into his office. 


She took a second once inside to orient herself to this new
space. Massive desk along one wall, a line of shelves behind it, two couches
and a chair in the middle of the room that faced a large window. It spoke of
wealth, and comfort, in a tastefully masculine way. On an ordinary day, she
would have enjoyed spending time here. 


Hammon stumbled a bit in her wake as she went directly to
the couches and encouraged him to sit in one of them. This was not news that
one should take standing up. 


Studying her face, he slowly sank into one of the couches,
although he sat on the very edge as if ready to spring to his feet at any
moment. “What is going on? You look ghastly, as if a ghost haunted your
footsteps.”


“You’re not far off.” Siobhan took a breath and drew upon
the courage, from somewhere, to explain the madness she had seen. “Sir. We are
on the brink of war.”


For several seconds her words didn’t make sense to him. It
was like she had spoken in a foreign language he had never heard of and the
sentence didn’t even compute. “War,” he repeated, as if trying to do high level
mathematics with that word alone. 


“There is an army coming from Orin,” she continued, images
of the destroyed Channel Pass flashing in front of her eyes with every word
spoken. “It’s more of a rabble, a large mob, really. It’s destroying every city
in its path and looting it. Then they burn the city to the ground.”


Hammon forgot how to breathe for a moment, eyes so wide they
consumed his face. His mouth moved several times, no sound emerging, before he
was able to force out, “How many cities?”


“Channel Pass I saw with my own eyes. We’re fairly sure
Stott has already fallen as well.” Siobhan had to swallow past a tightening
throat before she could say, “At this time, I don’t know about Goldschmidt.”


Hammon rubbed a hand over his face, roughly, as if trying to
confirm whether he was awake or dreaming. “How large?”


“We don’t know. We haven’t seen it, just the traces they’ve
left behind. They destroyed two cities within the course of two weeks, that
much I can tell you.”


Hyun Woo stepped around into view before saying gravely,
“I’ve calculated how many men it would take to destroy a city, even one unguarded,
and the time it takes to travel the distances they have. It is my opinion that
they only need two or three days to loot and pillage a city. They’re ruthlessly
efficient.”


Hammon repeated two or three days soundlessly, skin
going impossibly pale. A vision of Winziane being destroyed in the same manner
flashed across his face. Siobhan shared the same terror of Goldschmidt, so she
recognized the expression very well. 


But Hammon was made of tough material. He only needed a few
seconds to grasp this terrible news and gather the internal strength to face
it. Then he stood, facing Hyun Woo. “I’m Nuell Hammon, Guildmaster of
Silvermoon. Who might you be, sir?”


Hyun Woo put his hands to his side and gave him a formal
bow. “Hyun Woo, Master Strategist from Saoleord. I have come with Deepwoods to
help you and every other city under attack from this army.”


“Strategist?” Hammon repeated slowly, as if he recognizing
the word from somewhere, but not able to place it in that moment. 


“We went to Saoleord for help,” Siobhan explained with a
hollow smile. “As they still remember how to fight wars.”


For the first time since entering the room, Hammon’s eyes
lit up with fierce hope. “Is that right. Then I am very glad to meet you,
Master Hyun Woo. Thank you for coming.”


Siobhan turned and extended her hand to the other woman
standing so quietly and patiently behind Hyun Woo. “This is Cha Ji An-jia, also
of Saoleord.”


Hammon turned and gave her a bow, almost an exact replica of
the one that Hyun Woo had given him. The man was certainly quick on the uptake.
“Cha Ji An-jia, the pleasure is mine. Please, all of you, sit. I will have
refreshments brought in, as you seem to have traveled here with all haste.”


They had, actually. 


“And then,” Hammon said, jaw set in a determined line, “You
will tell me what I need to do to help Goldschmidt from being overrun and how I
can protect my own city.”


ӜӜӜ


In Siobhan’s life, there were only a few times when she’d
felt totally useless, as if she were little better than a decorative statue
sitting about gathering dust. Most of the time, it was when someone was
severely injured, or she was stuck in a situation that she had no control over,
like what happened with Lirah last year. This time, it was simply because the
conversation was completely over her head. 


Hammon had lost no time in gathering reports, maps, and
whatever information Hyun Woo needed. A collapsible table had been brought in,
set up between the couches, and was now covered in parchment. Hyun Woo, Hammon,
and Tran were bent over the table discussing tactics and strategies. Siobhan
didn’t understand one word in three, so couldn’t contribute anything to the
conversation. But at the same time, as the guildmaster who was Goldschmidt’s
representative, she couldn’t get up and leave either. Hammon occasionally had
questions for her, or needed to tell her something, and it forced her hand so
that she had to remain sitting there. Patiently. Well, not patiently, but she
did wait quietly.


Hyun Woo made a sweeping motion with one hand, indicating
the outer wall of the city. “What is this area like? Is the ground soft?”


“Mostly marshland,” Hammon responded. “We don’t build on it
as anything with a foundation just sinks. But it’s firm enough to travel over.
Wagons and such don’t ever get stuck on it.”


Finally! The conversation was taking a turn that even she
could understand. 


“Such ground is perfect for an invading force,” Hyun Woo
grumbled, frowning at the map. “We need to break up this area, somehow. Do not
let them have a direct or easy approach. Caltrops would be the easiest way.”


“Cal-what?” Hammon repeated, confused. 


“Metal spikes that are twisted in a way that they set firmly
in the ground,” Hyun Woo explained. His hands rose to illustrate, fingers
crooked and caught together. “They embed themselves into the feet of anyone
foolish enough to walk on them.”


“The army is mostly on foot, we think,” Tran said slowly.
“Caltrops would be a good way to stop them. But won’t we need a lot?”


“Yes.” Hyun Woo glanced up at Hammon with an expression that
clearly said, You need to get this started now.


Hammon promptly grabbed a clean sheet of paper and a
charcoal pencil and handed it to him. “Draw the design, give instructions on
how to make them, and I’ll have every available blacksmith start working on
them.”


Pleased, Hyun Woo took both from him and started quickly
sketching. 


Tran put a finger against the map. “The caltrops will slow
them down, but we still need a way to fight them off. We need archers on every
wall, well equipped with arrows.”


“And lots of oil,” Hyun Woo added, not looking up from his
drawing. “The important thing about fighting is stamina and giving your men
time to rest. If you can lay down oil, and set it ablaze, then you give them
several hours in which to sleep and eat without worry. No man is foolish enough
to cross a line of hot fire.”


Hammon’s brow compressed. “Won’t they try to put it out?”


“Of course. But even that takes time.”


Siobhan couldn’t help but pipe up. “All of this sounds like
delaying tactics to me. Do you have a plan to defeat them?”


Hyun Woo paused and tilted his head toward her. “She makes a
valid point. We do not have a strong force to meet them with. Your fighters are
strong, individually, but they do not know how to fight as a unit. Most of the
world is this way. It is why two cities have fallen to the rabble. But I know
from experience that mobs are easily discouraged. If we make this city too
hard, too costly, for them to take, then they will leave. Right now, we want to
make them leave. When we have space to breathe, then we think of how to
defeat them.”


A finger tapping against the table, Hammon considered this
in silence for several moments. “If I didn’t send a force of men to help
Goldschmidt, would we have the strength necessary to defeat this army?”


Siobhan held her breath, nervous about what this answer
would be. Her eyes cut to Hyun Woo and silently pleaded for him to not say yes
to that question. 


“Hmm, not necessarily the case. You see, it is not strength
you lack but experience and tactics.” 


“Our position here is defensive, not offensive,” Tran added,
supporting this. “More men will not help us if they don’t know what to do to
defend the city. With the right preparations, we won’t need an overwhelming
force to hold the walls.”


Hyun Woo beamed at him. “Truly a privilege, teaching an
intelligent mind.”


Tran grinned back at him, with what might have been a faint
blush staining his cheeks.


Siobhan felt proud of him as well. Those two weeks in
Saoleord had obviously not been a waste with Tran. But then, with his memory,
she hadn’t expected otherwise. 


A finger moved back and forth between the two men as Hammon
asked, “So, you taught him strategy?”


“Indeed, what I could in the short time given to us,” Hyun
Woo confirmed.


Not being an idiot, Hammon immediately gave the man a
congenial smile and requested, “When this is over, will you teach me and my men
as well?”


“I will teach you now,” Hyun Woo corrected, eyes crinkling
up, lips curled back in a feral expression. “Experience is the best way to
teach. If you want others to learn, bring them in here.”


Hammon promptly spun on his heel, coat flaring out at the
bottom, and went directly to the door. Flinging it open, he shouted down the
hallway, “Boren, Collins, Cox, get in here!”


Siobhan, despite the seriousness of the situation, couldn’t
help but grin. Well, the man was certainly quick on the uptake. 


While he waited on the men he called to come in, Hammon
turned and addressed Siobhan directly. “I will make sure that men are sent to
help Goldschmidt, now that I know we can defend Winziane without them. Do not
worry, Guildmaster.”


She bowed her head to him in profuse gratitude. “Thank you.”


“It will take me the rest of the day to gather everyone, I
think. Perhaps part of tomorrow as well. We still must finalize who I need to
defend my walls and who I can afford to send. But help will be on its way no
later than tomorrow afternoon.”


“My Pathmaker will be standing by, ready to transport them,”
she promised. 


“Well enough.” Hammon stopped and looked at them, truly
looked, for the first time since they had come. “Thank you. For coming to tell
me about this, for staying to help me prepare, thank you. I could not wish for
better allies.”













The city was burning.


Smoke hung thick in the air, making it hard to breathe, and
the heat of the fires he passed were intense enough to singe the fine hairs
along his skin. Wolf felt as if he were fighting inside a roaring furnace. A
crowded furnace, at that, as people streamed past him, either children or
valuables clutched to their chest as they ran, frantic to escape the army
nipping at their heels. 


Every enforcer and fighter from the guilds were doing their
best to keep the roads clear of enemies, protecting the people as they escaped
the city. Wolf stood firm with Markl on one side, Tarik on another, and they
efficiently cut down anyone that tried to fight them. 


The defenses on the wall had fallen an hour ago, overrun by
sheer numbers. Ryu Jin Ho had pulled one miracle after another, keeping the
enemy just confused enough to buy them time, and they used it to get most of
the civilians out of the city before the eastern wall was breached. But even
their master strategist couldn’t keep the inevitable from happening. Wolf and
Markl, realizing what would happen, went out to protect people as well as they
could. The city might be lost, but the citizens of Goldschmidt could still be
saved, and that was what they focused on. 


Word was spreading at the gates to run to Converse, that it
would be safe in Converse. Wolf prayed that was true, as they didn’t have any
other place to go. Not that was feasible to reach in one night. Darrens had
sacrificed some of his fighting force and diverted them, using them to protect
the roads so his people could reach Converse without being attacked. With Wolf
embroiled in one skirmish after another here on the streets, he had no way of
knowing if this plan had worked. He only could pray it had. 


With a roar of anger, he used his iron hand to punch his
opponent in the jaw. The man’s eyes rolled up in his head and he sank
bonelessly to the ground. Taking in a deep breath, Wolf turned and checked on
the two men fighting with him. Their opponents were also defeated, crumpled up
on the cobblestone. Without someone demanding his undivided attention, he
realized that the surge of people had dwindled to a few stragglers, and there
wasn’t an enemy in sight. 


“Are we done here?”


“Seems so,” Markl responded. He was leaning against his
crescent sword, face flushed and panting hard. The scholar had done well
keeping up with them, but he might be at his limit. He wasn’t used to fighting
for long periods of time after all. The fact he’d done it half the night
without complaint was admirable. 


Tarik used his shirt sleeve to wipe the sweat from forehead
before saying, “What now?”


Good question. Wolf turned about in a slow circle, taking in
their area. Fighting the fires would be a futile effort on their part and he
wasn’t even tempted to try. They were on the western side now, as they had been
fighting and slowly retreating that direction, and were only blocks away from
the western gate. If there were no people left here to protect, or enemies,
then there was no reason to stay to his mind. “We might as well head to
Converse. No reason to hang about.”


Markl lifted his face to the sky. “It’s daybreak. Did we
really fight all night?”


Wolf gave him a feral smile. “Time passes quickly when
you’re having fun.”


“Of course you think fighting is fun,” Tarik snorted,
dredging up a weary smile. 


They hadn’t actually fought all night. The attack had
started at midnight, the alarm sounding out, and then the battle was lost
somewhere around two in the morning. Wolf and the others had actually been
fighting about six hours. It just felt like they’d been fighting all
night. 


Sweet mercy, he could use a drink and a hearty meal right
about now. 


No chance of that, though. With a resigned sigh, he motioned
for the others to follow him, and started trudging for the gate. 


“Why do you suppose they attacked at midnight?” Tarik mused
aloud. 


“Sound thinking on someone’s part,” Markl responded grimly.
“It gives them the element of surprise, which they used very well to get past
our defenses, and it also cuts off the chances of us using Pathfinders to get
help in here. If we’d been able to get fighters in from Winziane, or Converse,
we might not have lost Goldschmidt.”


Yes, it had been sound thinking on someone’s part. If Wolf
ever met the man that thought of it, he’d make sure to reward him appropriately
with an iron fist in the man’s gut. Markl was right. If they had just been able
to get help in here, they might not have lost the city. Now they were faced
with the daunting task of having to reclaim it, if the invaders chose to stay
here. 


Even if they didn’t, they were faced with the daunting task
of rebuilding it. 


The sun steadily climbed in the sky so that by the time they
had reached the gate, dawn had passed. 


To his relief, most of the people were gone already, the
road clear, with only the defenders of Goldschmidt still straggling out of the
gate in pockets here and there. Wolf counted faces as he saw them, relieved to
see that most of his friends had survived the night, and troubled by the ones
he didn’t see. He could only hope that they were the ones chosen to go ahead. 


“Where is Ryu Jin Ho, do you suppose?” Markl asked, as if he
suddenly remembered the man. 


“Probably with Darrens and his family. They would have
retreated ahead of us.” Tarik rubbed at the back of his head, looking ten years
older. “Protocol says they are the first to get out of the city if something
goes wrong.”


Made sense. Wolf trusted that they had protected their guest
well but even if they didn’t, Ryu Jin Ho could handle himself. He would go
looking for the man once they reached Converse though. 


From their left, a voice hailed, “Markl! Wolf!”


Rune? Wolf turned to look, raising a hand to shield his eyes
from the morning sun. Sure enough, the boy was running toward them in a fast
sprint. As he got closer, the smile of relief was obvious on the boy’s face to
see them hale and hearty. He slid to a stop in front of them, eyes taking them
in from head to toe. “What happened? I could see it from the edge of the path.
It looks like half the city burned last night.”


“It did,” Markl responded hollowly. “They attacked at
midnight.”


Rune’s face went pale. “What?”


Wolf didn’t have the words or the heart to tell the tale, so
he let Markl do it. Tarik piped up with a comment or three in the telling, but
Rune asked no questions. He just listened with sad eyes and an occasional nod. 


“So we were too late,” Rune summed up quietly. 


“Not so,” Markl denied. “We at least got the people out. We
can always rebuild the city, and the Hall.”


Rune’s body went taut, and his eyes flew up to Markl’s face.
“The Hall is gone?”


“Burned to the ground.” Wolf somehow managed to say this
levelly but what he really wanted to do was scream and rage. Do something that
would relieve this ache in his chest. The Hall had been more of a home to him
than any other place and seeing it burning in front of his eyes last night
would likely haunt his dreams for many years to come. “We saw it last night.”


Rune’s eyes went bright with unshed tears. Words seemed
beyond him. 


Markl stepped forward and grabbed Rune’s shoulder. “Rune.
What about the rest of the guild? Are they coming right behind you?”


Visibly gathering himself back together, Rune nodded
confirmation. 


They were? That wasn’t good. Wolf glanced back at the city
uneasily. The army might still be somewhere in the middle of Goldschmidt, busy
looting, but that didn’t make this section any safer. “Rune, get the path to
Converse ready. We need to leave as soon as they get here.”


“Tarik,” Markl added, “Help me pass the word to anyone left
that we’re opening a path toward Converse. Maybe we can get the rest of them to
safety that way.”


“Good thinking,” Tarik approved. Turning on his heel, he
trotted toward the nearest group, calling to them as he moved. 


As everyone moved off, Wolf stood sentinel, one eye on the
Winziane path, the other on the gate. He didn’t want to be caught off guard by
a sneak attack from behind. 


In bare minutes, he saw his guild come in through the path,
their forms hazy at first before becoming more distinct. The path was barely
closed before Siobhan hopped off, her red hair blazing in the morning sun. She
seemed to be looking for him, as the moment she spotted him, she took off in a
fast sprint. 


Wolf more or less knew what her reaction would be, so he sheathed
his sword and held a hand out, ready to catch her. In the next moment, he had
an armful of woman, her hold tight around his neck. For just that moment, he
buried his face against her hair and breathed her in. Losing the Hall last
night had put a little scar on his heart, but he could live through that. The one
thing he couldn’t ever bare to lose was in his arms. As long as she was fine,
then he could face the world.


“Injuries?” she asked, the word muffled against his
shoulder.


“None,” he denied, relaxing his hold on her enough that she
could draw proper breath. 


“Markl? Ryu Jin Ho?”


“Ryu Jin Ho we think is safe with Darrens. Lost track of him
during the night,” Wolf admitted. “Markl’s fine. He’s getting the stragglers
ready to go to Converse.” From the corner of his eye, he saw Sylvie hop off the
wagon and go hunting for Markl, who was visible off in the distance. 


Siobhan finally relaxed, no longer standing on tiptoe, and
put enough distance between them that she didn’t have to crane her neck up to
look him in the eye. “Converse?”


“Everyone fled there,” he explained simply. “Winziane wasn’t
hit by these rats, I take it.”


“No, they weren’t even aware of what was going on. It was
quite the task explaining it all to them. Guildmaster Hammon is putting
together men now and has promised to send them to us directly. I suppose I need
to send someone back with the message that he needs to send them to Converse,
not Goldschmidt.” Her eyes tightened in pain as she said this. 


“Go to Converse first, talk with Darrens,” Wolf advised.
“There might be more to tell Hammon than you know at the moment. No reason to
run our Pathmakers ragged hopping back and forth when one trip will do.”


“Good point.” Siobhan turned her eyes toward the city,
although from here all she could see was the grey walls and smoke billowing
toward the sky. “Wolf…dare I ask….”


He knew what she couldn’t say and spared her the mercy of
forcing it out. “The Hall is gone. Burned to the ground.”


Siobhan’s eyes closed in a pain, a keening cry caught in the
back of her throat that never made it out. It was the most agonized expression
on her face that he had ever seen and it made his heart wrench and a murderous
rage fill his gut. 


“I take it we’re too late,” Grae said, coming up to them in
a quick jog. “Wolf, you look fine. Where’s Markl?”


Wolf didn’t take his eyes from Siobhan’s face. As he
watched, she took in a deep breath, eyes still screwed shut, her chin lifting.
She forced every bit of agony down, pulling on a mask of neutrality, forcing
herself to set those feelings aside so that she could face the present. He did
not underestimate just how much strength that took, to put emotions that strong
aside. Looking at her now, it was like nothing was seriously wrong that she
could not fix. 


He fell in awe of her all over again, like he had ten years
ago, at their first meeting. 


Jaw set, she turned to Grae and said in a remarkably steady
voice, “Markl is fine. He’s gathering up the stragglers. Grae, everyone
retreated to Converse. Get the path ready to go.”


“Rune is doing that,” Wolf informed them both. “Hyun Woo?
Cha Ji An?”


“They stayed behind to help Winziane put together some help
for us,” Grae responded, eyes roving over what was left of Goldschmidt. “They
did all of this in just one night?”


“They’re still at it,” Wolf denied darkly. “Which means we
need to get out of this area. Now.”


Grae’s eyes widened. “Oh. They’re still here?!” Swearing, he
spun on a heel and took off in a mad sprint back to the carts, calling out to
people to quickly move to the other path, the one that led to Converse.


Siobhan shook herself, visibly gathering her wits, then
turned and followed after Grae. Wolf went more slowly, still a wary eye on the
city, as he didn’t trust anyone left in there now. 


The carts were quickly moved to the other path, the people
left were loaded on board, and Grae made all the preparations necessary to open
the path. Wolf was the last to join them, but as there was no room left on the
carts, he had to walk on the stones with his own feet. Tran was right in front
of him, also choosing to walk and let someone else ride. 


With a slightly blue haze of light, the path opened,
obscuring the area around them and making it a blur of colors. Wolf was just as
glad that he no longer had a clear view of Goldschmidt. Seeing the ruins of the
city made him almost nauseous with grief. 


Tran glanced over his shoulder at Wolf, and catching the
expression on his face, promised softly, “We’ll come back and reclaim it,
Wolf.”


As if uttering a solemn vow, Wolf responded, “We will.” 


 













Seeing Channel Pass and hearing about what state Stott was
now in, had filled Siobhan with grief and rage. But that didn’t compare with
how she felt when she saw Goldschmidt. It felt as if she had lost her center,
and indeed she had, as the city had been home to her for over a decade now. The
loss of her guildhall had been crippling by itself but losing both made her
almost sick. 


But as guildmaster, she couldn’t indulge in those feelings,
not yet. She had people depending on her to make rational decisions and bring
them to a place of safety. So she forced it down, although it felt like she was
swallowing acid, and made herself focus on the present and what needed to be
done next. 


Grae brought them through to Converse with admirable
precision, as always, and as soon as the path closed they all clambered off the
carts with record speed. It was a miracle no one had been jostled off on the
way over here, it had been that cramped. As usual, she barely had her legs over
the side of the cart before Wolf appeared with a hand to help her down. She
took it and stole a hug as she did so. Instinct propelled her to physically
reassure herself that even if the city and hall was lost, she still had every
member of her guild. 


Wolf seemed to realize what she needed and gave her a hug
around the shoulders before letting go. She took strength from the contact and
gave him a fleeting smile before turning and taking a good look at Converse.


The city looked ready to split at the seams.


Converse was a sizeable place, but certainly not in the same
category as the larger cities in Robarge. It was a trading city, a place for
people to stop temporarily and little more. But now it had at least three
cities’ worth of citizens packed into it. Everyone from Channel Pass, Stott,
and Goldschmidt had run here for safety. Tents had popped up all around the
outer wall of the city, no doubt because there was no longer any room to be
inside. Siobhan frowned, an uneasy feeling forming as she took this in.
“Wolf…it’s not safe for people to be camping outside the walls like this.”


“No, it’s not,” he agreed, a matching frown on his face.
“There’s too many refugees in there.”


“We need to send them somewhere else,” she said, making a
snap decision. Turning, she tried to find Rune in the crowd, but couldn’t spot
him. Giving up, she called loudly, “RUNE!”


Like magic, he appeared at her elbow in the next second.
“What?”


“I need you to go to Winziane with a message for Hammon.”
Realizing her mistake, she turned and found Markl before waving him over.
“Markl! I need you too!” She waited for the scholar to join them before
continuing, “We must send word back to Hammon about what has happened before he
sends us fighters. He was set to do that early afternoon, and it’s getting
dangerously close to that time. Markl, go tell him everything that has happened
and explain to him what the situation is like here in Converse. The city can’t
support this many refugees—ask if he can take them.”


“Winziane will have the room for them,” Markl promised her.
“I’ll arrange it with him. What about the fighters he promised you?”


Siobhan shook her head, frustrated. “I don’t know the answer
to that yet. I think we still need them, to defend Converse, but I need to talk
to Darrens first. For now—”


“Send them,” Wolf cut in firmly. 


Her eyes flew to his face. Send them?


“Send them,” Wolf repeated, locking his eyes with hers.
“They’ll hit Converse next. I think their goal is not only to loot the cities
but also to take control of the Grey Bridges.”


An icy chill chased its way up and down her spine as she
realized in horror that he was likely right. “Send them,” she told Markl
hoarsely.


Markl had studied strategy as well in Saoleord, although not
to the extent that Wolf and Rune had. He clearly understood what Wolf was
saying and agreed with it, as he nodded grimly. “I’ll tell him. Rune, take me
please.”


Rune paused and looked ahead for a moment, body weight
shifting uneasily. Siobhan watched him, puzzled. Normally he would immediately
do what Markl had asked, especially since she was also asking. “Rune? What’s the
hold up?”


Those clear blue eyes were clouded with concern. “Denney,”
he responded softly.


Denney. Siobhan’s eyes widened in realization. In that
crowded city, where things were already chaotic, Denney would be a handy
victim. Of course. Siobhan should have thought of that already. 


Wolf put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I’ll keep her with
me. Go, Rune.”


Reassured, Rune clapped him on the back before turning and
leading Markl back to the path. 


Siobhan sent a prayer to the heavens in thanks that she had
a good guild that knew how to look out for each other. Mercy knew that she
couldn’t seem to think of everything at once. Shaking the thought off, she
turned for Converse. “Wolf, get Denney, and then we need to find Darrens.” 


ӜӜӜ


Of course, finding Darrens was much easier said than done.
There was no major guild in Converse, hence there was no major guildhall, and
that was the problem. If there had been a major guild here, Siobhan would have
immediately gone to the guildhall as that would be the sensible place to meet.
But without it, she hadn’t a clue where to go except to visit every inn and
hostel along the main street with hopes that Darrens had chosen one of them as
a main base of operations. When that didn’t work, she fell to asking everyone
she passed until, miraculously, she ran into someone that knew and led her to
the right place. 


Still, the search ate up valuable time, almost an hour, and
Siobhan was beyond frustrated by the time she got to Darrens. 


The inn proved to be a good choice, as it was one of the
larger ones in the city. It also, unlike most of the inns, had a main
conference room (no doubt meant for trade and business negotiations) that had
nothing more than a large table and several dozen chairs inside. Darrens had
promptly taken over the space as his own, and even though he couldn’t have been
in it for more than twenty-four hours, it looked eerily similar to his own
conference room in Goldschmidt. Maps were already pinned to the walls, stacks
of reports on the table, and of course his people were scattered throughout
working on logistics and such. 


Siobhan took a whole step inside when she spotted Ryu Jin Ho
standing next to Darrens, both of them facing the map on the far wall.
Tired—that was her first impression of them. Their body language screamed it
with the slouched shoulders, the constant shifting from foot to foot as their
muscles protested, the heavy sighs that punctuated their sentences. Had they
not slept at all since coming here? 


“Guildmaster Darrens,” she called out in greeting. “Ryu Jin
Ho-zhi.”


Both men snapped around, identical looks of relief on their
faces at seeing her. 


Darrens immediately came around the table, a hand stretched
out in welcome, which she clasped strongly. “Siobhan. I am overjoyed to see
you. What did Hammon say?”


“He’s sending us fighters,” she reported concisely. “This
afternoon. I just sent Markl and Rune back with the request that he send them
here and also take our refugees. This city cannot hold them all. Markl assured
me that Winziane will take them.”


Putting a hand to his chest, Darrens closed his eyes for a
moment. “Thank all mercy for your quick thinking. That was exactly the problem
we were discussing just now.”


Siobhan turned and gave a bow to Ryu Jin Ho. “My heart is
well seeing you safe. Wolf lost track of you last night and we assumed you were
here, but we weren’t sure.”


“Guildmaster Darrens would not let me stay behind, so I came
with them.” Ryu Jin Ho did not sound upset about this, well, only slightly
upset. As a warrior himself, he likely felt he could have done some good
fighting on the streets last night. But as a strategist, he clearly realized
that his knowledge would be better put here rather than in a skirmish
somewhere. 


Siobhan spread her hands, looking between both men. “My
guild is here and ready to help. What would you have us do?”


“Help me organize the refugees and get them ready for
transport,” Darrens requested. “Everyone out there knows you, you know your Pathmakers
and how they work, so it’s best you handle that. Get as many people out as you
can tonight. We think we have another two, three days before the army hits us
here but I want those people gone as quickly as we can manage it.”


She nodded understanding. It was barely noon now, so they
had a good six or seven hours of daylight left to use. Well, no, seven might be
cutting it too fine. But she could shift a lot of people in six hours,
especially using both Pathmakers. The people outside of the walls would be the
first to transport. “Understood, I’ll take care of it. After that?”


“Rest,” Ryu Jin Ho ordered firmly. “Everyone right now is
working through the night but when they drop from exhaustion, we need people
ready to replace them. Rest. Be ready to work again tomorrow morning.”


Sensible advice. She wasn’t sure if her jangling nerves
would let her do that, but was game to try. At least putting a hot meal into
her stomach and her throbbing feet up would help. “I’ll try to find an inn,
then. We’ll report back here in the morning.” Hesitating, she lowered her voice
to a more confidential tone, “Be straight with me. Can we defend Converse?”


“Yes,” Ryu Jin Ho assured her, a wolfish smile of
satisfaction on his face. “I now know how large they are, how they fight, and
what tactics they use. Now that I know my enemy, I know how to fight them.
Converse will not fall.”


The absolute confidence on his face reassured her in a way
that nothing else would have. The panic that had been pulsing in the back of
her head faded to a hum. Well, maybe she’d be able to sleep a little after all.
Returning his smile with one of her own, she gave them both a bow before
turning on her heel. “Wolf, let’s go.”
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 “Has anyone seen Siobhan?” Wolf looked from face to face,
but everyone just shook their heads or shared glances that said, I haven’t
seen her, have you? 


Frustrated, he left the cramped inn and went outside, going
from front yard to back, repeating the question. Despite the fact that a man
couldn’t take half a step without running into someone, no one had seen his
guildmaster. 


Since legwork wasn’t getting him anywhere, Wolf went back to
the front porch (which was the only part of the inn that a man could take a
full breath in) and stopped to think. 


After Siobhan’s meeting with Darrens, they’d followed the
plan set and transported as many people as possible to Winziane. Hammon was
only too happy to help as no one wanted innocent people caught in the next
battle with the army heading their way. Grae, Rune, and three other Pathmakers
from Winziane had nearly run themselves ragged taking people from Converse to
Winziane. Grae and Rune only barely returned before the light had failed them,
which was the closest that Wolf had ever seen Grae cut it. Another five
minutes, the man might not have had strong enough sunlight to make the path
operate properly, which would have left him stranded mercy-knew-where. 


While they did that, Siobhan organized people to go,
enlisting the help of her guild to organize everyone. Sylvie was the only one
sensible enough to find them rooms in an inn, and it was her formidable trading
prowess that had managed to find three vacant rooms in this chaos. It meant
tripling up, with cots on the floor, but everyone was thankful to have a roof
over their head for the next few nights. 


With the way that Siobhan had run herself ragged over the
past two days, Wolf would have assumed her to be sitting down somewhere with
her feet up. Right now, she had nothing better to do than rest, as it was the
strategists and the enforcers that were preparing Converse for an attack. So
where in sweet mercy was she? 


Unless…when the thought struck, his eyes narrowed in
contemplation. 


Siobhan never let people watch her cry. She had this silly
notion that just because she was a guildmaster, that she should never appear
weak to the guild. Wolf knew better than she that the guild looked to her for
guidance, not necessarily strength. That was his department. 


If he couldn’t readily find her, that must be it.
Determined, he started looking for out of the way corners, deserted places that
would give her privacy. It wasn’t an easy thing to find in this overly crowded
city, but there were a few spots here and there. It took four false tries
before he found her. 


As he’d feared, Siobhan lay curled up in a near-fetal
position against the back city wall, nearly wedged between it and a building.
Her hands covered her face, but he didn’t need to see to know she was crying. 


Instinct propelled him forward, and he had his good hand on
her shoulder, drawing her into his embrace, before he properly realized what he
was doing. 


Siobhan looked confused for a split second, jarred from her
grief, but when she realized it was him she curled into his arms without
hesitation. His good hand went up to stroke her hair, the iron one carefully
placed around her waist so that it couldn’t accidentally hurt her. For a long
time they just knelt there on the ground, holding on to each other, as he let
her cry against his shoulder. 


She started to subside, her breath evening instead of coming
out in hiccupping sobs. It’d be a fine time to offer some comforting words, if
he could think of any. If there was something that needed killing, Wolf was the
man to call. But knowing the right thing to say at the right moment, well, that
was what they had Markl and Fei for. Still, he had to try. 


“It could have been worse,” he offered tentatively. “We
could all have been in the city when it was attacked.”


With a sniff, Siobhan nodded against his shoulder. “I know.
And I’m thankful we weren’t there when it all happened, but…” her voice broke.
“The Hall, Wolf. Our Hall. Heaven knows it wasn’t much, but it was home. And
now, now there’s nothing left of it.” 


He’d like to have said something like It’s just a
building, Siobhan, but in truth he’d gotten attached to the place too. He
had a lot of fond memories of the Hall and there was a part of him that knew he
could always retreat there if things became truly bad. To have it razed to the
ground like that had wounded him. Tears sprang to his eyes but he blinked them
back. Pressing a kiss against her forehead, he whispered soothingly, “I know.
Shhh, I know. It’ll be fine. We’ll rebuild.” 


“It’ll take a while,” she sighed mournfully. 


“Nonsense. What are you saying? We have two Pathmakers
now. We’ll make twice the money. We can build the Hall back before you can
blink twice.”


She gave a watery laugh and finally lifted her head from his
shoulder. “That’s only if you and Tran can behave and not rack up any fines.”


“Nothing to destroy right now,” he pointed out laconically.
“I think even we’d be hard-pressed to find trouble at the moment.”


“Point.”


“And just think, we can make the Hall the way we need it to
be this time.” Tears were still in her eyes, but she was gaining hold of
herself. He used a thumb to wipe away the wetness on her cheeks in a gentle
sweep. 


“You mean make Beirly’s workshop twice as large, as he
always wanted, and make Conli a proper clinic to work in?”


“Don’t forget the lofty rafters for our two sneaks. I think
they’d break out in fits if you made them sit properly in a chair all day.”


Siobhan’s mouth quirked into a rueful smile. “That’s true,
isn’t it? We’ll have Beirly draw up the plans for a new Hall. Although I think
it’ll take us a few months before we can go back and start rebuilding.”


A few months sounded optimistic to him, but he wasn’t about
to say so. “A fine plan.” 


Uncurling from him, she looked about, and only then seemed
to realize where she actually was. “How in mercy’s name did you find me here?”


“It took some hunting,” he admitted candidly. “Are you ready
to go back now?”


Taking in a shaky breath, she looked toward the ground for a
long moment before nodding confirmation. 


That didn’t look like a firm yes to him. “Siobhan, if you
need another moment or two, take it.”


“No, I’ve been gone too long. People will notice I’m missing
and start to worry. And we have enough to worry about without me adding to it.”



Well, maybe what she needed now was something to focus on,
now that her grief had run its course a little. He’d seen this cycle before
with her. Something would upset her, she’d cry about it and be upset, then
she’d pick herself up and get buried in work until her frustrations had passed.
It was probably a better cycle than his, where he got angry at something and
then went and beat it to a pulp. 


The thing that had brought him through the darkest times was
dreaming of the future, imagining a better time that lay ahead. It was what let
him survive those first terrible years after he was kidnapped from home and
forced into a dark guild. It was also the thing that let him survive when
Siobhan first bought him. He’d wanted so desperately to be a true part of the
guild, that even though he felt awkward and out of place there, imagining a
time when he was part of them had given him the strength to stay and change. He
knew how important dreams were, and so he tried to give it to her. 


“You say Beirly wants this, and Conli needs that, but what
do you want in our new Hall?”


Wistfully, she responded, “I’ve always wanted a true bathing
chamber. You know, like the ones they have in Wynngaard, with the stone tile
work and the heated baths that you can soak in.”


“That would be nice,” he agreed, equally wistful. “Do you
think Beirly can build that?”


“Is there anything in this world that Beirly can’t build?”


“He claims there is, but I’ve yet to see proof of it.”


“Right? I think he needs to build us one. Or two. I’m not
sure if us women want to share with the men.”


“I’m not sure if I want to share with Tran.”


Siobhan poked him in the ribs for that one. 


Chuckling, he got to his feet and offered her a hand,
pulling her up with him. Siobhan didn’t let go of him, but instead linked arms,
which pleased him in a purely masculine way. The fact that she trusted him
enough to let him see her at her weakest moment also stroked his ego. He
probably shouldn’t feel flattered by that, but he did. 


As they slowly walked back to the inn, Siobhan asked, “What
do you want? From the new Hall.”


“A decent sized training yard,” he responded instantly. That
one didn’t even require thought on his part. 


“Now that’s a practical suggestion,” she approved. “Hmm,
what else should we do…?”


They traded suggestions back and forth, which somehow led
them to reminiscing about things that had happened in the old Hall. Sharing
words of comfort and dreams, they walked at the pace of memories. 


ӜӜӜ


Ryu Jin Ho set Wolf and Tran as his lieutenants, sending
them out to teach how to prepare to defend the walls, as they were the ones
that knew what to do. Wolf found this to be particularly challenging as he did
not possess the skill with either words or pen to really convey what he knew to
the men. It took effort on his part, and patience on theirs, but eventually
they understood what he wanted and went about making it a reality. 


Converse didn’t have much in the way of trees, so setting
pikes along the outer walls was out, but Beirly was making caltrops with the
rest of the blacksmiths to make up for it. Wolf sent people out to find every
arrow and throwing spear available in the city, ordering them to be collected
every few feet on top of the walls. There was also oil and torches gathered to
keep the army at bay. 


After the weapons and at least some of the defenses were put
into place, Wolf focused on drilling the people so that they knew exactly where
to go and how to respond when the army finally did reach the walls. Wolf had
them start at the base of the walls and on his signal, they would race into
position and lift the right weapon. They did this repeatedly for two hours
until he was satisfied it was well drummed into their heads, and panic or
excitement wouldn’t make them forget it. 


Hyun Woo arrived that morning by path. Wolf saw from the
wall when Grae brought him in. Wolf assumed that between Hyun Woo and Ryu Jin
Ho that they would come up with a strategy on how to defend the city. But, Hyun
Woo called for him and Rune barely ten minutes after arriving, asking that they
meet him in the new Blackstone headquarters. Curious what this was all about,
Wolf obeyed the summons and went to the inn, meeting Rune almost at the same
time in the doorway. 


Rune fell in behind Wolf as they entered the main room and
asked, “Do ya know why he’s asked for us?”


“No idea,” Wolf admitted. “I guess we’ll see shortly.”


The main room was madness, although after that first
startled blink, Wolf started to see that it was organized chaos. Darren’s wife
had stepped up, it appeared, and she was even now directing people to different
parts of the inn, making sure that the right information went into the proper
hands. Wolf stopped in front of her and waited to get her attention before asking,
“Hyun Woo?”


She turned and pointed to the far back left corner. “There.”


“My thanks.” 


Rune moved ahead of him, acting as trail blazer to the back
corner. It took a little shoving, and a great deal of patience, but they
finally made it. A large, rectangular table was shoved catawampus into the
corner with two benches on either side of it. Hyun Woo and Ryu Jin Ho both
stood next to it, neither of them inclined to sit, and they looked up as the
Wynngaardians approached. 


“Rune-xian, Wolfinsky-gui,” Hyun Woo greeted with a strained
smile. The man had every hair in place but the dark circles under his eyes were
a clear indication he had not slept well the night before, if at all. “You made
good time. Come and sit.”


After being on his feet the majority of the day, Wolf was
glad to sit, even if only for a few minutes. “You called for us?” he asked,
slinging his legs over the bench. 


“Indeed so. This is a perfect opportunity to teach you how
to defend a city.”


So even here, the lessons didn’t stop? Wolf couldn’t help
but grin, delighted by that. 


“Also, we are strangers to this city,” Ryu Jin Ho added
pragmatically. “You both know it better than we do. What problems have you
noted?”


“The walls are not sound,” Rune answered promptly. He sank
onto the bench next to Wolf, more slumping than sitting. Then again, he had
been doing most of the legwork on the northern side. “We have multiple holes in
the wall.”


Both strategists frowned hearing this, not one bit pleased
with the news. “How big are these breaches?” 


“Depends which one you’re talking about.” Rune leaned
forward, tapping a finger against the city map laid out across the table,
explaining and pointing. “There’s two here that aren’t much bigger than a
watermelon. There’s another here barely large enough for a small man to crawl
through. There’s one long one here where multiple people could get through, but
you’d have to belly crawl ta manage it.”


“It’s the same story on the southern side,” Wolf added
morosely. “Over the years, the section built near the beaches has eroded out at
the base, leaving gaping holes that a determined force can use to enter the
city with. I’ve got six of them altogether, ranging in size from a narrow path
a man could barely squeeze through to something large enough a wagon could fit
in.”


“Where?” Ryu Jin Ho asked. 


Going off memory, Wolf grabbed a pencil laying nearby and
marked them. “Here, here, here, here, and two here. The largest one is here.”


Ryu Jin Ho didn’t say a word, but Wolf was laying odds the
man was swearing up a storm in his head. “We don’t have time to fix all of
those.”


“No, we do not,” Hyun Woo agreed. But the man didn’t sound
dismayed, but instead thoughtful. “Alright, my students, what are your
thoughts?”


“I don’t think we should worry about the ones a man can’t
even get a weapon through,” Rune said slowly. 


“Wise,” Hyun Woo approved. “We are not builders, after all.
Let the city repair its own walls. What else?”


“It’d be nice if we can somehow turn the biggest breach into
a trap.” Wolf rubbed a hand along his chin, trying to think quickly. “I’m not
sure how to do it, though.”


“It is good you see the possibility.” Hyun Woo’s expression
was befitting of a hungry wolf in that moment. 


Wolf and Rune shared a suspicious glance between the two of
them before they accused their master in near unison, “You know how.”


“I have a notion,” Hyun Woo responded modestly. 


Rune cocked his head. “Wait a minute, didn’t ya tell me that
no plan survives enemy contact, and that the best thing a good fighter could do
was ta plan how ta start the fight and then adapt quickly after that?”


“If it is a small scale fight,” Ryu Jin Ho corrected. 


“If it is a large scale battle, like this, then you make as
many plans as possible.” Hyun Woo added almost casually, “And then you make
even further plans for when your original plans go wrong.”


Wolf filed that information away for future reference. “So
the largest breach, what do you want to do about it?”


Hyun Woo rubbed his hands together, as calculating as a fox.
“Something devious.”  


ӜӜӜ


They spent more than three hours at that table, planning and
then making even more contingency plans. At the end, they all had their
specific tasks to carry out. Rune was sent back to the northern section to
inform people what to do. The first task, of course, was to do something about
the breaches in the wall. Some of the people in the city would be assigned to
those holes and ordered to fill them with anything they could find.


All but one, that was. 


Wolf paused and looked out over the southern edge of the
city, toward the flat plains and the sandy beach. He still didn’t know if the
two strategists had concocted the best plan. Oh, it would no doubt work, but
how well was the question. From the grimaces on their face, it wasn’t one they
would actually choose to employ, but in only three days, there was a limit to
how many preparations they could make. This strategy was radical but could be
implemented in the time they had. It had certainly made Darrens and Siobhan
nervous.


Rune hadn’t been able to stay on task, as his skills as
Pathmaker were still needed to get the last of the refugees out. He had instead
explained everything to Markl, who had then taken over. Markl hadn’t been
trained as thoroughly as they were on strategy, but the man had a mind that
could be taught anything, and he’d gotten the hang of it quickly enough. It
left Wolf in charge of the southern side with Fei, and Markl and Tran in charge
of the northern section. 


Tarik came to join him at his side. “What are they doing?”


Hmm? Following the man’s pointing finger, his eyes fell on a
group of a hundred men that were running at full speed toward the city from the
shoreline. Tran was in the lead, his long legs effortlessly devouring the
ground, with everyone else gamely trying to keep up with him. 


“Oh, that. They’re working out the timing.”


“Of?” Tarik prompted impatiently, giving him an exasperated
look.


“You know how we’re sending a group of five hundred around
by ship to the southern shore, just in case the army comes around to this
side?” Wolf waited for a confirming nod before continuing, “The timing of that
has to be precise. We need to know exactly how long it will take for them to
get here. So Tran volunteered to run practice runs with them all day until they
had it down to the minute.”


With a grunt, Tarik took this in, eyes narrowing as he tried
to see over the distance. From here, people looked to be about as tall as
Wolf’s pinky. “Isn’t that tiring?”


“Not for a Teheranian.” Wolf chuckled, noticing that no one
else was quite able to match Tran’s pace. They lagged behind severely now. “I
think he’d best stop soon, though, otherwise it’ll just be him fighting the
army off when they get here.”


“I’ll say.” Tarik turned and pointed to a group of archers
that were standing on the inner side of the wall. “And what are they shooting
at?”


“Oh, them? They’re practicing and figuring out the best
vantage points.”


“For what?” Tarik responded in confusion, scratching at the
back of his head. “I heard we were going to take advantage of that huge hole in
the wall on this side, but no one explained to me how.”


“It’s not that complicated. In a nutshell, it’s—”


From a distance, near the head of the stairs that led up to
this section of the wall, Rune called out, “WOLF!”


Was the kid back already? Wolf clapped Tarik on the shoulder
and said, “Go ask Fei, he’ll explain it to you.”


“Will do.”


Moving off, Wolf quickened his step so that he went to Rune swiftly.
“You’re back already?”


“Grae is getting the last of the refugees out now,” Rune
responded, a tired but satisfied smile on his face. The way his shoulders
sagged ever so slightly, and the circles under his eyes said he hadn’t gotten
enough sleep in the past several days. But then, none of them had. “What do I
need ta do?”


Excellent question. But Wolf wasn’t in charge of anything
but this one section of the wall, so he didn’t know. “Track down either Ryu Jin
Ho or Hyun Woo and ask them. They might need you somewhere. I only know about
this part of the city.”


Rune stopped and really looked around him, taking in the
sight of all of the weapons leaning up against the stone walls, the people that
were rushing up and down the stairs, and the preparations being made. “Are ya
ready, then?”


“The walls are. Our special surprise isn’t. It’ll take
another day at least.”


He followed Wolf’s gesture toward the breach in the wall and
studied it with raised eyebrows. “That looks…interesting. Like a nasty surprise
for them.”


Of course Rune would understand what he was looking at, as
he had helped plan it. Wolf grinned at him, the expression dark and without
humor. “Indeed it will be.”


“I’ve been popping in and out of the city, so I haven’t seen
much of what ya’ve done, but do ya think that we’re ready to fight them off?”
Rune seemed nervous asking this question.


Wolf just snorted. “They don’t stand a chance of taking us.”













Siobhan watched the last of the non-combatants leave with
Grae and heaved a bone-weary sigh. Mercy, was she ever so glad that that
chore was done. Early this morning, when she had been faced with a sea of
people, it didn’t seem like they would ever be able to shift everyone over to
Winziane, even with five Pathmakers working nonstop! 


How she’d gotten stuck organizing the whole evacuation was
what she’d like to know. Sure, Darrens had requested that she help with it,
which only made sense as she was the guildmaster to two Pathmakers. But how had
she become the head cook of the whole kitchen? Before she could turn her head,
everyone was coming to her and asking questions, most of which she hadn’t a
clue how to answer. Desperate, she’d drafted Sylvie and Cha Ji An to help her. 


The only way they’d found that worked was dividing Converse
into sections and just clearing out one section at a time. Convincing people to
not pack everything hadn’t been an easy job either, and she must have repeated
herself a thousand times over. Only personal belongings, nothing larger than a
pack and whatever weapons you had. Mothers especially wanted to argue this
point, as it took a lot to take care of children, and it was Cha Ji An who
calmly assured them that supplies and clothing were waiting for them in
Winziane. It was not necessary to take everything. 


More like, it was impossible to take everything. Siobhan had
escorted many a caravan in her time and knew how to adjust to transport one via
path. If, that was, she had ample time to prepare and plan ahead. Amidst this
chaos, she couldn’t begin to sort it out well enough for people to pack wagons
for transportation. It was hard enough just to find enough wagons to load up
people! 


But now they were gone. The streets seemed very empty and
forlorn without them. In fact, it was eerily quiet. This was the first time in
two days that Siobhan could hear herself think. She slowly turned on the balls
of her feet, rotating to look around her. The buildings were still intact,
although there was debris randomly strewn in the streets from the hurried
leave-taking of the people, and at first glance nothing seemed wrong. So why
did it feel like she was in a haunted city? It even smelled abandoned, somehow.



The wind whistled off of the sea and sang its way through
the empty streets in an eerie whine before ruffling her hair, whipping it about
her face for a moment before passing on. An errant chill raced up her spine at
the sensation even though she wasn’t the slightest bit cold. 


“Siobhan.”


She turned and tried to force a smile. “Denney. Are we sure
everyone is out?”


“I just got the last report in. They’re all gone.” Denney
puffed out a breath, looking as tired as Siobhan felt. Normally, the girl took
care to look presentable at least (especially so after developing a crush on
Rune) but right now her hair was thrown up in a messy knot at the back of her head
and it looked like she dressed in the dark; with one hand behind her back. “Now
what?”


Now what, indeed. Siobhan’s guild had been scattered all
over the city with different tasks assigned to them. Wolf, Tran, Markl, and Fei
were specifically over preparing the defense of the walls. Beirly was with the
blacksmiths forging weapons and specialty items of war that Hyun Woo
wanted—like caltrops. Conli of course was setting up a clinic in preparation
for the battle ahead. She, Sylvie, and Denney had been working with Grae and
Rune until they could clear Converse of its citizens. But now that that was
done, what should they do? 


Making a snap decision, she told Denney, “Go find Sylvie.
See if the two of you can help Conli. He’ll probably need every helping hand he
can get.” And those two were used to helping him. They’d know instinctively how
he wanted things done. “I’m going to Darrens, see if he needs help with
anything else.”


Nodding, Denney acknowledged this before moving off at a
tired half-trot. 


Taking in a deep breath, Siobhan tried to tap into an inner
energy well, somewhere, only to find herself running dry. How long had it been
since she’d eaten? Last night? The last thing she remembered putting in her
mouth was some sweet bread Wolf had shoved at her. It was—she turned her head
upwards and squinted at the sun—two o’clock in the afternoon now? Mercy, no
wonder she was running low on energy. 


Change of plans. Food first, then Darrens. 


In this city that prepared for war, finding a place that had
ready-made food available was some trick. Siobhan stumbled across a street
vendor that had apparently chosen to stay and make a killing selling food to
starving people. She paid an outrageous price for a leg of some sort of roasted
fowl and two pieces of flat bread. It all seemed worth it when she took her
first bite of the meat. The man might be a thief in disguise, but he knew how
to cook.


She walked and ate, juggling the bread and meat as she
bobbed and weaved her way around the people. Most of the city might be deserted
now, but the sections close to the walls and the inn that housed Darrens were
filled to the brink. It took considerable skill to not drop anything. 


Finished with the meat, she gave the bone to a dog that she
passed on the street, swallowed the last of the bread, and then braved the inn
door. 


It was like wading into a sea of people. With the tide going
against her. One man even pushed against her so hard that she was knocked out
of the doorway, staggering out back into the street. 


Huffing a breath, she blew a strand of hair out of her eyes.
“Seriously?” Setting her jaw in a determined line, she put her hands together
like a diver would before jumping into water and used her hands to shove people
aside, forcibly carving a path forward. This worked all the way until the
middle of the room when she abruptly realized that she had no idea where
Darrens was in this crowded room. Her frustration rose another notch. Raising
her face to the ceiling, she yelled as loudly as she could, “DARRENS!”


“Back right corner!” he responded, deep voice easily
overshadowing everyone else. 


Back right corner, sure thing…wait, which direction was she
facing? Disoriented for a moment, she did a slow spin until she figured out
where the front door was. Finding her bearings, she struck off in the general
direction of his voice. Halfway there, a pair of gnarled hands reached through
two men and grabbed her shoulder before hauling her abruptly closer. 


Bouncing off a rock-hard chest, she blinked and looked up.
Hyun Woo met her eyes with a benign and amused smile on his face. “Need help,
Siobhan-jia?” he asked kindly. 


“Bless you,” she responded in heartfelt gratitude. 


“Come, I will escort you.” So saying, he put an arm around
her shoulders and acted as trail blazer and protector, shielding her from the
worst of it, until she came to the table that Darrens had commandeered. 


Siobhan put both hands over her stomach and gave Hyun Woo a
proper bow of thanks, which he waved away, still smiling. Then she turned to
Darrens. Her guildmaster had looked better. If he’d managed even an hour’s
sleep the night before, it didn’t show. His dark circles were prominent enough
to show across the room. Sweat dewed his temples and forehead, and the clothes
he had on showed signs of being worn for the past two days at least. Siobhan
would swear that he had aged two decades since she’d seen him last. 


He greeted her with, “Give me good news.”


“The civilians are all evacuated,” she reported promptly.
“Grae is taking the last of them out now.”


Darrens sank into his hands, rubbing at his face with both
palms, and letting out the longest sigh she’d ever heard from him. “Thank all
mercy for that. Anything else?”


“I’ve sent anyone in my guild with free hands to help at
Conli’s clinic. But I’m now available to help if you need me.”


His face lit up in a brief but genuine smile. “I always need
you, Siobhan. In fact, I’m convinced that I’d be lost without you, if you ever
decide to take your guild to a different city. You won’t believe how much I
regret not taking your advice more seriously before. Even if I couldn’t imagine
a war, I should have still listened. You’ve never given me bad counsel.”


This was the most direct apology she had ever heard from
Darrens. Taken slightly aback, Siobhan fumbled for a moment, not sure how to
respond. Finally she just ducked her head and gave him a sorry smile. “I would
have been glad to have been wrong.”


“I know,” he said in a troubled, sad tone. “I know.” Taking
a deep breath, he sat back and regarded her more frankly. “At this moment,
however, I’m not sure what I can ask you to do. The majority of the tasks have
been delegated.”


Hyun Woo cleared his throat and offered, “Perhaps we can ask
Siobhan-jia to lend her formidable leadership skills to the blacksmiths?”


For a split second, Darrens clearly didn’t know what the
other man meant. Then it hit him and his eyes lit up. “Of course! Siobhan, we
do have something of a situation. The blacksmiths are apparently enthralled
with making caltrops. That’s all they want to focus on. But we need more arrows
and spearheads. Can you go speak with them, and with the men in charge of the
walls, and get a good idea of how much is needed? Coordinate between the two of
them. I sent someone already, but he didn’t get the message across.”


Since it was four of her men in charge of the walls, and
Beirly in charge of the smithies, this order made perfect sense to her. “I
will. I’ll head to the walls first.” 


From outside the inn, an alarm sounded, like metal banging
against metal. Then a cry, and another, until someone from the doorway shouted,
“THEY’RE HERE!”


That cold chill she’d felt earlier shot up her spine again.
Siobhan swallowed hard, seeing her unease reflected in Darren’s eyes. 


Only Hyun Woo didn’t share this emotion. Instead, a fierce
smile overtook his face. “Finally, they are here.”













Fei, perched up on top of the watchtower, let out a cry:
“WOLF! THEY’RE COMING!”


Everyone had been waiting for this moment for a full two
days, so none of them could claim to be surprised. Wolf slung the shield from
his back around and onto his left arm with a practiced move before taking his
iron right hand and banging it loudly against the metal, using the shield like
an alarm. It made quite the racket, the sound echoing and carrying for a fair
distance. 


His people, well drilled as they were, recognized the sound
instantly and scrambled up to their positions on the wall. Wolf had to duck
closer to the outer edge and suck in his gut to let them have enough room to
pass him, and even then he was jostled around a bit. 


Within minutes, they were ready, weapons in hand, eyes
peeled intently toward the eastern horizon. 


Fei’s eyesight was once again proven to be as sharp as a
hawk’s as it took several minutes more before Wolf could finally see the army
approaching. Narrowing his eyes, he strained to pick out individuals, trying to
get a headcount. Then he shook his head in disgust. A useless gesture, his eyes
weren’t good enough for that. Giving up, he raised his voice and called to Fei,
“How many?”


Staying on his perch, Fei didn’t look away from the army’s
approach as he called back, “Not sure! About three thousand!”


Oh? The reports they’d gotten estimated five thousand had
hit Goldschmidt. Did they lose that many men in felling the city? Or had they
left a number of people behind? It might be a mix of both. Goldschmidt was the
first city to put up any real fight. Stott and Channel Pass had been hit
without any warning and so hadn’t given any real resistance. 


That made their job easier, certainly, in defending
Converse. Whatever the reason, Wolf wasn’t about to complain. 


Looking to the left and right, he took in the general
expressions and attitude of the people with him. Some of them looked
determined, some of them nervous, but underlying it all was a tremor of fear.
These people had never seen a body of men that large before—not a caravan in
the world came even close to this number. Seeing three thousand men marching
for them, as bloodthirsty as starving wolves, would make even the stoutest
heart shiver. Even Wolf, as seasoned as he was with fighting, found the army’s
approach unnerving. 


Sending a man into a fight who was afraid was the worst
thing a commander could do. Wolf knew this from experience. It was part of the
reason why he was missing a hand. He absolutely could not let this air of
trepidation suffocate them. 


Taking in a breath, he prayed for guidance from any god that
might be listening, then he tried to phrase in his own head what to say. He
hashed through several sentences, wishing absently for either Fei or Markl
(they were better at things like this), but eventually came up with something
that he felt would help. With another deep breath, he opened his mouth and said
as loudly as he could, “MEN OF ROBARGE!”


The whole line atop the wall jerked, their heads snapping
around in surprise to stare at him. Clearly, they hadn’t thought he would say
anything to them. 


“I CALL YOU THAT BECAUSE NO MATTER YOUR GUILD, NO MATTER
YOUR CITY, YOU ARE OF ROBARGE!” He had to take another deep breath to have the
lungpower necessary to keep speaking. “THE ARMY COMING AT US ARE MINDLESS
BEASTS. THEIR WILL IS WEAK. THEY THINK TO PUSH PAST YOU AS EASILY AS THEY HAVE
BEFORE, PLUNDER AND MURDER, AND CARRY OFF WHAT THEY WISH. BUT THEY HAVE NO
POWER HERE!”


Wolf gauged the reaction of his words and found that he was
only half-hitting the mark. So he repeated it, with even more emphasis on the
words. “THEY HAVE NO POWER! THEY DON’T KNOW HOW TO FIGHT. YOU DO. THEY
HAVE NO STRATEGY OR TACTICS. YOU DO. THEY HAVE NO LOYALTY TO EACH OTHER.
YOU DO. YOU ARE EACH OTHER’S ALLIES. DEFEND EACH OTHER, FIGHT FOR EACH
OTHER, AND DO NOT LET THEM PASS!”


A roar went up from the walls, men and women of every age
clanging their weapons against shields, or against the stone wall, making a
raucous sound that was nearly deafening. It was like a wave of sound, a war cry
that spoke only of determination and courage, with not one trace of fear to be
found. 


The army that had been marching with such speed before
faltered, their approach visibly hesitating as pockets of men stopped dead in
their tracks, intimidated by what they saw and heard. 


The men that stood with Wolf saw this reaction and they let
loose another war cry that could rival the first in volume. It unnerved their
enemy so that only half still wanted to advance, and the other half clearly had
second thoughts about this whole venture. 


Wolf had just been trying to rouse the morale of his own
troops so that they had the courage to face the enemy. He hadn’t anticipated
that by doing so he’d scare his enemy. A wolfish smile split his face in two.
He wasn’t about to complain about that either. 


The war cry from the southern side of the city was loud
enough to carry around to the other walls, and from a distance, he could hear
them also shouting a war cry that would curdle a man’s blood. It was an open
challenge to those that marched against them—come and take us, if you can.



From above, Fei leaned forward, almost precariously balanced
on the very edge of the roof, his hand up to shield his eyes from the afternoon
sun. Whatever he saw surprised him, as his head jerked back and he leaned even
further, straining to see better. Wolf watched this behavior in bemusement and
the beginnings of alarm. Just what had the man seen to make him react so? 


Turning in place, Fei waved a hand to catch Wolf’s
attention, then cupped his mouth before yelling to him. Wolf only heard the
tone, but couldn’t decipher the words through all of the shouting going on
around him. Helplessly he shook his head, pointing toward his ear to show he
couldn’t hear anything. 


Frustrated, Fei gave up on this and instead climbed down, as
limber as a monkey. Within two hops and a leap, he had gained the main level of
the wall. Wolf pushed through his people, meeting Fei halfway. “What?” he
asked, still having to raise his voice to make sure that Fei could hear him. 


“They’re not properly armed!” Fei said in disbelief. 


Wolf blinked at him. Surely he hadn’t heard the man right.
“Not properly armed?” The men he had faced in Goldschmidt had been. 


“Most of them don’t have real weapons. They’re carrying
hammers, or hoes, or butcher knives. The few that are armed have weapons so old
or oversized that it makes me think they’re stolen.”


This seemed insane to Wolf, at first. Who went into battle
without a proper weapon to his name? But it made complete sense when he thought
about it. Good weapons were expensive to make and a financial burden to replace
if lost or stolen. The whole reason why Orin had put together this rag-tag army
in the first place was because of a practically destitute economy. Where would
they find the means to arm five thousand people? And even with them looting the
other three cities that they’d taken, the first thing that a man did when under
attack would be to take up his sword, or whatever other weapon he used. So
there would be little chance of gaining weapons through looting. 


Wolf must have been (un?)lucky enough to meet up with the
men that were armed while fighting in Goldschmidt. Or perhaps they sent the
people with true weapons as a vanguard into the city and let everyone else come
in after them. 


He blew out a lungful of air in a steady stream. “Well, that
makes the job of fending them off easier. How long till they reach the walls?”


“I give it minutes.”


“Then let’s get back in place.” Wolf switched the shield to
his right arm, absently locking his thumb in to hold the hand around the
handle. That set, he pulled his sword free and gripped it rhythmically in an
old habit. As he did this, Fei moved back to the watchtower, picking up bow and
a quiver of arrows as he moved. 


Eyeing the army’s approach, Wolf waited on taut nerves, and
slowly raised his sword above his head. “Archers ready!” he boomed out.


The three hundred men under his command instantly notched
arrows and pulled them back, ready to fire into the air. 


Giving it another few seconds for more men to come within
range, Wolf bided his time before giving the command, “LOOSE!”


With twangs and whistles splitting the air, hundreds of
arrows were released all at the same time and came down like black rain to the
unprotected army below them. Not all of the arrows found a target, but a good
majority of them did, and the vanguard suffered a decimating loss before even
reaching the walls. 


Satisfied, Wolf bellowed, “Fire at will!” 


Everyone took him at his word and started firing as quickly
as they could draw and aim. Doing so would eat into their supply of arrows up
here on the wall very quickly, but Wolf didn’t care about that. They had other
plans to play out after their supply of arrows was spent. 


For several minutes, that’s all anyone did, shoot arrows and
watch the enemy fall. Eventually, the back rows of men realized that charging
blindly forward might be a bad strategy after all and they stopped before
retreating several hundred yards, putting enough distance between them and the
walls so that they had little danger of being shot. 


Wolf re-sheathed his sword and leaned against the wall,
watching patiently as the army below milled about, talking amongst themselves.
From what he could see, they didn’t really have any designated leaders among
them. Or if they had, those leaders had fallen in the first wave of arrows. No
one seemed quite sure of what to do or who to take orders from. Really, how had
these people managed to destroy three whole cities? Was it just surprise and
sheer numbers that let them get this far? 


Eventually someone hit upon the bright idea of trying a
different section of the wall in hopes that it would be less fortified there.
This idea quickly spread like wildfire and people started marching around
toward the north-easterly section of Converse. Wolf shook his head in pity.
Actually, the southern side was less protected because of the trap they’d laid.
Going around to the other side would quickly decimate their ranks if they
stayed over there long. 


Hyun Woo had been of the opinion that putting the trap near
the largest breech in the wall might be a useless gesture on their part. They’d
had so much advance notice, and made good enough preparations, that the army
might not ever be able to get close enough to the walls to do anything
productive. It depended on how many stayed in Goldschmidt and how many chose to
march against Converse. Going through all of the trouble (and later expense) of
laying the trap might be redundant on their part. Right now, watching the army
troop over to the more deadly side of the city, Wolf was inclined to think his
mentor might be right. 


Turning to his right, he said to the men nearest him, “While
they’re gone, rest. We’ll be ready to reinforce the northern defenders if we
need to, but rest while you can.” Getting nods of confirmation, he turned to
his left and repeated the order, making sure that it traveled down the line. 


“Wolf-dog.”


Rune? Wolf’s head snapped around so quickly that a few bones
popped. “Kiō! Stop popping out of nowhere. You’re like to give a man heart
failure.”


The kid had the gall to grin at him, as if he’d find that
entertaining. “Some men are sneaking along the wall.”


What?! Wolf scrambled forward, pushing people aside so that
he could put his chest flat against the stone and lean over, angling himself so
that he could see the ground right next to the wall’s base. Sure enough, Rune
was right. There were a good three dozen or so men sticking close to the wall
so that they could sneak past. 


“How’d you see them?” Wolf asked almost rhetorically. Even
Fei, up on his perch, hadn’t. 


“Didn’t,” Rune denied with a small shake of the head. “Heard
‘em.”


“You’ve got the ears of a cat, kiō.” 


Rune accepted this praise as his due and joined Wolf at the
wall, also peering over the edge. “What do we do with ‘em?”


Good question. Wolf tilted his head to indicate he’d heard
the question, but didn’t respond as he thought it over. A few dozen men
couldn’t do much damage to them either way but he was loath to let them inside
the walls without at least trying to stop them. 


“Let ‘em spring the trap?” Rune asked, tone doubtful. 


Wolf immediately shook his head. “No, the trap is meant for
a larger force. Shame to waste it on just these few. Run to the archers and
tell them to fire at will. Keep them from getting inside.”


Pointing a finger at his own nose, Rune asked plaintively,
“I can’t go play?”


He gave the boy a repressive look. “Even you’d have a hard
time fighting off three dozen men on your own, kiō.” 


“Spoilsport.” Resigned, the former assassin turned and
jogged off, the fastest pace he could manage in these crowded conditions.


Wolf watched him go with a slight frown wrinkling his brow.
The kid didn’t really think he could handle that many opponents at once, did
he? Granted, they weren’t properly armed or trained, but still…. Shrugging this
off, he went back to staring over the wall. How had they managed to creep in
this close without anyone noticing? That really worried him. 


“Fei!”


“What?”


He pointed a finger down toward the ground in an exaggerated
motion. 


Cocking his head in puzzlement, Fei leaned further out, his
torso nearly horizontal to the ground. When he saw what Wolf was gesturing to,
he started swearing long and creatively. Wolf just grinned at him, no longer
worried about anyone sneaking past. Fei’s pride wouldn’t allow him to make the
same mistake twice. 


Assured that Fei would now keep a proper watch, he turned
and went to the other side of the wall, moving closer to their trap so that he
could ensure that nothing went wrong over there. People good naturedly shifted
so that he could have room to lean up against the wall and look out. 


Rune, in spite of what he said, had gone back down to ground
level and was fighting anyone stupid enough to climb through the breach. Even
as he watched, the boy took down one man with a sharp kick to the face before
spinning in the air like a dancer and landing another kick to back of a man’s
skull. Watching Rune fight, he could honestly believe that the boy didn’t have
to obey the rules of gravity. 


The man on Wolf’s right pointed a finger and jutted his chin
toward the ground. “He need help?”


“Naw,” Wolf assured him…what was the man’s name again?
Asher? “Boy’s fine.”


Asher let out a low whistle. “Never seen a man that can
fight like that. Where he from?”


“Sateren.”


“In Wynngaard?”


“Yup.”


Asher nodded sagely, as if that answered everything. “How
many trying to get into that breach?”


“About three dozen,” Wolf answered, only to pause and
recount. “Well, there’s probably two dozen left now.” Rune and the archers had
quite efficiently whittled that number down. 


“That’s not enough to spring the trap for,” Asher said
slowly with a frown.


“We won’t,” Wolf assured him absently. Turning, he looked
toward the north-easterly section of the city. “Unless the army turns around
and comes back our direction, we won’t need to use it.” 


In a way, Wolf hoped they wouldn’t need it. He hoped that
instead, the army would wear themselves out trying to get into the walls, and
it wouldn’t come down to their desperate plan. 













Siobhan somehow got drafted into a
supply coordinator. She went from one end of the city to the other, talking to
the commanders of each section and getting an estimate of how many arrows,
spears, and caltrops they needed. Then she would hoof it back to the
blacksmiths scattered all over town, relaying the message. Before the end of
the day, she was footsore and had quite the sunburn across her nose. She was
morosely aware that the main reason she had been volunteered for this by
Darrens and Hyun Woo was because it was her enforcers that were commanders and
Beirly was the man in charge of the smithies. She was automatically the person
that everyone would listen to, so thereby had the job by default. 


Ducking through the door of the
smithy, she blinked and paused to let her eyes adjust to the dimmer lighting.
When she could see properly again, she searched out Beirly, finding him bent
over an anvil and hammering something, sparks flying. “Beirly!”


He struck once more before his
head come up. “Shi! Got orders for us?”


“I need,” she pulled out the scrap
of paper with her notes on it from her belt pouch before rattling off, “Five
hundred arrows, one hundred spears, and as many caltrops as you can turn out.
They said they could easily use a thousand of them but weren’t sure how much
time it takes to make them.”


“Time-wise, we can turn out one
every five minutes or so,” he answered, pulling off his gloves before
approaching her. He held out his hand for the list, which she gave over. “It’s
material we’re lacking. Not sure if I can make that many with the ore we have
on hand.”


That would be a problem. It was
something they hadn’t thought to ask Winziane for and now that the army was
literally pounding on their walls, they had no way to even get it here. At
least, not in time to do any good. “Do what you can.”


“Will do,” he responded with a
sloppy salute. “But what’s it like out there? We’re only hearing bits and
snatches in here.”


“Well, they tried attacking the
southern wall first, which is Wolf and Fei’s section.”


Beirly shook his head in pity. “Those
poor fools. Didn’t get far, I bet.”


“You’d win that bet. Anyway, they
retreated and went around to the other side and attacked the northern section.”


Cocking his head, Beirly said
slowly, “Isn’t Markl and Ryu Jin Ho in charge there?”


“Sure are. While I was up there on
the wall with them, things were getting heated.” Markl had been nervous about
her being up there, too, but she’d stayed well out of the way to avoid getting
hit by all the arrows flying about. “They were retreating from that section when
I left. Ryu Jin Ho says that from the way they were reacting, it seems they’re
dispirited. They’re not making the same sort of headway here that they have the
previous three cities.”


“True,” Beirly agreed with a sage
nod. “The other times they attacked, it was a quick and easy victory for them.
So does he think they’ll give up?”


“He gives it fifty-fifty odds.”
Siobhan personally hoped they did. As soon as they had Converse secure, they
could go and reclaim Goldschmidt. “But whether they leave or not, we’ll need
everything I just ordered. It’ll come in handy when we march for Goldschmidt if
nothing else.” 


“Roger that.” Clapping his hands
loudly, he called back toward the other smiths working, “We have orders to
fill!”


She waved him on and retreated
back outside, heading for the opposite end of the city, which was the southern
wall. Siobhan wanted to know if the army really had given up or had simply
retreated for now. While she was heading that direction, though, she had every
intention of stopping in at the clinic and checking on Conli, Sylvie, and
Denney. Last she’d seen, Conli had drafted both of them to help. Even though
the walls hadn’t been breached, he was still getting a steady stream of
patients coming in. 


When Conli had been tasked with
creating a clinic, he had wisely chosen a location toward the center of the
city so that everyone could reach him fairly quickly. There were two inns
designated as hospitals, Conli in charge of one, and a physician named Landgrave
in charge of the other. As Siobhan stepped onto the porch, she saw that both
inns had the front doors wide open and people were sitting on the cots
scattered around inside, waiting to be treated. 


They had a line already?


Disturbed, she went inside, looking
for her people. In this sea of brunettes, Conli and Denney stood out and
Siobhan spotted them easily. They were in the far back of the main room,
gathering up supplies in a basket, Conli giving out instructions to his niece
in a calm tone. Sylvie was a little harder to find, at least she was until she
stood up. Catching her eye, Siobhan waved her over, not wanting to try to
navigate this labyrinth of cots and injured people. With the way she felt right
now, her balance was questionable, and she’d surely trip over something. 


Sylvie, of course, had no problem
weaving her way through all of the mess. She even looked graceful doing it.
(Siobhan was going to figure out how she pulled that trick off one of these
days.) 


“Siobhan,” she greeted in relief.
“Finally, someone that can give us an idea of what’s truly going on. We’re
getting pieces of it here. What’s happening?”


Repeating what she had told
Beirly, Siobhan told her everything she knew, ending with, “I’m heading to Wolf
and Fei’s section next. My news is about a half hour out of date right now and
I’m not sure what’s happened since I left the northern section.”


“So, Markl…?” Sylvie asked in
concern. 


“Fine,” she assured her. “Just
fine. He’s staying properly behind a shield while giving orders.”


Sylvie’s eyes fluttered shut in a
gesture of relief. “Thank mercy.” 


“But I’m surprised by how many
wounded are in here.” Siobhan looked around in dismay. If it was like this
already, what happened if that army really did manage to breach the walls?
Granted, that didn’t look likely at this point, but the possibility was still
there. 


“Most of them have been shot, a
few burns from the smithies where they pushed themselves too hard, and a few
from heatstroke.”


Heatstroke? Well, granted, it was
a warm day and if someone was working in front of a roaring fire all day, it
would be easy to overheat. “Nothing serious, I hope?”


“Nothing critical, anyway. We’ve
been able to treat and bandage all of it. Conli’s only had to do surgery twice,
to get a barbed arrow out.”


Siobhan winced at the thought.
Barbed arrows were nasty. “Well, pace yourselves. Make sure to take a break and
eat. The army might have retreated for good, or maybe just for tonight, but
either way, you should be able to rest for at least a few hours.” 


“I’ll pass it along,” Sylvie
promised. 


Satisfied that things were going
well enough here, she waved at the other two in the back, who returned the
gesture, before she went back out. Siobhan knew that she wouldn’t rest well
until she knew for certain what was happening outside the walls. Despite the
fact that she was beyond tired and footsore, she picked up her pace a little. 


When she reached the southern
wall’s main stairs, it was relatively quiet up top. Oh, people were talking,
and there was runners going back and forth, but it wasn’t nearly the bedlam of
activity that she associated with fighting. Had the army not come this
direction, then? Hope rising in her chest, she put more strength into her legs,
climbing up with as much speed as she could muster. When she reached the top,
she pushed through and leaned her torso against the stone, looking out. 


The army had indeed retreated away
from the walls, but only as far as they needed to in order to stay out of range
of the archers. They were milling about, talking with each other, although of
course she couldn’t hear a word from this distance. Siobhan waited for several
minutes, breath caught in her throat, waiting to see what they would do. 


“They aren’t leaving,” Fei said
from behind her.


Jumping, she snapped around to
find him right next to her, his eyes trained on the army as well. “Fei! Warn a
woman. I nearly had heart failure.”


His grin was fleeting but
mischievous and she knew he’d done that on purpose just to tease her. Normally
she’d get revenge, but at this moment seeing him relaxed enough to joke
actually put her at ease. 


Forgiving him just this once, she
jerked a thumb at the army. “You’re sure they’re not leaving?”


“They’ve been acting like that for
a good twenty minutes now. If they were going to abandon Converse, they’d have
done it by now.” His eyes narrowed into a thoughtful frown. “I don’t think the
army has a commander, as such, but someone over there is certainly giving them
directions. They don’t move with quick precision, like a trained soldier would,
but they do move altogether. It just takes a while to get them to change their
course.”


Well, he would know the
difference, as he had been trained by some of the best. Siobhan trusted his
opinion on this. “So what do you think they’ll do?”


“Stay the night, try again in the
morning. Their morale is low right now after two failed attempts. Also, the
light is failing. They don’t have time to try a third attempt today.”


Not quite the answer that she had
hoped for, but better than the alternative. Everyone was beyond tired today and
at their limits. It would be best to have at least a night of rest before they
went back to fighting the next day. “So what happens now?”


“We don’t think they’ll try
anything else today.” Fei inclined his head to the left. “Wolf-ren is setting
up a night guard now, so that we can rotate watches and have a chance to rest.”



“Should I send up food or blankets
or anything?”


“Someone else is already doing
that for us.” Fei gave her a study from head to toe before adding, “And you look
as tired as we do. I think you should go back and rest first.”


She really couldn’t argue against
that. “I need to report back to Darrens, but I’ll do that. See you both back at
the inn, then?”


He nodded in affirmation. “As soon
as we’re done here. Hopefully, the fools will rest tonight and wait until the
morning to attack.”


“I second that.” 


ӜӜӜ


Her quick report to Darrens turned
out to be anything but quick. Darrens had his own sources of news for what was
happening, so by the time she made it to headquarters, he already knew and in
far more detail than she did. He only asked her questions about weapons
supplies before pointing her to a chair.


All of the major commanders of
Converse had been summoned to him, Wolf and Fei arriving minutes after she did.
Darrens directed people to sit with the simple direction of one finger pointing
to available chairs around the large table he had designated as his temporary
desk. Hyun Woo already sat at his side, as well as Ryu Jin Ho, Markl, and
Tran.  


Once everyone was seated, Darrens
cleared his throat to get their full attention. “Alright, I’ve been getting
field reports throughout the day, so I more or less know what happened. What I
want answered is this: how well are our plans holding up?”


“Well,” Hyun Woo assured him with
quiet confidence. “We have not needed to implement even half of what we have
planned.”


Darrens looked relieved at this
response. “So what plan do we have for tomorrow?”


Hyun Woo did not immediately reply
but instead looked at his students, waiting for them to answer. 


Wolf glanced back and forth
between Tran and Markl before offering, “We didn’t use our trap at all today.
We didn’t get enough people drawn into it to warrant springing it, so I held
off.” 


“And I didn’t lead my team in from
the coast because of that,” Tran added with a sour expression. The way his eyes
cut to Wolf suggested he was not happy to have stood in standby mode all day. 


“I think tomorrow we should try to
draw them into the trap.” Fei steepled his fingers in front of his face, eyes
on the maps strewn across the table. “We do not wish to simply fight them to a
standstill here, but to squash them utterly. If we do not, we will have to
fight a similar battle in the future.”


“Wars of attrition are to be
avoided at all costs,” Hyun Woo agreed. 


Siobhan watched this conversation
play out and could tell that even though there was no smile on Hyun Woo’s face,
internally the man was beaming. His students had learned well, and were
obviously learning more as they put what they had learned to use into actual
combat. 


Markl lifted a finger, calling
attention to himself. “So tomorrow, I need to make it absolutely impossible for
them to come anywhere near the northern section of the city? Drive them south,
toward the trap?”


Wolf grunted agreement. “It’d be
easy to do if we layered that section with all the caltrops and left my side
clear of them.” 


“Precisely so.” Hyun Woo turned to
her and said, “If you will, Siobhan-jia.”


“I’ll pass word to the blacksmiths
to send all of the caltrops to the northern section,” she responded, making a
mental note to do so after this meeting. 


“Very good.” Addressing the table
at large, Hyun Woo asked, “Have we learned anything today?”


“There is no training, no ranks or
chain of command that we can see.” Markl rubbed at his chin, looking beyond
tired with dark circles under his eyes. “But from the way they move in a group,
someone out there is giving them direction. Poorly executed, but the signs of
it are still there.”


“I agree,” Fei put in. 


“What I want ta know,” Rune said
slowly, “is why we only had about two thousand show up here. Ryu Jin Ho-zhi,
didn’t ya say that the army had to be about five thousand strong?”


“I did, yes.”


“Then where’s the rest?” Rune
wondered aloud, his tone half-rhetorical. “Still looting Goldschmidt? I didn’t
think we’d killed that many defending the place.”


“We didn’t.” Wolf’s cheeks puffed
out as he blew out a steady stream of air. “It’s a good question. I’m guessing
they’re still in Goldschmidt. Two days isn’t enough to ransack a city of that
size.”


“So there’s enough organization to
split the army in half, sending some ahead to deal with Converse.” Ryu Jin Ho
seemed struck by this idea. “If our guess is right.” 


A determined expression crossed
over Rune’s face. “I think someone should go to Goldschmidt and take a look.”


“No!” at least four people burst
out all at once. 


Rune’s head jerked back in
surprise, twisting to look at everyone that had protested. “Why not? A bit of
skulking is called for right now.”


“No,” Siobhan told him firmly.
“It’s far too dangerous. Besides, how could you possibly sneak into that city?
It’s flat land all around it, people can see you coming for miles. No traffic
is going in or out, you can’t just blend in with a group to make it through the
gates. And if that rabble has any sense, the gates are probably closed anyway.”


Rune snorted. Apparently, to an
ex-assassin, none of that mattered. 


“Rune,” Wolf drawled in a warning
tone. “Don’t even think about it.”


Those clear blue eyes rolled
expressively. “I’ll be fine.”


Clearly, none of their words were
making any headway. Thinking fast, Siobhan came up with the one thing that
would deter him. “Alright.” Everyone made wordless sounds of protest, but she
ignored them, instead matching Rune’s gaze. He looked happy, getting her
permission. “But under one condition.”


Thinking he’d gotten his way, he
waved her on. “Sure. What?”


“You have to convince Denney
first.”


His jaw dropped and he looked at
her in open dismay. Siobhan would lay odds that he had no intention of telling
Denney anything until he had gone and come back, as the girl would be less than
thrilled about him going into an enemy city all by his lonesome. They both knew
that she would never agree to such a thing. 


Knowing it was impossible, Rune whined,
“Siobhan!”


She smiled at him sweetly.
“Convince Denney and you can go.”


His mouth moved, trying to come up
with an argument and failing. It made him look like a beached fish. Finally
admitting defeat, he slouched back into his chair and refused to look at anyone.



Siobhan bit back a smile. It was
so obvious in this moment that Rune was sweet on Denney that everyone at the
table could read him like an open book. At this rate, she’d win the bet she had
with Wolf. Acting as if nothing unusual had happened, she asked Hyun Woo, “So
is there anything further to discuss?”


Hyun Woo’s eyes were dancing with
unvoiced laughter as he responded, “No, I do not believe so. My students have
come up with a valid plan for tomorrow. The question of where the other part of
the army is can be addressed after we have won the battle here, I think.”


“Fine by me,” Darrens agreed. He had to rub a smile off his
lips before he could continue in an admirably serious fashion. “Commanders, I
think you know what to do. I’ll leave you to it. Keep me abreast of events like
you did today, please. And find time to rest. I need you awake and clear headed
tomorrow. Any other questions or concerns? No? Good, dismissed.” 
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Late that morning, it happened. Wolf had just been getting
ready to sit down to a hastily made breakfast when Fei called down, “They’re
coming!”


Wolf eyed the plate of food in his hands, which could only
be described as ‘lukewarm’ and called back, “How much time do I have?”


“Two minutes!” Fei responded, openly laughing. “Eat fast!”


Taking this advice to heart, he wolfed down the food without
any embarrassment for his bad manners. After all, a man shouldn’t fight on an
empty stomach. It was common sense. 


The men around him took their cue from him and also quickly
ate before tossing the empty plates into the wooden crate their kind cook held
out for them. Wolf put his in as well with a nod of thanks, wiping his mouth
with the back of his hand before taking up his position. Leaning over, he
looked toward the horizon and the rising sun. Sure enough, here they came. Markl
had done his job well in driving them back toward the south. 


The enemy had no equipment with them, no supplies, so they had
faced one of two options last night: either get into the city or retreat to
Goldschmidt. Of course, that meant marching back in the dark, and then
returning to Converse again in the morning. It wasn’t a trip that Wolf would
prefer to do, but it would beat sleeping on cold ground without any dinner or
breakfast. They, however had chosen to stay last night and sleep out in the
open. Wolf, for one, did not think they would be as feisty today because of it.



He had about a minute before they reached the walls. Taking
that minute, he went to the other side and checked on the trap. 


Ryu Jin Ho had actually been the one to design this, in
spite of it being initially Hyun Woo’s idea. In the two days they’d been given
to work, a crew of men had destroyed every building within hundred feet of the
breach, clearing the area in a large circle so that a force had enough space to
enter in. Around the edges of this circle was all of the lumber and kindling
created from those destroyed buildings. It was like a huge fire ring, obvious
from on top of the wall, but not so obvious to the men down below until they
stood in the middle of it. 


Wolf had been of two minds setting up a trap inside of the
walls. It seemed folly to let the enemy in, when it would be so much better to
keep them out entirely. But doing it this way, they would stand no chance of
advancing further. 


Turning back, he looked outside again. The enemy had arrived
while he wasn’t watching, but they didn’t immediately try to scale the walls
again. They had apparently learned from their previous mistakes. Instead, they
scattered this direction and that, obviously looking for a weakness they could
use. 


A cry went up from down below, and then another man
answered, and like a wave, the army went for the breach. Wolf smiled grimly.
So, Hyun Woo’s ploy had worked. Unstrapping his shield from his back, he swung
it around (carefully, to avoid hitting his allies with it) and locked it onto
his right hand. That settled, he drew his sword and strode to the other side,
in clear view of the archers. He raised his sword high in a pre-arranged
signal, and he could hear the archers as they readied to fire. 


The first dozen or so men came through the breach and cried
out in excitement, sure that they had found an easy way in. Wolf held his
breath and waited. Not yet. He couldn’t light the ring on fire yet. He needed
more than this inside, or the whole trap was wasted. 


More clambered inside. Wolf watched them through narrowed
eyes and said, “Rune.”


The boy appeared at his side like magic. “What?”


“Signal Tran.”


“Right.” Rune disappeared between two other men and was gone
in a flash.


If Tran was to be of any use, Wolf had to get him here at
the right time, which meant giving him a good twenty minutes to get here. This
seemed like the right time to call him. If he had learned anything from Hyun
Woo, it was that timing was everything in a battle. 


Four dozen were now inside, with more pouring inside at an
increasing rate. Wolf counted to five in his head, judged it enough, and
lowered his sword with a fast, chopping motion, slicing air.  


A dozen flaming arrows launched into the air, arcing into
the sky briefly before falling on the piled lumber. In this dry heat, and with
the oil they’d splashed on earlier, the ring caught fire instantly. Some of the
enemy soldiers had been about to scale it, but when they saw the fire, they
quickly backed away before they could get burned. 


“FIRE AT WILL!” Wolf commanded. 


The archers weren’t really waiting for this order, but were
already firing as fast as they could aim, and the sky quickly became peppered
with arrows. 


Asher bumped him with an elbow and jerked his chin toward
the ring. “Ain’t that your boy down there?”


Wolf followed where he had indicated and then swore aloud
when he realized the man was right. Rune had somehow gotten down there and was
already fighting. Did he have no patience? Tran was a bad influence on him.
That was completely something he would have done. Growling, he waved his sword
to catch Fei’s attention and then yelled, “You’re in charge! I’m going down!”


Fei acknowledged this with a general salute before
scampering off his perch. 


Satisfied that things would be taken care of up on top, Wolf
headed for the stairs with a fast stride. He couldn’t let the kid have all the
fun, now could he? 


Wolf hopped the last three stairs to the ground and joined
Rune. The boy was already a whirlwind, fighting multiple opponents at once. His
feet were flying out, catching people in their midriffs, knocking them into
each other. Then he caught one man’s arm and locked him against his side, using
him as a shield as he broke another’s jaw.  


Seeing how he dealt with multiple enemies at once, Wolf now
suspected that if he had turned Rune loose earlier against that three dozen,
the boy might have well been able to handle it on his own. Laughing
boisterously at the absurdity of the thought, he waded in, using his shield
like a battering ram to get to Rune’s back. He broke heads and arms with that
tactic, doing as much damage with shield as he was with his sword. 


Rune did a flying run toward one group, lifting up to kick
two men at once, before rolling to the ground and back on his feet in a smooth
move. Or it would have been smooth if he hadn’t impacted against Wolf’s back in
the process. 


“Wolf-dog, you’re cramping my area!” he complained. 


“Sorry, sorry,” Wolf drawled. “But it’s hard to keep proper
distance between us with you dancing all around like that.”


“It’s these close quarters,” Rune admitted with a sour face.
They had trained in an open field, so fighting in city streets was forcing them
to adapt on the fly, and while they could do that, it would take adjustments on
both sides. “You can go play somewhere else?”


Wolf snorted, not about to take that suggestion, as Siobhan
would skin him if something happened to her boy. The boy had every right to be
confident in his skills, but on the battlefield, anything could happen.
Actually, the thing a man least wanted to happen usually did with terrifying frequency.
No, better to hear Rune complain than to leave him on his own. 


Ducking low, he used the shield like a cook would a platter,
scooping up one man off his feet completely before throwing him at a knot of
men, forcing them to scatter. He liked it better that way. Hard to block four
people at once, after all. 


Someone had the bright idea of picking up a burning piece of
wood, using it like a fiery cudgel to attack with. Wolf admired the tactic even
as he cursed the man for thinking of it. His own people shied away from this
impromptu weapon as they had no desire to be burned and a sword would do little
to protect them from flying embers. Seeing the problem, Wolf called, “CLEAR!
GET CLEAR!” and waded forward. He was one of the few shield users in the whole
city, and with his iron right hand, he could deal with the fire better than
anyone else. 


In this din of noise where people were yelling, metal
ringing, and the cackle of the fire around them, it took a minute for his words
to penetrate. But people felt his presence as he pushed past him, realized his
intent, and scrambled to get out of the way. 


The fire-wielder kept swinging his cudgel back and forth,
back and forth like an arc in front of him. A wild grin was stretched across
his face as he did this, no doubt thinking that he had found the perfect tactic
to keep himself from harm. A discarded sledgehammer lay at his feet. Wolf
glanced at it. Was that his former weapon? In the right hands, it would have
been effective. But this man didn’t have the upper body muscle to wield it.
He’d have tired quickly of just carrying it, much less fighting with it. No
wonder he’d changed to something else. 


With Wolf’s approach, the first sign of doubt flickered
across his face. Wolf had seen this reaction several times and knew the source
of it. He was a good head taller than most men, after all. His sheer size intimidated
people. Put a two foot shield in front of him and a five foot broadsword in his
hand, and that intimidation quadrupled. 


The man’s grip on his burning cudgel tightened to the point
his knuckles turned white. He shifted his feet into a wider stance, too, as if
preparing to leap forward. “You’ll burn,” he gritted between clenched teeth,
eyes fierce. “You’ll burn!”


Does he mean, no matter how big I am, even I’ll burn?
Wolf wondered. Well, he was right. Being larger didn’t make a man fireproof.
But that false confidence was going to lead to his downfall. Shaking his head
in pity for the fool, Wolf strode in, knocking the burning wood to the side
with a negligent flick of his shield. 


The man clung to it when he should have let go, and Wolf
took advantage of that two second hesitation to ram the flat of his sword
against his opponent’s temple. Eyes rolling up in the back of his head, he sank
to his knees before falling sideways. Out of the goodness of his heart, Wolf
used a foot to roll him forward, away from the burning line, so that the man
wouldn’t catch fire accidentally. 


Unfortunately, the limited success of the burning cudgels
caught on, and other people started picking them up and using them. It scared
people, made them nervous, and they backed away when they shouldn’t have.
Seeing the problem, Wolf threw back his head and boomed out, “ARCHERS! FIRE!”


Several of the better archers took the gamble of possibly
hitting an ally and fired at the enemy. Wolf could only pray that no one was
accidentally hit before he targeted the next fire-wielder and went for them. 


It was an endless cycle of finding an opponent, defeating
him, and looking around for another one. Rune was one of the few down here that
didn’t find the fire-cudgels something to be nervous of, and he went for them
with the same gusto that Wolf did, despite being a hand-to-hand fighter. It
made Wolf think that he’d fought something similar before. 


With his focus so narrow, it took a moment to realize that
he was basically out of people to fight. The area was littered with bodies but
only his men were still standing. Turning, he looked around for a face he knew.
“Boren!”


The man was down on the ground, kneeling next to a fallen
comrade, but at this hail he twisted about and looked up. “What?”


“Take care of the wounded. Make sure they get to the
clinic.”


Boren gave him a very casual salute before turning back to
what he had been doing. 


Satisfied that was settled, Wolf strode for the breach,
where Rune was already waiting. 


Before Wolf could even get his head through the hole to see
for himself, Rune announced, “Tran’s here. Actually, from the looks of it, he’s
been here.”


“Did the plan work, then?” Wolf ducked his head enough to
peer through the hole. ‘Tunnel’ might be a more accurate way to say it. The
wall was ten feet thick, after all, so while the hole went all the way through,
it made more of a tunnel. Seeing through the semi-darkness to the outside was a
real trick. 


“Looks that way.” Rune also looked toward the outside,
although with him being shorter, he didn’t have to duck to do it. 


Wolf felt a sense of grim satisfaction. Part of the reason
for the trap to begin with was to lure people into a particular area that they
could make into a fatal funnel. If they could force their enemy into a narrow
spot, then it wouldn’t matter how outnumbered they were. With Wolf’s people on
one side, and Tran’s five hundred on the outside of the wall, they were
literally between a rock and a hard place. 


Finding it impossible to get a good assessment of what the
outside of the wall looked like, Wolf backed up three feet and called to the
top, “What’s it look like outside?”


Someone he recognized, but couldn’t name, popped his head
over the side to respond, “Not much left fighting! The smart ones scattered and
are running for Goldschmidt!”


Perfect. So the plan really had worked. Wolf let out a long,
relieved breath. 


In that case, the fighting was done. Sheathing his sword, he
used his free hand to gesture in a broad circle. “Let’s gather up our wounded!
Rune, you’re in charge of prisoners.”


This battle was won. 













Aside from tying on a bandage, Siobhan had no medical
training whatsoever, but even her hands were drafted to help. Conli had
prepared for the worst, and that’s almost what he got. Even with all of the
help that he drafted, he still couldn’t quite handle the influx of patients
that came in. Siobhan did her best to help by tying on bandages when he
directed, moving patients that could walk outside and into a different building
so that they could rest on cots, and sometimes she just went hunting for
supplies as they ran short. 


She was so busy coming and going that if she had run into
herself, Siobhan wouldn’t have been surprised. Denney and Sylvie seemed to be
in the same state, as they were pulled this way and the other, answering the
demands of the people around them. 


“Make room!” a very familiar voice boomed out over the din
inside the clinic. 


Siobhan looked up sharply and found Tran coming through the
doorway, an injured man curled up in his arms, forehead obviously bleeding.
Dropping everything, she weaved her way to him, directing as she did so, “Tran,
this way. There’s an empty bed this way.”


Hearing her, he turned and followed the direction of her
pointing finger, gently easing the man onto the cot. Grabbing a clean cloth,
she put it to the bleeding temple and added pressure. “Any other injuries?”


“I think a busted rib or two. He took a hard hit to the side
with a hammer.”


Wincing, she turned and called to Conli, “Head wound and
possible broken ribs!”


“Blue ribbon!” he called back, not looking up from the man
he was working on. 


Siobhan dug a blue ribbon from her pocket and tied it around
the man’s left shoe. 


Tran pointed toward it and asked in confusion, “What’s that
mean?”


“About…” she looked out the window, found that the sky was
darkening, and blinked. “Is the day gone?”


“Yes.”


Oh. When had that happened? Wait, had she spent the entire
afternoon here? Shaking the thought off, she went back to answering his
question. “Some hours ago, when the wounded flooded in, we realized we didn’t
have a good system for deciding who needed to be treated first. So we came up with
one. Red ribbons means its life threatening, blue ribbons means it could
possibly be serious but they can wait up to an hour, yellow ribbons are for
minor injuries that Denney or Sylvie can handle.” 


He gave a judicious nod of approval. “Smart.”


Siobhan wasn’t interested in any of that. Now that she had
someone that she knew had been fighting on the front lines, she wanted
information. “How goes it out there?”


Tran blinked in surprise. “You haven’t heard? We won.”


“We won?” she repeated in delight, hope welling up in her.
“Are you sure?”


“The whole army, what’s left of it, has retreated back to
Goldschmidt.” Tran grinned at her, a flash of white in his dark skin. “Battle’s
been over a good twenty minutes. I’m surprised you haven’t heard by now.”


“People are too focused getting the injured in here, they
don’t stop and talk.” And the only ones that were left that could tell her came
in unconscious. “Do you know about the others?” she pressed. “Wolf, Rune,
Markl, Fei?”


“Wolf, Rune, and Fei are fine,” Tran assured her. “I saw
them while bringing this man in. Markl’s on the other side of the city, so I’m
not sure about him.”


The fact that Siobhan hadn’t seen him being carried into the
clinic yet gave her hope that Markl was also fine.  


Tran pushed back up to his feet. “There’s more coming. I
need to help bring them.”


“Go,” she encouraged, shooing him off with one hand. “And if
you find out about Markl, tell me.”


Tapping his heart twice in acknowledgement, he turned and
moved off at a half-trot, which was impressive in these cramped quarters. 


Conli came around and knelt down to the bed next to her,
where a red-ribboned patient was groaning. With quick, efficient movements he
started assessing the damage even as he asked her, “What did Tran say?”


“That the battle is won. The army has retreated to
Goldschmidt.”


He was surprised enough to actually stop and look up for a
moment. “Truly?”


Siobhan nodded happily. “He also said that Wolf, Rune, and
Fei are not injured. He saw them while bringing in this man.”


“And Markl?”


“He didn’t know. Markl’s on the other side of the city.”


Denney must have been close enough to hear, despite being a
good ten beds away, as she asked, “Did you say Rune is fine?”


“Yes!” Siobhan raised her voice enough to make sure Denney
could hear her. “And we won! The army has retreated!”


Despite being injured, and in serious pain, the injured men
in the room gave a quiet roar of approval. Some of them even pumped victorious
fists into the air. Too happy to contain it, Siobhan laughed outright. “You did
well, everyone! Your efforts were not wasted.”


A second roar answered her, this one louder than the last.
Even the man under her hands woke up because of it, although his eyes wouldn’t
focus. “Wha?” he slurred out. “What’s going on?”


She repeated what she knew to him and he gave a contented
sigh. “That’s good,” he said, eyes closing again. “That’s good.” 


‘Good’ seemed a gross understatement to her. If she weren’t
completely worn out, Siobhan would have been dancing a jig about now. 


“Siobhan-ajie.”


She turned sharply on her heels, finding Fei standing just
inside the doorway. She gave him a quick scan from head to foot and didn’t see
any signs of obvious injury. Right, Tran had said he wasn’t hurt. “What is it,
Fei?”


“Darrens-zhi is calling for you.” 


“Darrens?” she repeated, half-puzzled with this summoning
and half-worried. Darrens never called her just to pass the time of day. She
only saw the man when either an emergency was on their hands or there was money
involved. Usually both. Both hands against her knees, she pushed herself to her
feet and weaved in and around the cots, heading for him. “Is he still holding
court in that inn?”


“No,” Fei denied with a small shake of the head. “Come, I’ll
lead you to him.”


There were so many outside the door trying to get in that
Siobhan was rebuffed in her first attempt to exit. In fact, she was sent
staggering back a pace. Fei had to come back in for her, put an arm around her
shoulders, and use bodily force to get her free of the clinic. She could see
from the tightness around his eyes that he found the total of injured unnerving
and sought to reassure him, “Most of these men aren’t ours. The ones still
waiting out here are the enemy. All of ours fit in the two clinics that Conli
prepared with the other doctors.”


The worry in his face eased. “That’s good.”


Hoping Fei knew more than he was saying (he usually did) she
asked, “Why is Darrens calling for me?”


“He found two men that were the leaders and is questioning
them. He said he wants you to hear what they say.”


That answered the question, certainly, but brought up whole
new ones. “He wants me to hear it because…?”


“You are the last one to be in Orin. You know more of what
is happening there than he does, and is better prepared to sort truth from
lies.”


“Ah.” Got it. 


The streets were lined on either side with the wounded, none
of it life-threateningly serious although at first glance it might seem that
way. Most of the men looked sullen as well as hurting. But then, it was the
very people they’d attacked that they were now depending on for help. Siobhan
wasn’t the least bit sympathetic to their plight. Certainly, their poor economy
had driven them to desperate lengths, but there were other options rather than
trying to go to war. 


As it turned out, Darrens wasn’t far away. Once they passed
through the main street, they came to a corner that had a café with outside
tables. Of course, the café wasn’t being run at the moment, but Darrens was
using one of the tables to hold an impromptu interrogation of sorts. Probably
because it was well lit by two street lamps. Looking up, the guildmaster saw
her and waved her closer. Fei let go so she could approach, but stayed right by
her side. 


When she got a good look at the two men seated, bound to the
chairs, she felt she understood why her quiet enforcer was acting overly
protective. For one thing, those chairs did not look capable of supporting the
men’s weight. They were like Wolf, or Tran, mountainous men with muscles
bulging everywhere. The ropes tied around their torsos and hands looked
pitiful, like sewing thread. 


The hatred in their eyes burned so brightly that she felt
scorched just meeting their gaze. Swallowing hard, she didn’t flinch, but
stared them down instead. 


“Heh.” Darrens found this silent contest of wills amusing,
openly grinning at her. “If you two think that you can intimidate her,
you’re swimming up a waterfall. She’s got men in her guild your size and an
assassin from a dark guild, all of them tamed. You’ve met your match with her.”


One man turned his head just enough to scowl at Darrens
instead. He didn’t try to argue this point, though. 


Without looking away from them, she said to Darrens, “You
wished to see me?”


“I did. You reported to me last fall that Fallen Ward had a
new guildmaster, although no one knew anything about him. How sure are you of
that information?”


Fallen Ward? Alarm bells started ringing in the back of her mind
and she turned her head in slow degrees to face him. “Positive. Why?”


“They’re telling me the old guildmaster still rules. Not
only that, they’re saying that they are two of the more prominent officers in
Fallen Ward.”


Siobhan stepped around the table so that she could see them
better. Dark boots were of good leather, if muddy, clothes were in good repair
and fit them properly, and while their weapons were gone, both of them had
sword sheaths strapped to their sides. So they had been properly armed. 


“I believe that they might indeed be officers in the guild,”
she concluded aloud. “But Fallen Ward’s old leader is dead. That’s a fact.”


“Hmmm.” Darrens eyed his prisoners thoughtfully. “So why the
lie?”


It was Fei that spoke, voice quiet. “Fallen Ward’s
leadership is hereditary.”


Both prisoners flinched ever so slightly and refused to meet
anyone’s eyes. 


Siobhan let out a snort. “Fei, I think you’re on to
something. They don’t want us thinking along these lines. Something wrong with
your current leader, boys?”


Stubborn silence. 


“Did the old man even have a family?” Darrens cocked his
head, struggling to remember. “I never dealt with him much, so I don’t know.
But I don’t think he had a declared heir to his seat, did he?”


“We can find out.” Iron Dragain kept close tabs on that
guild, they would know, although it would take time to get a letter to them. 


“So either there is no heir, and Fallen Ward is running
around doing whatever their upper leaders tell them to,” Darrens concluded
aloud, “or there is a problem with the current heir, which is why everything is
so hush-hush. Either way, we’ll find out. The main point to all this, I think—”
he planted his boot in a chair and leaned forward, smile menacing “—is that two
of the more prominent leaders of Fallen Ward were acting as commanders for this
army. And if you had the authority to do that, then that means that
Fallen Ward was behind this whole thing.”


Siobhan’s mind hadn’t jumped to that obvious conclusion yet,
but when he said that, it felt like her lungs had been robbed of air. Oh. Of
course. “Fallen Ward was behind this?” she breathed, images of the destroyed
cities and wounded flashing in front of her eyes. 


“Oh, I’ll bet good money on it.” Darrens’ mouth stretched in
a grimace. “Now, the main question is this, what do we do about it? We’ve had
guilds fight with other guilds before, but never anything on this scale.”


She had to shake her head, hard, to dismiss her thoughts and
focus on his question. It was a good one to ask, and she felt like she didn’t
have a good answer to it. “I think…I think we should focus on getting
Goldschmidt back first. Then ask that question again.”


Darrens flipped a hand over, conceding the point. “It’s
true, we can’t do much without a power base, which Converse is not. And we
can’t keep the citizens of Converse displaced like this forever. Winziane’s
hospitality should not be abused. But I don’t think that Fallen Ward should get
away with this.”


“Me either.” Siobhan put a hand over her eyes, terrified for
a moment that she would start crying. It took a deep breath and concentration
on her part to stop any tears from falling. Even then, she felt on the brink of
falling apart. “Guildmaster Darrens, if you don’t need me for anything else,
I’ll head back to the clinic.”


Darrens shook his head. “No, stay. You’re more up to date on
world affairs than I am at the moment with all of the traveling you’ve done in
the past six months. I need to ask a lot of questions of these men and I need
you to verify facts for me.”


Seeing that he had a good point, she acquiesced with a nod
of the head. Besides, she had questions of her own that she wanted answers to.
She might as well take advantage of the situation. 


Still leaning forward in that menacing posture, Darrens
pressed forward. “How many men are left?”


Both enemy commanders huffed in disbelief and refused to
even look at him. 


“Three thousand?” Darrens continued, studying every nuance
in their expressions. “Two thousand? Ah, closer to two thousand.” 


Yes, judging from the way they had flinched at that number,
Darrens was likely right. 


“So what was the ultimate goal here, eh?” Darrens leaned
back so that he was standing more upright, a finger circling idly toward the
sky. “I assume you came all this distance with an objective in mind.”


Still that stubborn silence. Siobhan wet her lips and tried
a different approach. “Orin’s economy has suffered greatly from the trade
agreement that was formed.”


Both men finally looked at her with angry expressions,
nearly vibrating in their seats under the force of their rage. It made Fei
tense as he picked up on their murderous intent, even though they were both
bound. 


Seeing that she was getting a reaction, she tried goading
them further. “I was in Orin not long ago. I saw for myself how bad things were
just trying to scrape up enough money to build the bridge with. With the
economy crashed, how bad did things get?”


“Like you care,” the man to her right spat out, hissing like
a wet cat. 


“She does, actually,” Darrens refuted. “You won’t believe
how many times she came to me and pleaded for some alternative to the trade
agreement. She was afraid of what would happen to Orin if nothing was done. I’m
sorry now I didn’t listen to her.”


“Then it’s a shame you’re so powerless,” the same man
sneered at her. She started to think of him as Mouthy, because he was the only
one willing to talk. “People are starving, and all you can say is ‘how bad did
things get’ to me?”


Siobhan and Darrens shared a speaking look. So, things had
gotten that bad? She’d been afraid that was the case, but to have it confirmed
made her sick to her stomach. 


“Looting cities in Robarge would ease suffering in Orin, I
grant you that.” Darrens picked up the threat smoothly, following Siobhan’s
lead. “But it would be a temporary fix. Did you think that doing this would
solve all of your problems?”


Mouthy huffed and looked away, a deliberately bored
expression on his face. 


“Or was the goal to gain control of the Grey Bridges through
Converse, making a trade monopoly of your own?” Darrens asked as if thinking
out loud, not expecting an answer at all. 


“Heh.” Mouthy’s lip lifted in an arrogant curl. 


“No, that doesn’t make sense, not in the long run,” Fei
disagreed. The wheels were turning in his mind as he thought aloud. “I bet
taking this bridge was simply for leverage. Their real goal is to complete
their own bridge.”


Mouthy jerked upright, mouth opening to let some sort of
comment fly, only to bite his lip at the last second and subside. 


Siobhan’s mouth formed in a silent ‘oh’ as the pieces
started to fall together. Yes, Orin was in bad shape, but their goal was still
to finish their own bridge? Really? It was sound strategy, certainly, but it
wouldn’t pay off for another fifty years! Didn’t they have a more immediate
goal to rectify the situation? 


Both men were now being very careful to keep their feelings
shut off so that nothing showed on their faces. Siobhan found it impossible to
read them. Whatever in she had before was gone now. Chewing on her bottom lip,
she tried to think of another question that might get a rise from them. “By
attacking us like this, you’ve succeeded in gaining the world’s attention. We
don’t want to fight with you, or risk sparking another war like this one. Would
your leaders be open to negotiations?”


“He does not listen to anyone—” Mouthy snapped, only to be
abruptly shut up when his companion slammed his shoulder into him, nearly
knocking him over. 


He? Siobhan’s interest perked. This was the first sign that
they actually knew who their new guildmaster was. “The new guildmaster is a
man?”


Mouthy, ashamed at his outburst, stared steadfastly at the
ground. His companion was staring at him hard enough to leave holes in the
man’s head. The silent pressure was enough that even Siobhan felt unnerved by
it. She sensed instinctively that they wouldn’t get another word out of either
man. Not without some serious pressure of the not-nice variety, at least. 


Standing, she told Darrens, “I have all the answers I need.”
Not all the ones she wanted, but the ones she truly needed, yes. “If it’s
alright, I’ll go back. Conli was overrun with patients back there.”


“Draft help if you need it,” he ordered. 


If she could think of someone that wasn’t already doing
three things, Siobhan would have done that already. Instead of answering, she
gave him a smile and a half-bow of excusal before leaving, Fei trailing in her
wake. When they were far enough of earshot, she asked, “Fei? What did you
think?”


“I think the situation is not quite what we assumed it to
be.” Fei sounded brooding and somewhat bewildered. “Their reactions make me
think we’re missing something.”


Yes, she’d felt the same. “But what?”


“Only time will tell.” He splayed his hands in an open
shrug. “And I think we have enough problems on our hands that demand our
immediate attention.”


True enough. 













Wolf had no intentions of asking for help from anyone in the
clinic over such a minor scrape, but the burn he had gotten earlier was
starting to sting and irritate him. All he wanted was to snitch a bit of salve
to make it feel better, was all. 


The moment he stepped through the front door of the
inn/clinic, he knew that he was making the right call. The place was filled
with cots from corner to corner, with walking wounded sitting on the stairs or
helping other injured people. There were moans of pain from every direction,
voices murmuring in low conversations, and then the louder voices of Conli and
his helpers as they called out instructions to each other. Wolf estimated there
were a good three hundred people in this main room alone, and he knew that the
rooms upstairs had to be chock full of people as well. 


Surely not all of them were their own? Had someone made the
decision to treat the enemy wounded as well? 


Looking about, he saw two tables crammed together along the
far wall, filled to nigh overflowing with bandages and some very familiar
looking jars. Conli’s work, no doubt. He made a beeline for it, carefully
stepping in between the cots so as to not trip over anyone. It would be bad to
knock into an injured person, true enough, but Wolf was large enough that just
landing on someone could cause serious harm. He’d solved many a fight by
sitting on his opponent. 


Finally making it, he congratulated himself for keeping his
balance. The table was a hot spot for people, and he saw Denney, Sylvie, and
Conli rush to it, grab something and dart away again as they went from one
patient to another. None of them seemed to notice him, so preoccupied were they
in their work. Fine with that, he started picking up bottles at random, reading
the labels. Conli was good at labeling his jars. It not only said the name, but
what it could treat and how to apply it. (The man operated under the assumption
that if he ever fell ill, someone else would have to treat him, so he tried to
prepare accordingly.) He saw a lot of jars for cuts, and infections, but
nothing for burns. 


Conli came to the table, grabbed a bandage, then stopped
dead. Head cocked, he turned with a quizzical look on his face. “Wolf. What are
you doing over here?”


And here he thought the man too busy to notice him. “Ah,
well…” he trailed off, rubbing at his jaw. 


The movement drew attention to the burn mark along his
temple and Conli’s forehead drew into a frown. “That looks nasty. How did that
happen?”


“A bunch of idiots struck on the bright idea of using fire
cudgels to fight with. One of them got lucky.” 


Conli pointed to a stool at the end of the table. “Sit, let
me take a look at it.”


“You’ve got other patients,” Wolf objected, hand held up in
protest. 


“Nothing serious. We treated the worst cases first. The only
ones left are the ones that have injuries about as serious as yours. I have a
minute, so sit.” 


Conli looked dead on his feet, to the point of swaying where
he stood. Wolf realized in that moment that their doctor wouldn’t rest until
the patients were seen to. The quickest way to make that happen was to
cooperate and not stand there arguing. So he sat where directed and turned his
face so that Conli could get a clear look. 


With his fingertips on Wolf’s chin, he directed him to tilt
the head a little more as he bent and peered at it. “Hmm, yes, I see a few
wooden splinters stuck in there.”


Wolf made a sour face. “Do you really?” No wonder the thing
hurt so much. 


“One or two. Let me get some tweezers, get those out and
clean it up properly. You weren’t planning on coming in here and just finding
some salve to put on it, were you?” 


Wolf wisely decided not to answer that question. 


Growling, Conli rolled his eyes. “You really were? Wolf, my
own guildsmen always take precedence over the enemy! You know that.”


“I didn’t think it was serious,” Wolf defended himself. 


“If that gets infected, it will be very serious and
possibly life threatening. As it is, if I don’t treat it right, you’ll get a
nasty scar there. And don’t look at me like that, I realize you don’t care
about scars, but Siobhan does, and I don’t want to have a dozen conversations
with her later about why I didn’t treat you properly from the get-go.”


Alright, well, put it like that and the man made a good
point. Siobhan did care about things like that and she was worse than a dog
with a bone when she got a mad-on about something. 


Even with him being slow and careful, Conli couldn’t really
afford to be gentle, and the digging about in charred skin was very painful.
Wolf gritted his teeth and bore through the pain. 


As he worked, Conli asked, “So is everyone alright? I
haven’t seen anyone but you coming in for treatment.”


“We’re all fine,” Wolf assured him. “I took the brunt of it
out there because I was the only shield wielder. I was the only one that could
take on the fire cudgels.” 


“Ah, I see. Well, I’m glad of that. Denney was anxious most
of the day, worrying about Rune getting too deep into things.” 


Wolf almost shook his head in denial before he remembered
that was a bad move at the moment. “No, the boy did fine. The training Hyun Woo
gave him worked. I’ve never seen him have such good control.” 


“Well, praise mercy for that.” Satisfied he had the splinters
out, Conli set the tweezers aside and reached for a bottle and clean cloth.
“This will sting.”


“Conli,” Wolf responded patiently and with an edge of
sarcasm, “everything you have stings. Or it tastes bad.”


“That’s how you know medicine is effective,” Conli responded
smoothly. 


“Heh.” Amused in spite of himself, he let the man do his
work. “Where’s Siobhan? I thought she was in here as well. Tran said she was.” 


“Ah, she was, but Fei came and fetched her earlier. I’m not
sure why. I barely noticed her going.” 


Considering Wolf, who was only slightly smaller than a
mountain, had managed to walk into the place and rooted around the table for
several minutes without being spotted, he was amazed that Conli had noticed
anything at all. 


In spite of the warning, whatever Conli was using did indeed
sting, like salt on an open wound. He hissed in a breath between clenched
teeth. 


“Sorry, sorry,” Conli absently apologized, focused on what
he was doing. 


“Keep working, man, I know it’s necessary.” To distract
himself, he asked, “I don’t recognize anyone in here, hardly. Are these enemy
wounded?”


“They are. Our own men are all upstairs in proper beds or in
the other clinic.”


“There’s two?”


“One right next door. It’s also filled to the brim.”


Now that was a scary thought. “Also with enemy wounded?”


Conli hesitated strongly before saying simply, “No. Only
this clinic treated the enemy.”


That pause said a great deal. In other words, the other
physician had refused to treat any of the enemy and left the burden on Conli.
No wonder the man was still in here treating people even though it was getting
very late. 


“There.” Satisfied, Conli reached for a jar hiding well in
the back of the table, hidden completely by other bottles. “I have a burn salve
in here somewhere…” muttering to himself, he shifted things from side to side. 


While Conli searched, Wolf looked idly about the room. Well,
even though the enemy army had marched on them with such ferocious bloodlust,
it was all worn out now. They were model patients, all lying quietly on their
cots and cooperating nicely with the people trying to help them. It didn’t look
like any trouble would…start…what was that? It wasn’t anything overt, not
something that a normal man would pay attention to, but after being Hyun Woo’s
student for nigh on three weeks now, Wolf had learned to notice those little
things. He left the stool, standing to his full height in an effort to see to
the far corner of the room. 


Three men loitered near the back door, their hands hidden
from his view. Their heads were bent so they could talk quietly amongst themselves,
almost secretively. Then, as he watched, two others joined the group and one
left, going to the opposite corner, near the front door. He’d have thought
nothing of it except the way they moved made it clear they were trying to be
sneaky.


And they had no reason to be acting sneaky.


“Conli.”


“Yes?”


“Get Denney and Sylvie and go out the side door. Now.”


Alarmed, Conli’s head snapped around. “What?”


“Now, man. Move!”


For years Conli had obeyed Wolf’s orders, acting under his
direction as he sought to keep them all safe. From the bewildered expression on
his face, Wolf knew that Conli didn’t understand the command at all, but it was
sheer force of habit that propelled him into motion. Calling the two girls to
him, he made for the side door. 


Wolf did not believe for one moment that staying in here was
a good option. Even if these men were unarmed, he was severely outnumbered.
Instead, he headed straight for the stairs, knowing that he had bare minutes to
make a barricade up there to protect his own from being attacked. As he went,
he scooped up two other women that had been helping Conli, forcing them up the
stairs ahead of him. They were protesting, of course, asking questions, but he
ignored that and kept forcing them upwards. 


Reaching the top, he grabbed the first piece of furniture he
could find—a trunk that had seen better days—grabbed it, and shoved it in front
of the stairs. 


“What is going on?” one of the women, a ginger
redhead, demanded irately. She looked a second away from kicking Wolf back down
the stairs. 


“Your patients down there are about a minute away from
starting a fight and breaking out of here,” Wolf answered, quickly ducking into
the next room and stealing another trunk. Something larger would work better,
but the only things larger were the beds, and they were all occupied. 


“Mercy!” she exclaimed, clutching both hands to her stomach
in fear. “Are you sure?”


“Very. Find me something bigger and heavier than this. We
have to barricade the stairs.” 


Both women moved with alacrity, doing just that. 


Wolf’s luck wasn’t strong enough to be able to build the
barricade before someone downstairs noticed what he was doing. A shout went out
down below and then several men rushed upwards, holding makeshift weapons of
iron skillets and butcher knives in their hands. He did not underestimate them
because of what they were holding. Those butcher knives could do lethal damage
in the right hands and the iron skillets could break bones as easily as a
cudgel could. 


Two things worked to his advantage: one, the stairs limited
their angle of approach severely. They could only come at him two at a time,
and he could handle that all day. Two, the barricade was half up at this point,
and they couldn’t properly reach him over it unless he met them half way. Which
he didn’t intend to do. 


Ignoring the enemy and their frustrated challenges, he kept
building the barrier until he was satisfied it would hold, at least for several
more minutes. Then he went to the nearest window that faced out the front and
opened it. Looking out down below, he saw a man he recognized and called,
“Taslim!”


Taslim stopped dead in his tracks, fuzzy hair covering one
eye, and looked around. 


“Up here, man!”


“Up?” Taslim repeated, craning his neck around. He finally
spotted Wolf leaning out of the window and waved. “Wolfinsky! Whatcha need?”


“Tran, Rune, or Fei. Now.” Wolf didn’t know if anyone
below might be listening, but he didn’t want to give them too much information
of what they were planning or spook them into making stupid mistakes. “And keep
everyone out of this inn.”


Taslim stared hard at him, catching on to Wolf’s intent even
though he hadn’t spelled everything out clearly. Nodding understanding, he spun
on his heels and took off in a sprint. 


Thanking all mercy the man had realized the importance of
the situation, Wolf stayed in place and trusted on his ears to keep track of
the situation near the stairs. 


The man lying in bed next to him cleared his throat and
asked hesitantly, “Something going on?”


Wolf spared him a glance. Broken leg, head wrapped in a
bandage, but the man seemed alright other than that. “Enemy patients downstairs
figured they’d start round two.”


The man swore aloud and reached for the blanket. 


“Stay still, man. You’re not in fighting condition. I sent
someone for help.”


“But if they get up here—!” the man protested, still
struggling to get out of the bed.


“I barricaded the top of the stairs.” 


He stopped struggling. “Oh. Well that will hold them off for
a while.” Glancing about, he muttered, “Where’d they put my sword?”


The man might need that weapon if someone didn’t get here
soon. Wolf was hearing ominous cracking noises from the top of the stairs.
Someone was making headway in getting through his barrier. He might have to go
and shore it up soon. 


“WOLF!”


He snapped back around, putting one shoulder and head
through the window. (That was all he could fit.) Tran was standing below, Fei
at his side. Relieved, he called down to them, “I’ve got enemy soldiers in here
at the bottom level causing trouble! Some of them are trying to get upstairs.”


“You set?” Fei asked, worried. 


“I barricaded the top, but that’s not going to hold much
longer.”


Fei and Tran exchanged glances before Tran ordered, “You
hold the second story. We’ll handle this.”


Trusting they would do so, he waved them on and retreated
out of the room and back to his barricade. He found one of the trunks had been
shoved out, and two men were trying to crawl through the narrow opening. He
booted them mercilessly in the face, sending them careening back down the
stairs. “Quit,” he ordered in exasperation. “You’re not making it up here.” 


A faceless voice snarled at him, “You want to bet?”


“You loblolly,” Wolf growled back. “You stand no chance even
if you do make it through.”


“Oh is that right?” Something pounded against the barricade,
making it jump and vibrate, although it held. “And who are you?”


Wolf let out a menacing laugh. “I’m Erik Wolfinsky, Enforcer
of Deepwoods and the commander of the southern wall. I’m the man that kept you
out of this city and defeated you.”


An abrupt silence descended on the other side. Wolf couldn’t
see them, of course, but that silence told him they were shaken. 


Hyun Woo had said from the beginning that fear was the most
formidable weapon a man could wield on a field of battle. Wolf had known that
himself from prior experience, but in this moment, he learned the lesson all
over again. The men that had been so bent on getting through to the upper story
were now arguing amongst themselves, not at all sure if they wanted to face the
man that had defeated them hours before. 


Wolf was just as happy to let them argue. Every minute they
wasted up here was time that Tran and Fei could use to come up with a plan and
gather enough men together to fight with. It was time they sorely needed. 


Stepping back, he retreated a few steps down the hallway and
stuck his head into one of the rooms. A brunette woman with a bandage around
her ribs and her arm in a sling was sitting next to the window, a long dagger
in her uninjured hand. She looked up sharply as he opened the door. 


“I’m Erik Wolfinsky of Deepwoods,” he said by way of
introduction.


“I heard you earlier,” she returned, voice a smooth
contralto. “I’m Karen Highsmith. What are we up against?”


“Not sure,” Wolf admitted. “I can’t get a headcount through
the barrier. But two of my guildsmen are outside putting together a force to
fight with. Can you keep an eye out for them and let me know their movements?”


“Aye, I can. Do you know what they’ll do?”


“I have a notion.” Really, the only thing that made sense in
this situation was to use a bait and trap. Surround three sides of the inn,
making lots of noise so that the enemy knew where they were, and leaving one
side ‘open’. The enemy would retreat toward open ground as quickly as they
could, thinking it was their only option. At that point, the other three sides
could close in on them, and a hidden force on the ‘open’ side would close them
into the trap. It would mean little loss of life, no sieges against the inn,
and it would be over quickly. 


At least, that’s what Wolf hoped Fei and Tran would
do. Hyun Woo had taught them about this method while they were preparing for
Converse’s defense, surely the lesson would be bright in their minds. 


Satisfied with the lookout he had on the east side, he went
directly across the hallway and introduced himself to the man in there,
repeating his request. Of course, everyone was willing to cooperate. In fact,
the walls were thin enough that the people in neighboring rooms could hear him,
and they opened their doors and called out sightings as they got them. 


This worked in their favor, because the enemy still on the
staircase could hear them as well. Hearing that fighters were gathering to
invade the inn made them nervous. Wolf decided to add fuel to the fire and called
out to them, “Two other commanders that were defending this city are organizing
troops to come in and deal with you! If you don’t want to be killed where you
stand, then go to the front and surrender now!”


The ginger-headed nurse from before caught his sleeve and
half-mouthed, half-whispered to him, “Will they surrender?”


Wolf shook his head no. “But that’s not why I said that,” he
informed her quietly.


Her head drew back in confusion. “Then why?”


“Because I want them focused on fleeing, not fighting.” 


Multiple feet clattered on the stairs, and within seconds,
the men that were trying to break free were gone. Wolf blew out a breath of
relief. So far, the plan was working. Satisfied it was safe enough here, he
went into Karen Highsmith’s room and joined her at the window. “What do you
see?”


“This side and the front have a wall of men around it,” she
answered promptly. “But I don’t see anyone at the back.”


“Good.” She shouldn’t be able to. But Wolf knew good and
well there were men hiding back there, waiting to ambush anyone foolish enough
to run that direction. He stuck his head out and craned it around, trying to
get a better feel for what was going on. 


Glass shattered below, then the sound of a door being
wrenched open and slamming against the wall. He couldn’t see it from this
angle, but he could hear men pouring out of the back of the inn and running.
Wolf shook his head in pity for the fools. 


“They’ll escape through there,” Karen fretted. 


“They won’t,” he assured her. “It doesn’t look like it, but
the back is a primed ambush.”


She blinked at him. “How in the world do you know?”


“The two men that are in command down there are from my
guild. I know how they think.”


Her confusion cleared and her mouth formed a silent O of
understanding. 


In the next moment, his words proved almost prophetic. Cries
of alarm and the clashing of metal came from the back, almost as quickly
followed by pleas of surrender. Satisfied things were under control, Wolf drew
his head back into the room. 


“Hey, Wolf!” Rune’s voice called from below.


Oh? Had kiō come in to join the party? Sticking his
head back out, he spotted the boy just below his window and responded, “What?”


“Ya’ll good up there?”


“We’re fine,” Wolf assured him. 


“Get down here quick,” Rune directed, a lopsided grin on his
face. “Siobhan’s fit to be tied, she’s so worried.”


“I have a barrier to undo, then I’ll be down. But tell her
I’m fine. They never made it through up here.” 


“Will do.” With a casual salute, Rune turned and headed back
toward the front. 


He let out a sigh that was half-relief, half-exhaustion.
Mercy, this day had been a decade long already. Hopefully, this was the last
trouble he’d see for a while. A man had to eat and sleep at some point. 


Calling out thanks to his watchers, he went to put the
furniture back in its proper place. 













It was a tired but elated crowd that gathered in the inns
that evening. The main room of the tavern was filled to capacity like usual,
but the din of noise was absent tonight. Most people were too tired to talk.
They were almost too tired to eat. They sat around and had muted conversations
with each other, the loudest sounds being spoons hitting the bottom of bowls. But
through the tiredness came a quiet sense of peace that no one had felt in days.
They weren’t under threat of an imminent attack anymore. Men were still set up
in rotation to guard the walls, just in case the army decided to return and
take another run at them, but no one actually thought they would.


The battle had been won.


Siobhan sprawled out in a chair, her head on the back, eyes
staring blankly at the ceiling, while her arms draped listlessly over the
sides. Wolf watched her in concern. He’d rarely seen her like this, as if she
didn’t have a spare drop of energy to her name. Even when she was tired, his
Siobhan was always willing to move, and talk, and tease people. Seeing her
awake but quiet was strange. 


He dropped into the chair next to her, wood creaking a bit
in protest at his weight. Using his good hand, he stroked the hair away from
her face in a gentle rhythm. She let her eyes fall closed and gave a hum of
approval. “Good?”


“Don’t stop,” she requested softly, nearly purring in
contentment.


Still keeping his hand in motion, he turned to Denney and
Sylvie, both of whom could be mirrors of Siobhan in that moment, although
Sylvie was draped over the table with her arms pillowing her head. “Was the
clinic that bad?”


“It was one emergency after the next,” Sylvie groaned at the
table. “And poor Conli is still stuck there.”


“The worst of it was passed by the time we left,” Denney
corrected. “All he has to do is keep an eye on a few patients. If he hadn’t
insisted on taking care of the enemy wounded too, we wouldn’t have been as
stressed trying to take them all.”


Ahh. Well, that was Conli for you. The man had more
compassion than sense some days. Even after what had happened, with about four
dozen men trying to fight their way out, he still went back in to help the ones
left. Wolf hadn’t let him stay in there alone, of course, and even now there
was a regular watch going around the clock to make sure that no other trouble
was started. 


“Why are you even asking that?” Siobhan muttered, cracking
her eyes open just enough to stare at him from the corners. “Didn’t you see for
yourself when the enemy soldiers tried to break out of there?”


“I was a little busy barricading the stairs,” he defended
himself mildly. “You heard about that, did you?”


“The news was all over the place. Tran told me the full
story afterwards.” She went back to being a boneless noodle in the chair. “I’m
glad you were quick on the uptake. Otherwise it would have been a massacre in
there.”


Yes, it quite likely would have. Wolf was now glad that he
had gotten that burn. Otherwise, he might not have Conli or Sylvie and Denney
here at the table with him now. 


The way that Rune’s face went tight, head snapping to
Denney, suggested he had just realized this. Wolf would have a quiet word with
him later about making sure that the next time they had a clinic like this, one
of them would stay and guard whoever was in there. The girls alone warranted
protection, granted, but Conli could be completely oblivious to the outside
world if the man was performing surgery on someone. He was just as defenseless
in his own way. 


After making a mental note, Wolf scanned the table again. Still,
out of the three women, Siobhan looked the worst. Why was that? “Siobhan, did
something else happen?”


“Hmm? Oh. Yes, Darrens called me out and had me sit with him
as he interrogated two of the army commanders.”


Wolf blinked. He hadn’t been aware the army had official
commanders. “What?”


“Believe it or not, there were two men—at least two men—that
were actually giving orders.” Siobhan made an aborted movement, as if she felt
she should rise and properly face them while telling all of this, but at the
last second was too selfish to do so. Instead, she let Wolf continue to stroke
her hair as she spoke. “They are lieutenants or ranked officers of some sort in
Fallen Ward.”


His hand fell still as a hush descended over the whole
table. 


“Fallen Ward,” Rune repeated in a strangely calm voice. “Ya
sure of that?”


“Yes.” Siobhan let out a long, resigned sigh. “It’s why
Darrens called me over. We’re the only guild that has been in contact with
Fallen Ward in the past several months. He was using me to verify what they
were saying.”


“What did they say?” Beirly pressed. “Exactly.”


“In essence, Fallen Ward really did organize this army and
sent it to Robarge. They were under orders to attack every city that they came
to and pillage it. Whatever they gained would be used to pay for completion of
the bridge.”


Markl rubbed at his eyes with finger and thumb. “So this
wasn’t something the people pulled together out of desperation, to avoid
starving, but an army to gather the funds to promote the completion of that
bridge? The one that will still take another fifty years to complete?”


“That’s madness,” Sylvie objected, finally raising her head
so she could properly join in on this conversation. “The full wealth of Channel
Pass, Stott, Goldschmidt, and Converse combined won’t pay for that bridge! It
might pay for another third being built, if they’re conservative with their
funds, but that’s it. So what were they planning on doing? Go out on a raiding
party and destroy a few cities every five years to pay for the next section of
the bridge?”


Wolf knew that she was only half-serious, but he was afraid
that was exactly what they would do. And why not? They may not have taken Converse,
but they’d succeeded with three other cities. If something succeeds the first
time, why not do it again? 


“Madness,” Fei breathed, face pale. 


“But they might do just that,” Markl said grimly. “Unless we
can somehow convince them it’s a bad idea.” 


Siobhan grabbed Wolf’s hand, squeezing it in silent thanks,
and levered herself up into a proper seated position. “Darrens thinks that if
we can reclaim Goldschmidt and take everything they’ve looted from them, that
will be enough to stop Fallen Ward from trying this again. After all, if it
doesn’t work, they’ll have wasted the money they used to start this campaign to
begin with.”


“He’s right,” Tran said slowly. “And we need to retake
Goldschmidt anyway.”


Wolf groaned as the realization hit. “Roles will be reversed
next battle. They’ll have the walls to defend with, we’ll be the ones
attacking.”


Tran, Rune, Fei, and Markl shared the groan as they realized
what he meant. 


Grae tsked them, a half smile on his face. “But they don’t
know strategy. You do. Doesn’t that give you the edge?”


“Let’s hope it’s enough of one.” Tran rubbed at his
forehead. “We’ll definitely need to sit down with Hyun Woo and Ryu Jin Ho to
come up with a good plan before leaving.”


“I’m not even sure how much help we’ll get in retaking the
city,” Markl ventured, calculations whirling in his head. “Everyone willingly
pitched in to defend Converse, as we couldn’t afford to let them have control
of the bridges. But how many will march into battle again to help give us back
our home?”


“Quite a few, I would think, if you can promise to rout the
army completely from Robargean soil so that they can return to their homes,”
Sylvie suggested wryly. “Make it a fair trade and you’ll always get a bargain.”


Fei inclined his head toward her. “Sylvie-jae has a good
point.”


“We’ll let her handle negotiations, then.” Markl grinned at
her. “Siobhan, you seem to know what Darrens has in mind. What do we do now?”


“Now? Fortify Converse so it can better withstand the next
attack, gather up our strength, and then we march for Goldschmidt.” A dangerous
gleam ignited in her eyes. “By month’s end, he wants us back home.”


That soon? Wolf opened his mouth to object, thought about
it, and closed it again. Well, maybe it was doable after all. Assuming they
could pull together enough men to form an army of their own. It would take a
sizeable one to tackle Goldschmidt’s walls.  


“And what about the men we’ve captured?” Grae asked. The
expression on his face suggested he’d only just realized they were a problem.


“Hyun Woo suggested that we use them as laborers,” Markl
answered with a slight shrug. “Have them do the repairs on the cities they’ve
damaged. I think it a valid plan—after all, most of these men were masons in
Orin working on the bridge. They have the skills to build.”


Wolf gave a sour grunt. “Like as not that they’re better
builders then they are fighters. Either way, giving them a project like that
will keep them out of trouble for a few years.”


Beirly nodded agreement. “It’ll take that long to rebuild
everything. I don’t see how it’s a bad plan.”


“It certainly frees up most of our people so that they can
focus on defending the city,” Fei noted in approval. 


“And keeps them safely occupied so they’re not planning to
attack us again,” Denney said thoughtfully. “I like it.” 


“Either way, it’s something for tomorrow.” Siobhan pushed
herself to her feet, hands braced on the table’s surface to give her balance.
She was so tired she was actually swaying. “I’m going to bed. Good night,
everyone.”


ӜӜӜ


Wolf got up at the crack of dawn to take his watch on the
walls. He yawned broadly several times as he got dressed and snagged a loaf of
bread from the kitchen on his way out. It was hard, getting himself into motion
this morning. But then, he’d been subsisting on four hours of sleep for several
days and doing either hard labor or fighting. That could take a toll on a man. 


He greeted people as he passed them in the street, mostly
the men that had been standing third watch, and took to the stairs on the south
side walls. Once there, he had to shield his eyes from the dawn sun with a
hand. From here, he could see for a good mile in every direction and there
wasn’t a trace of movement out on either land or sea. It was a perfectly
peaceful morning and he was glad of it. 


Having learned his lesson from the previous day, he didn’t
just walk back and forth while looking around, but actually bent to see the
ground below the wall too. Gradually, he woke up as his blood started moving. 


“Wolfinsky-gui.”


Wolf’s head snapped around at this hail. “Hyun Woo-zhi.”
Remembering Saoleord manners at the last moment, he ducked into a bow. “Good
morning.”


Hyun Woo returned the bow, the gesture not at all awkward
even though he was still walking up the stairs. He looked unfairly awake, every
hair in place, although his clothes looked somewhat rough. No one had really
had a chance to do much laundry in the past four days, and Hyun Woo hadn’t brought
much in the way of luggage with him. No doubt when Siobhan saw him, she’d fix
it. Wolf knew her well. Things like that bothered her for some reason. Hyun Woo
had a steaming mug of something in each hand and when he reached Wolf, he
extended one in silent invitation.


Wolf’s nose twitched as he recognized the scent. Mint tea.
How in the world had the man managed to lay hands on that out here? Still,
he gladly took it, as a warm drink on a cool morning like this was more than
welcome. Remembering his manners, he tucked his iron hand against his side as
he accepted the cup with the other. Wrapping his good hand around the mug, he
took a long swallow and sighed in satisfaction. “My thanks.”


“Tell me, Wolfinsky-gui. This rumor that a guild from
another city was behind the army. Is there truth to this?”


What, he hadn’t heard it straight from Darrens? As soon as
the thought came, he mentally kicked himself. Of course, Hyun Woo had been on
the other side of the city dealing with the cleanup. The man likely hadn’t even
heard the rumor until this morning. “Yes. Siobhan was part of the interrogation
last night. A guild called Fallen Ward is behind the army.”


Hyun Woo’s forehead drew together into a troubled frown.
“Then this was not a rabble that we faced. It was the beginning of a war.”


He wished he could deny this but couldn’t. “Hyun Woo-zhi, we
asked you to come so that we could defend ourselves if it came to that. You
have done what we asked you to do—you stopped them in their tracks and gave us
a chance against them. I must ask, will you stay with us longer?”


“I do not consider the job done,” Hyun Woo assured him
gently. “Your home is still lost to you, is it not? I will not return until the
cities that were conquered are properly returned to its citizens.”


Wolf let go of the breath he was holding and relaxed into a
grateful smile. “To borrow one of Fei’s sayings, it does my heart good to hear
that.”


“I imagine so.” Hyun Woo’s eyes crinkled up into crescents.
“Besides, I am not through teaching you yet. Any of you.”


“I’d be sorry to see you go,” Wolf said truthfully. “I enjoy
the learning.”


“A good student does.” Hyun Woo turned and looked out toward
the land, where Goldschmidt lay far off in the distance. “When a fish swims up
a waterfall, it becomes a dragon.”


After living with Fei for so many years, Wolf had learned
how to translate many of the idioms and sayings that he heard, but this one
went straight over his head. “Master?”


Grinning, Hyun Woo rephrased, “When a man faces adversity
such as this, he becomes stronger for it. You are now like the fish, swimming
up a waterfall. If you can reach the top, you will possess all of the strength
and knowledge of a dragon.” Glancing back at him, he assured his student, “Do
not worry, Wolfinsky. I will not leave you until you have reached the top.”


Wolf noted the absence of honorifics with surprise. That was
only done between family, very close friends, or…or between master and student.
Beyond touched at the man’s offer, Wolf found himself at the brink of tears. He
couldn’t manage a single word. Instead, he gave a deep bow, expressing what he
felt in the only way he could manage in that moment. 


Hyun Woo gave him a brief clasp of the shoulder,
acknowledging him, and then encouraged him to straighten again. “For now, find another
man to stand guard for you,” he instructed. “I need you to come with me.”


“Sure,” Wolf agreed instantly, then stopped to clear his
tight throat and get his emotions under control enough to speak properly. “I
can, but what are we doing?”


“You want to return home, do you not?”


“Of course.”


“Then,” a predatory smile crossed over Hyun Woo’s face, “we
should start making plans on how to retake the city. Is there reason for
delay?”


Wolf’s smile was equally feral. “Not one.”





















Prologue


The first night outside of Channel
Pass was a little rough. They’d spent the majority of their energy on gathering
stones instead of making camp, and so only the barebones were in place. Denney had
thoughtfully broken off an hour ahead of everyone else and went to prepare a
thick stew—the easiest thing to make while camping out. She also wisely made
more than enough for people to get seconds, or thirds, or (in Wolf’s and Tran’s
cases) fifths. 


After eating, Wolf propped himself
up on his bedroll and seriously considered just falling asleep in that
position. If he did, though, he’d wake up with a terrible crick in his neck in
the morning. And he hadn’t sorted out who was taking which watch yet, either.
So he really couldn’t afford to fall asleep right here. 


Siobhan seemed to realize that
full stomachs, plus hard work, equaled tired people. She pushed herself to her
feet and announced to the group, “I think it’s best the watches go in pairs
while we’re out here. We might fall asleep if on our own. So Rune and Wolf
first watch, Tran and Markl second watch, Fei and Beirly third watch, and I’ll
take fourth watch.”


Since fourth watch was early in
the morning, when Siobhan normally chose to rise, Wolf didn’t argue this.
Besides, fourth watch was the safest of all, so if there was any watch to let
her take alone, it’d be that one. 


Resigned to having to stay awake a
few more hours, he rolled himself up to his feet. “Rune, help me mark out a
perimeter.”


“I’ll mark north side,” Rune said,
already moving that direction. 


Kiō had gotten quick on
things like these. Smiling to himself, he went the opposite direction, marking
how far out to patrol with any large stone that came to hand. Satisfied, he
went back to camp. 


Everyone had more or less turned
in at this point. Beirly was snoring loud enough to wake the dead. He met Rune
near the campfire. “Shall we walk the first circuit?”


Rune shrugged agreement and fell
into step with him. They walked in silence the full circle around the camp. At
this distance, they couldn’t feel the heat of the campfire, and could only see
the silhouettes of their companions as they slept. Wolf was just glad it was a
peaceable night with fair weather. Camping in foul weather was something to
avoid at all costs. 


“Wolf.”


“Hmm?”


“What’s your story?” 


For a second, he didn’t quite know
what Rune was asking. Then it clicked. “You mean how I came into the guild?”


Rune nodded, a barely discernable
gesture this far from the firelight. “I heard how Deepwoods was originally
formed. But I don’t know how any of you came into it.”


That was a very reasonable
question to ask. In fact, Wolf was surprised that Rune hadn’t asked it earlier.
Looking about him, he took in the starry sky, the soft breeze coming in off the
ocean, and the stillness of the night. 


“My father always said that
secrets and stories were best shared at night. Alright, Rune. Let me tell you
the story of Erik Wolfinsky.” 


 










Chapter One


He stared straight ahead with dead
eyes, the raucous noise of the crowd washing over him without touching him. He
stood on a platform—little better than a slab set a foot higher than the
ground—with a half dozen other men. All of them were in poor condition, weak,
half-starved.  They were squeezed in together, so much so that just taking a
breath would jostle the person on either side. He had his half-healed arm held
protectively to his chest to keep it from being injured further. 


Early this morning, they’d been
dragged into an outdoor shower of sorts, where they’d been given strong lye
soap and cold water. No new clothes, though, just a rag to dry off with. The
chance to be clean had been welcome, but the effort his slave masters had made
to better their appearance was too slipshod to do any good. His beard and hair
still matted, as were the other men’s, and their clothes tattered beyond
repair. 


Then again, it wasn’t like the
masters really cared. They had every intention of selling this lot cheap, as
they were in too poor of a condition to get a high value. He had no illusions
about his own value at this point. A former dark guild mercenary with a missing
hand would not be attractive to most buyers. If he didn’t sell today, though,
he likely wouldn’t see a tomorrow. His masters were tired of towing him from
market to market. 


The sun rose, filtering through
the awnings of the market stalls and heating up the place to an unbearable
level. The stench of unwashed bodies, rotting food, and manure from the various
animals became ripe enough to gag on. But Erik Wolfinsky was used to such
smells after the past three months and he simply waited it out until his nose
grew accustomed to it. 


By midday, three of the men that
were standing with him were sold off. He took little notice of it, save that he
now had room to stand with arms akimbo if he chose. His bad arm he let hang at
his side now that he wasn’t worried about it being banged against. 


“Hello?”


Strange. That voice gave the
impression a woman was speaking to him. He lowered his gaze, looking down.
Clear green eyes looked straight back at him, and in them, he saw sympathy. He
blinked, for surely this was an illusion. People looked at him with fear,
distaste, but never sympathy. 


“I’m Siobhan Maley,” she
introduced herself with a winsome smile. 


What a beautiful woman. And where
was that accent and red hair from? She looked different than the people of
western Robarge. Her skin was pale, except the freckles across her nose, and
she was taller than most women.  The lilt to her words was foreign to him and
he couldn’t place her. She wasn’t from Orin, Wynngaard, or Teherani, though.
That he knew. So she must hail from some other part of Robarge. 


When she didn’t get a response,
she prompted, “What’s your name?”


It had been so very, very long
since someone asked him that. He had to wet his lips before he could answer.
“Erik. Erik Wolfinsky.”


“Wolfinsky?” she repeated,
eyebrows raising. “You look Wynngaardian. Are you?”


“Aye.”


She let out a low whistle. “You’re
far and away from home, sir.”


Sir? The respect made his throat
tighten. 


Cocking her head, she asked, “Do
you want to go home?”


Home…he’d dreamed of it often.
“I…don’t think I can.”


Shaking her finger at him, she
tsked him gently. “That’s not what I asked. Do you want to go home?”


Something about the way she asked,
the way she looked at him without flinching, made a small flicker of hope
ignite in his chest. Barely able to breathe, he forced out, “Yes.”


“Well enough, then.” Nodding in
satisfaction, she turned to the master standing nearby. “How much?”


The master eyed her dubiously,
studying her from head to toe again. “Forgive me, Miss—”


“Guildmaster,” she interrupted.
The smile and charm she had before was gone and in its place was a woman that
was not to be trifled with. Those green eyes pinned the master in place with a
stare lethal enough to melt iron. “I’m Guildmaster of Deepwoods. And I asked
you how much.”


Guildmaster? Erik stared at her
incredulously. If she was older than eighteen, he’d eat his boots. What was
left of them. How in the world had she become a guildmaster this young? 


The master must have thought the
same thing as he cleared his throat and said in a wheedling tone, “If I can see
your guild crest…?”


She pulled a leather case from her
inside vest pocket and flipped it so that he could see a D in an elaborate
scroll, like a leaf and vine twisted in on itself in shades of greens, oranges,
and golds. “I’m an escorting guild from Goldschmidt.”


“Ahhh, yes, so I see.” With that
confirmed, the master did a sharp about-turn in attitude and smiled at her in
an oily fashion. “As you can see, he’s very large and strong in spite of the
missing hand. He’s also a former mercenary, so has good fighting skills. He’d
be perfect for an escort guild such as yours—”


Her eyes narrowed, toe tapping an
impatient rhythm in the dirt. “How much.”


“One hundred kors,” the master
said brightly. 


The guildmaster’s toe stopped
tapping. Putting both hands on her hips, she leaned toward him menacingly. “The
man’s half starved, his clothes are rags, and it’ll be quite the feat to find
anything that’s going to fit him. That’s not even taking into account the
medicine it’s going to take to get him healthy again. And you’re asking how
much?”


“Yes, but his experience is such
that—”


“Fifty,” she countered, cutting
him off. 


“That’s robbery!” the master
wailed in a practiced whine. 


“No, one hundred is robbery,” she
snorted. 


The master studied her again and
this time seemed to realize that however young she might be, she was shrewd,
and he was not going to con her into something. Besides, she was the first to
show interest in Erik in the last three months. “Seventy kors.”


The guildmaster didn’t even blink.
“Fifty-five.”


“Sixty.”


“Fifty-eight.”


“Sold.” The master held out a
hand, and she took it, sealing the deal. 


Satisfied, she inclined her head
toward the chains. “Take those off.”


“Of course, Guildmaster.” He
rubbed his hands together. “If it is agreeable, you can pay me first…”


“I better get paperwork for him,”
she added, pulling a money purse from her belt pouch. Frowning, she started
counting it out in her hand, lips pursed. “Hmm, I’m a mite short. Hold on.”
Turning in place, she yelled out over the crowd, “BEIRLY!”


From somewhere within the crowd of
pedestrians a man’s deep voice called back, “Here! Shi, where are you?”


“Slaver’s corner!” she called
back. 


There was a great deal of swearing
in response, which Erik found interesting. From the man’s reply, he hadn’t
expected his guildmaster to be over here. So they hadn’t come to the market to
buy a slave? Then why had she bought him? 


From the crowd, a man pushed his
way through, huffing and puffing as he did so. At first glance, it looked like
he was related to the woman, as they both had red hair. But it was a brighter
shade of red, the man was stocky and short, and his eyes were brown. He
visually latched onto the woman and strode straight to her, face drawn together
in an unhappy frown. 


“Shi, what are you doing?”


She pointed straight to Erik.
“Buying him. Give me ten kors, I’m a little short.”


The man called Beirly didn’t
budge. “Shi, have you lost your mind?”


“No, not at all,” she denied
pleasantly. “We’re heading toward Wynngaard in a month, right? Well, he’s from
Wynngaard. I figure he can serve as translator and guide while we get the
caravan there. He’s a former mercenary, so he can help guard the caravan too as
we travel. It’s perfect.”


Oh. Was that why she wanted him? 


Beirly didn’t buy this logic and
shook his head at her. “That isn’t why you’re buying him. I know you better
than that.” 


Not denying this, she waggled her
fingers at him. “Ten kors.”


Blowing out an irritated breath,
he dug his money purse out. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”


“Don’t I always?”


“You don’t really want me to say
something to that, do you?”


Laughing, she shook her head no. 


Erik watched this play out with
his heart in his throat. Part of that was because his future, out of these
chains, depended on the man giving her those missing ten kors. But part of it
was that it had been many years since he had seen such a warm interaction
between two people. It was true friendship between them, sweet and easy. In
that moment, even in this bleak place, they seemed to glow to him. 


His lips parted as memory came
back to him of a distant time, when he was still a child, and he had such warm
connections to people. It made his heart ache at the loss of it. 


She handed over the kors,
receiving the receipt of sale in return, which she carefully stowed in her vest
pocket. Then the chains were taken off his wrists and he tentatively stepped
down. Far from alarming her, she craned her neck to look up. “My, you are
tall! You make me feel short. Are all of your people like this?”


“Not all of Wynngaard,” he denied,
voice rusty from disuse. “But I’m from the mountains, and my people are this
large.”


“Well.” Eyeing him up and down,
she seemed to be making a judgment on what to do with him. “First things first.
Food. Beirly, mark his sizes, find him several changes of clothes and new
boots.”


Beirly gave him that same look of
sizing him up. “Tall order, Shi.”


Her smile at him meant, move
it. “Then you’d best get started.”


Raising his hands in surrender,
asked, “Is your purse empty, then?”


“Just about.”


Beirly handed over a few more
coins, which she took amiably, before he turned on a heel and went back into
the main market. 


Erik nearly leapt out of his skin
when she slipped her hand into his, her hold firm. Seeing his reaction, she
shrugged at him. “I don’t want to lose you in the crowd. Now, tell me, when was
the last time you had a proper meal?”


He had to think for a moment. Did
last night’s tossed scraps count as a proper meal? “A while.”


“That’s what I thought. Alright,
we’ll head down Food Row. If you see something that tempts you, sing out, and
we’ll stop there for lunch.” So saying, she towed him along. 


Even as weak as he was, he could
snap this woman’s neck in half without much effort. Surely she knew this. But
she didn’t seem in the least afraid of him. She just walked, trusting him to be
at her side. Trust like that was something else he hadn’t had in a very long
time. 


He had no idea why she had really
bought him. Her friend hadn’t believed it was for business reasons, but that
brought up the question of what her true motives were. But in the ten minutes
he’d known her, she’d shown him kindness and trust, and he was loath to lose
this chance of being treated like a human being again. Then and there, he
promised himself that whatever she asked of him, he’d do. Even if she never
took him home, as she’d said she would, he’d still do it. 


Glancing over her shoulder, she
asked, “Anything look good to you?”


Oh, right. Food. He looked to the
right and left of the road, spied a roasted chicken stand, and pointed his chin
at it. “There.”


“Oh, chicken? Sounds good.”
Smiling, she cut between two carts and dragged him straight there. 


The cart wasn’t much, just
something that could feed four people at most, but the smell coming from it was
a good one. He took the stool next to hers tentatively, aware of the sidelong
glances of the people around them. But she didn’t seem to either see or care
what other people thought. She smiled up at the cook and said, “One chicken for
me, flat bread if you have it, and…oh, is that apple cider I see?”


“Yes, miss,” the burly cook responded
with a weather eye on Erik.


“Good, I’ll have a tankard of
that. Wolfinsky, order what you want.”


Not sure how much generosity he
could impinge on, he said, “What my guildmaster ordered.”


With an exasperated sigh, she
turned to face him. “Wolfinsky. It’s Siobhan to you, not Guildmaster. And there
is no way under the heavens that a man your size can eat what I do and be
satisfied with it. Beirly eats twice as much as I do and he’s shorter
than me! Goodman, give him three times the amount you serve me.”


Siobhan? She wanted him to call
her by name? He drew back in confusion. What did this woman really want from
him?


Tapping a finger on the wooden
surface, she called his attention back to her. “I hail from Widstoe, which is
on the eastern edge of Robarge. And among my people, we eat together to form
friendships. So. Won’t you eat with me?”


“You want…” he had to take a
breath before he could force the full sentence out, “You want to be friends
with me.”


“Right.” She said this easily, as
if it was the most natural thing in the world.


“A former dark guild mercenary and
slave. For a friend.”


“Right,” she agreed again. Her
eyes tilted up in a silent smile. “It’s not a bad deal for you. Being my friend
means being part of my guild, so you can cross over the Grey Bridges, and can
make it back home again.”


While that was true—a dark
guildsman couldn’t travel across the Grey Bridges, it wasn’t allowed—that
wasn’t the point at all. “Aren’t you worried that you might be getting
the raw end of this deal?”


“The fact that you are worried
about me says I made the right choice.” She waggled her eyebrows at him. “A
truly bad man wouldn’t be. He’d have already taken off and run for freedom.”


Oh. True, even though she’d held
on to him, if he was truly determined to get away from her, he could have
managed it easily. So, she felt she knew everything she needed to know because
of how he’d acted in the past fifteen minutes? Oddly enough, it made sense. She
seemed whimsical, as if she was simply doing what she wanted to do, but there was
method to her madness after all. 


The food was set in front of them
with a clatter of plates, and the issue of friendship was abruptly shelved as
he was presented with real food. Like a voracious wolf, he devoured all three
chickens, the four pieces of flatbread and two tankards of cider without
pausing for breath. 


Siobhan’s hand came up and she
patted him on the shoulder. “Slow down, man, slow down. Eat too fast, and your
stomach will rebel.”


She was right. He forced himself
to stop and breathe. 


“Now. Tell me, how did you lose
the hand and how long ago was that?”


Looking into those innocent eyes,
he found he couldn’t tell her the full gory story and instead shortened it to
the basics. “In a fight, three months ago.”


“So it’s healed?”


He shook his head. “No.”


Concerned, she put her tankard
down. “What, it’s still not healed?”


“Infection set in at first,” he
explained hesitantly. He didn’t want her to think that she’d have to spend even
more money on him. Medicines were expensive. “But that’s cleared up now. I just
kept bumping it against things, and it kept re-opening. It’s healing now,
though.”


Not taking his word for it, she
drew his hand to her, and unwrapped it. He studied her expression as the filthy
wrapping fell free. Her eyes went wide with horror, mouth opening. 


“You call that healing?!”
she demanded incredulously. “Look at it! So red and puffy, and…no. No, this
won’t do. Goodman, where’s a decent surgeon or apothecary?”


The goodman leaned over the side
of the cart to take a look. He let out a low whistle before saying, “That’s
nasty looking. Vidal is who you want. Down this street, take a right at the
white tent, and two streets over. His clinic is on the corner, has a red door
on it. He’s a bit pricey, but his medicine works the best.”


Siobhan nodded understanding. “He
needs that right now. How much do I owe you?”


“Four coppers.”


Erik found himself floundering,
not sure how to reassure her that if he just had time to clean it properly and
wrap it, the arm would heal. That expression on her face reminded him eerily of
his mother when she had a mad-on, and he didn’t want to open his mouth and
cross her. Besides, she hadn’t flinched at the idea of buying medicine for him.
He had not yet seen the end of her generosity.


Siobhan paid the man, slipped off
the stool, and once again towed Erik by the hand after her. This time, he kept
his injured hand close to his chest, more leery of it being banged against
something with the bandage off. He found the hand, so dainty and slim in his
own, comforting and strange in equal measure. It was with great care that he
returned the grip without crushing her fingers. 


They followed the goodman’s
directions, weaving their way in and out of people, small herds of animals, and
carts, and found the clinic without trouble. Giving a single knock on the door,
Siobhan pushed the red door aside and stepped in. “Hello!”


“Hello!” a male voice returned
from just out of sight. 


Erik blinked as he came through,
eyes adjusting to the dimmer interior. The place smelled odd, probably because
of all the herbs tacked to the ceiling hanging out to dry. But it was clean and
tidy. Two narrow beds were side by side against the far wall, there was a table
to his immediate left filled with herbs, jars, and a stone pedestal. From a
back door, a man appeared, looking clean cut and presentable, if older. He had
to be at least in his fifties with that grey streaked hair. A professional
smile creased his face as he greeted, “I’m Vidal. What can I help you with?”


“I’m Siobhan Maley,” she returned,
then gestured to Erik. “This is my friend, Erik Wolfinsky. As you can see, his
arm is in a bad way. We’re here to get treatment for it.”


The apothecary’s eyes went between
them, probably noting the difference in how they were dressed and their overall
condition, but asked no questions. He came to Erik, gesturing to let him see
the arm. Lowering it, he let the man take a good look. 


“Hmmm,” Vidal hummed in
disapproval. “This is bad, bad indeed. Infection is setting in. If we don’t
give it a strong treatment, it’ll lead to rot. How long has it been like this?”


“Three months,” Erik answered
quietly. 


“Good heavens, man, your body is
strong to fight it off this long. Well, take a seat. I’ll make a poultice for
this, and wrap it good for you.” As he went to the table, he asked, “Are you
citizens here?”


“No, from Goldschmidt,” Siobhan
denied. “We’re passing through.”


“Then I’ll make up some medicine
to go. Make sure you clean the arm, apply the medicine, and change those
bandages twice a day. Once in the morning, once before retiring. It’s vital to
keep it clean. Oh, and I’ll give you something to drink before you go.” Vidal’s
tone became cheerful, in an evil way. “It’ll taste awful, but work wonders.”


Erik snorted. Medicine always
tasted awful. 


Vidal was quick and efficient. The
poultice was applied, the arm wrapped neatly in white linen, and the medicine
(otherwise known as toxic green sludge) was given to him within minutes.  As
the apothecary wrapped up a jar of the poultice to go, Siobhan dug out the
coins to pay him with. 


Only to himself would Erik admit
that the arm already felt better. It no longer ached and itched. Vidal knew his
trade well. 


They gave cordial goodbyes and
exited the clinic. Siobhan stopped in the doorway and looked about her. “Well,
I think we’ve done everything we need to. Wolfinsky, how about we return to the
inn and give you a proper haircut? And a shave? I don’t mind if you have a
beard or not—you’ve seen Beirly’s—but yours is so matted that I think you best
start from scratch.”


“I don’t actually prefer beards,”
he told her honestly.


“Then let’s get rid of it.” With a
wink, she took his hand again and started off. “Inn’s this way.”










Chapter Two


Siobhan didn’t cut his hair or
beard herself, but had someone else at the inn do it. She told him without
guile that she was terrible at cutting hair and it’d be best for him if someone
else do it. But she stayed nearby as his hair was cut, and explained a few
things to him. 


Deepwoods was an escorting guild that
had barely been in business for the past few months. They were still building
up a client list and getting the word out, but they were doing well for
themselves. Mostly because one of the members, a man called Grae, was a
Pathmaker. In fact, it was for his sake that the guild had been formed. She,
Grae, and Beirly were apparently childhood friends, all from Widstoe. They had
moved to Goldschmidt and started a guild there because they’d heard it would be
the best place to start. So far, it seemed to be true, as they were making a
decent living at it. 


This seemed a humble description
to Erik, as he had just seen this woman spend an incredible amount of money on
him in just two hours. If she could afford to do that, then she was doing
better than ‘decent.’ 


Beirly came in just after the
haircut was finished, two wrapped bundles in his arms. He took in the sight of
Erik and gave a grudging nod of approval. “You look better. Don’t think we were
properly introduced before. Name’s Beirly Kierkegaard.”


Erik stood and offered a hand,
even though it was his left one. “Erik Wolfinsky.”


Pleased by this show of manners,
Beirly set everything aside on a table and accepted the handshake, clasping it
firmly. “Well, now, Wolfinsky. Seems you have quite a story to tell. But we’ll
wait for Grae to show up so you don’t have to repeat yourself. For now, why
don’t you follow me up to my room and try on these clothes, see what fits.”


Nodding acceptance, he scooped up
one bundle with his good hand and followed the man up the stairs. 


The inn was a nice one, tidy if
not perfectly clean, and the rooms a fair size. There were two beds in the
room, large enough even for him, with a washstand in a corner and a window that
looked out over a busy street. Erik put the bundle down on one bed and opened
it clumsily with his hand, the twining giving him some trouble. 


Without a word, Beirly came over
and yanked the knot free, then stepped back again so he could unwrap it and
sort through the clothes. The silent help, without mockery, was a kindness that
he appreciated. 


The clothes were obviously used
but all of good quality and in fair condition. He counted three shirts—one of
which might not fit—two pairs of pants, a vest, several pairs of socks and
underwear, and one pair of boots that looked scuffed but serviceable. Without
any real care of coloring or style, he tried on the first thing that came to
hand and found the fit decent, if a bit tight in the shoulders and thighs.


“When she gets you back up to
weight, we’ll have to special order clothes for you,” Beirly noted aloud,
almost idly. “As it is, you’re half-starved and barely fitting into these.”


Truly. But oh, the feel of proper
clothes on and a full belly. He felt human again. It was perhaps because of
this feeling that he asked what he should not have. “Why…did you let us go off
alone?”


Beirly didn’t answer him, just
looked back at him steadily. 


“I’m a former mercenary, a dark
guildsman,” Erik pressed, becoming more indignant as the words tumbled free.
“Even with this,” he waved his missing hand in the air, “gone, didn’t you
realize how easily I can hurt her? Why by sweet mercy would you be so reckless
with her?”


Beirly’s shoulders slumped and he
let out a slow breath. “Just once, just once, she’s going to be wrong.”


“What?” he demanded in confusion. 


“It hasn’t happened yet, but
surely it will at some point.” Beirly shook his head, seeming more amused than
anything. “Wolfinsky, I’ll tell you straight. In all the years I’ve known that
girl, she’s never been wrong about a man’s character. She sees straight to the
heart of people. It’s why me and Grae insisted she be the guildmaster. She
looked at you, she saw something I didn’t see, and that was what made her trust
you. I knew that look on her face well, and it’s why I didn’t argue. Not much
good comes from arguing with her. Stubborn, that one.”


“But she could have been wrong,”
he insisted, becoming agitated. 


“Oh, true, she could have been.
But the way you’re taking me to task about her safety says clear as day she
wasn’t. For that matter, the look on your face back there told me she was
right.”


Look on his face…what was the man
talking about?


“Don’t know what I’m saying, eh?”
Beirly chuckled. “Your heart was in your eyes then. Still is, whenever you look
at her. And that’s why, Erik Wolfinsky, I knew that she wouldn’t be hurt by
you.” 


Erik rubbed his hand over his face
in despair. Fools. They were all fools. Kind and generous ones, but fools
nonetheless. The idea that they would try this again in the future, with some
other dark guildsman made his heart drop into this stomach and writhe. 


Beirly nodded toward the door.
“Let’s go back down. She’ll want to see you dressed properly.”


 He obediently trooped back down
the stairs, but his indignation and worry didn’t ease. Erik was not a deep or
complicated man. He was good to the people that were good to him, it was simple
as that. That beautiful redhead downstairs had saved him from hell itself and
shown him kindness and sympathy, but not pity. He wanted to give whatever he
could in return for that grace. He might have spent seven years in darkness but
he still remembered what kindness and integrity was. Or at least, he thought he
did. 


And it seemed to him, that with
these reckless habits of hers, she needed his help. Whether she realized it or
not. 


Erik had to duck to clear the door
back into the taproom. In the middle of the room, Siobhan sat at a table with a
man he didn’t recognize beside her. Erik’s first impression of the man was
‘frail.’ Thin, in body and face, with high cheeks, brown hair but with tan
skin. He dressed well, like a scholar, and his eyes spoke of intelligence. When
Erik stopped at the table, those blue eyes went wide with surprise and
nervousness. Ah, finally, a normal reaction. 


Siobhan either didn’t note this
reaction of her companion (unlikely) or didn’t care, as she blithely introduced
them. “Grae, this is Erik Wolfinsky. He’ll serve as our translator and guide
when we go into Wynngaard next month. Wolfinsky, this is Grae Masson, our
Pathmaker.”


So. This was the man responsible
for Deepwoods’ creation. Erik saw immediately why he didn’t work alone like
most Pathmakers. This was not a man that would be able to handle the world on
his own. He wouldn’t do well in confrontations. Putting the thought aside, he
ducked his head at the man. “Masson.”


“Wolfinsky,” Grae returned, manner
and tone cautious. The look he shot Siobhan was one of incredulity. “So, ah, we
are traveling into Wynngaard with him. Then what?”


“Well, then we meet up with his
family and return him home.”


That let Grae breathe a little
easier. “Ah.” 


“Let’s eat an early dinner, shall
we?” Siobhan suggested, already turning to wave down one of the serving girls.
“I’d rather leave early in the morning and get home soon. We have a lot to do.”
She placed an order for food, and lots of it before settling back. “Wolfinsky,
you don’t have to go into details, give me a basic history. Where are you from
exactly?”


“Reske.”  


Grae shrunk back in his chair at
the tone. 


“Reske?” Siobhan parroted,
expression blank. “Where’s that?”


She really wasn’t that familiar
with Wynngaardian geography, was she. “Far western coast, up in the mountains.”


“Hmmm.” Siobhan screwed her mouth
up sideways in a gesture of contemplation. “That’s an area where we have no
paths. We’ll have to travel the usual way, I suppose. From Brevik to Reske, how
far is it?”


“Five days on horseback, more or
less.” Why, why wasn’t she asking any of the usual questions? Frustrated, he
frowned darkly at her. “Why aren’t you asking me how I came to be a slave?”


“I would love to have the story,”
she admitted with open frankness. “But the way you’ve been growling at me makes
me think you don’t want to tell it.”


She had that right. As grateful as
he was, Erik was not at all sure he trusted this woman enough to tell his full
history to. Still, if she were to take him back home, she’d have to know at
least the bare bones of it. Grudgingly, he pried his mouth open just enough to
give her basic facts. 


“I was kidnapped from Reske when I
was fourteen. A dark guild bought me as a fighter. I stayed there seven years
until I lost the hand. After that, my guild was wiped out by another guild.
They took anyone that survived and sold them to a slave merchant.” 


Beirly let out a low whistle. “Seven
years in a dark guild? That’s a long stretch to survive in for a guild like
that. You’re either insanely lucky or insanely strong.”


Not seeing any condemnation, he
relaxed a hair. “A little of both,” he agreed. “Even the loss of the hand is
turning out to be good luck.”


“Yes, it is,” Siobhan confirmed
with a wink. “After all, I wouldn’t have met you if you hadn’t lost it.”


He’d realized at some point that
losing the hand meant getting him free of the dark guilds. But it wasn’t until
she said it that he understood their paths would never have crossed if he’d not
lost his hand. Struck by this thought, he looked down at the clean bandage
covering his stump. 


Was fate cruel to him, or kind? 


ӜӜӜ


Siobhan got an extra room just for
him, one with a larger bed that he could stretch out on. In spite of this
comfort, he found he couldn’t sleep. He was in the best situation he had been
in in seven years, so he should have dropped off immediately, but his mind spun
and wouldn’t let him rest. 


Restless, edgy, he threw back the
covers and slipped his new boots back on before stealing out of the room and to
the one next door. With a careful motion, he turned the handle and eased the
door open soundlessly. Then he just stopped in the doorway and stared at the
woman sleeping so peacefully. Moonlight came in through the window and
highlighted her hair, her cheeks, making her look even more vulnerable than she
had in the daylight. Watching her, a long forgotten instinct surged within him,
clamoring at the back of the mind. 


Protect.


He shoved that protective instinct
aside and focused on more practical thoughts. What was truly bothering him was
that she had assumed his family would pay her back for expenses. That was clear
from the conversation over dinner. And she was likely right, but he was not a
man that went along for a free ride. Yes, that was what set ill with him. He
wouldn’t just hang about waiting to answer whatever questions she had. The
other two men weren’t unskilled at fighting, but they were certainly inferior to
him. He’d talk her into buying him a sword and shield before leaving, and then
he’d work off what she had paid out for him. That was the best way. 


Satisfied, he turned and retreated
back to his own room as quietly as he had come. 


ӜӜӜ


“A sword and shield?” Siobhan
repeated in surprise over breakfast the next morning.


“You don’t have an enforcer in
this guild,” which is suicide, he wanted to add. “And it doesn’t sit
well with me for you to just support me until we get to my home. So, buy me a
sword and shield and I’ll work as your enforcer until we get to Reske.”


Siobhan gestured to his injured
arm with her fork. “Can you fight with your arm like that?”


Erik gave her quite the look for
that question. 


She held up a hand in surrender,
eyes laughing. “Fine, fine, it was a stupid question. A sword and shield, eh?
Well, I admit it would be nice to have a designated enforcer in the guild, even
if for a short spell. Beirly, Grae, what do you think?”


Grae clearly thought that putting
weapons into the hands of a former dark guildsman was madness and a sure method
to get stabbed in the back. Beirly seemed more impartial to this and lifted one
shoulder in a shrug. “Don’t see why not. Reckon it would help, as the caravan
is bigger than we first planned on. But how you’re going to hold a shield with
that arm, that’s what I’d like to know.”


“Oh?” Siobhan arched a brow at
him, challengingly. “And here I thought a fix-it man like yourself could figure
out how to modify a shield so he could hold it.”


Beirly rolled his eyes. “Yes,
guildmaster, I’ll figure it out.”


“Thank you, dearling.” Satisfied,
she turned back to Erik. “We’ll go shopping after this. I warn you, my purse is
a bit sparse at the moment. If we don’t find something at a good price here, we
might wait until we reach Goldschmidt and shop again there. I can access guild
funds and give us a better price range to work in.”


“If that’s the case, let’s just
wait until we’re back at your guild hall.” 


“That we’ll do, then.”  


They finished breakfast in
silence, amiable on Beirly and Siobhan’s part, and in nervous tension from
Grae’s. The man was truly not comfortable in Erik’s presence. But he was used
to such a reaction and tried not to let it bother him much. 


Grae escaped upstairs first with
the excuse of packing his bag, and they all did likewise. Siobhan surprised him
by following him straight up and inside. He stopped dead in the middle of the
room and gave her a look askance. 


“We have to reapply your poultice
and put new bandages on, remember?” she responded as if he had asked the
question aloud. 


Oh, right. It wouldn’t be
something he could do with just one hand. 


Erik sat on the edge of the bed
and waited as she dug out clean bandages, the jar of medicine, and a towel from
the washbasin. She sat directly across from him, one leg tucked up under the
other, and spread the towel across her lap. Then she took his arm and with
gentle fingers undid the bandage. 


He was amazed by the change his
arm had undergone in just one night. It no longer looked an angry red but a
shade of healthier pink, and the swelling had gone down considerably. Siobhan
let out a pleased hum, a slight smile on her face. “Well, the man knows his
trade, I give him that. Let’s see, he said clean it with this first…” following
Vidal’s instructions, she cleaned the wound with a noxious substance that stung
like a swarm of bees, then reapplied the poultice, which soothed his skin
again. In neat, deft movements, she rewrapped the arm with a clean bandage. 


“Don’t worry about Grae,” she
counseled as she worked, never looking up. “He’s not really afraid of you. He’s
just nervous. He’s always like this when he has to work with strangers. It’s
why I couldn’t let him go out alone to make a living as a Pathmaker—he needs
someone as a business partner.”


Was that all it was? Erik somehow
doubted that, but was willing to pretend he believed her. “Alright.”


“When we get to Goldschmidt, I’ll
get you a guild crest of your own. You’ll need it to cross the Bridges with.”
Finished, she tied a firm square knot and only then met his eyes. “And why
aren’t you asking me more questions?”


Because I’m scared of the
answers was the exact thing he could not say out loud. “You’ve told me
everything I really need to know.”


Siobhan huffed out a breath. “Not
likely. But alright, you’ll ask when you want to, I suppose. Pack up, let’s go
to Goldschmidt.”










Chapter Three


The trip to Goldschmidt was short
and uneventful. Grae apparently had a few dedicated paths already built, in
spite of being in business only a short while, and one of them went from
Goldschmidt to Converse. Erik had traveled by path before a few times, and
found that Grae’s was…different. Somehow. He couldn’t quite put his finger on
what the difference was, just that it seemed like Grae had better control over
the path. Going by path had always made him nervous before, but this time he
didn’t feel nearly as anxious. 


Goldschmidt was one of the larger
cities he’d seen before, but not the largest. He took it in from stem to stern,
noting the placement of guards up on the walls and by the gates, the amount of
traffic on the road, and the general feel of the place. It seemed like a good
city, especially for business. 


Erik had worked as an enforcer a
time or two before in his previous guild, so he knew what to do. As they went
through the gates, he kept his eyes peeled for trouble, and stayed a step back
from everyone so that he could keep watch on the three. But nothing troublesome
happened and they went straight to their guildhall without him needing to do
anything. Which was just as well, considering he was still weaponless. 


The Hall surprised him. It was
much larger than he thought it would be, a full two stories tall, and seemed
very soundly constructed of wood and stone. The inside had a large, raftered
ceiling, plenty of tables and chairs strewn about, and a staircase leading to
the upstairs. 


Siobhan paused just inside the
doorway and said to him, “Beirly, Grae, and I are all on the second story, on
the right side of the hallway. You can choose any room on the left side or in
the attic. Up to you.” 


“Fine.” He’d take the first room
on the left, then. If danger came up to them, he wanted to be able to react
quickly. 


“Come see me when you’re done
unpacking,” Beirly instructed, nodding toward the back of the main room. “I
have a workshop back there. I think it’d be easier to make you up a new hand
than try to modify a shield.”


A new hand? How in mercy would he
pull that off?


Siobhan didn’t seem to doubt this
and actually clapped. “Oh, you thought of a way? Good. Be careful not to make
his wound worse though. It’s just now healing properly.”


Beirly waved this concern off.
“Won’t be able to do much today except take measurements anyway, draft out a
few ideas. It’ll be a good week before I can try anything.”


“Good.” Pleased, she bounded up
the stairs, calling back over her shoulder, “Wolfinsky, after you’re done with
Beirly, we’re going shopping!”


Snorting, Beirly muttered under
his breath, “She’s like a child with a new toy.” Shaking his head, he also went
up the stairs, bag thrown over his shoulder. 


Following their example, he went
up as well, and took the room that would be ‘his,’ at least for a short while.
It was simply furnished with chest, bed, and washstand. It was clean, if a
little musty with disuse. He put his gear away without dwelling on the place
too much and went back down. 


Beirly beat him to the workshop
and was already at a table, sketching things out with sure strokes on a large
piece of blank paper. This room seemed more lived in than any other part of the
hall. There were wood shavings on the floor, tools hanging off the walls and
strewn across a roughhewn table, with another, smaller table to the side that
had stacks of leather scraps on it. The scent of wood and leather mixed
pleasantly in the air, and he smiled unconsciously at the smell. 


“Come, sit,” Beirly invited,
pushing a stool out with his foot. 


Erik took it, tilting his head
sideways to look at the drawing as he did. It looked like a hand, with joints
and everything. “Is that your idea?”


“Thought hit me as we were on the
path that I can make a moving hand, with joints and such, and then make it so
that it can lock into place so you can hold onto things.” Tapping the pencil to
the drawing, he added, “I’ll make it of wood first. Cheaper that way, easier to
work out the mistakes. If this works, I’ll make you another of metal.” 


He felt overwhelmed by the
generosity he was receiving in this guild. Even Grae, who didn’t know how to be
comfortable around him, wouldn’t even say a harsh word to him. How had he been
so blessed to be picked up by these people? 


“You’re too generous,” he said
huskily. 


“Naw, it’s a fun challenge.”
Beirly belied his words by giving Erik a clap on the shoulder in a gesture of
comradeship. “Now, give me your good arm. I need to know how long to make your
wood one so they match.”


Erik cooperated as Beirly took
measurements of his arm in every possible direction. He measured both arms,
actually, so that he knew precisely what lengths to make everything. Done,
Beirly shooed him out, and he went back to the front door to meet Siobhan. 


She sat at a table near the front
door, clearly waiting on him. “Done? Good. Let’s go.” Standing, she led the way
out and waited for him to fall into step beside her before saying, “I’ve been
thinking of where to go, but I don’t really know your preference in weapons.
What do you like?”


“A broadsword,” he admitted
frankly. “But they’re pricey. A long dagger will do.”


“Broadsword?” Siobhan gave him a
quick head-to-toe study. “Yes, with your size, that’d be the best weapon.”


The look on her face was one he’d
seen before—on his mother’s—when she set her mind to have something. Hoping to
derail her, he tried again, “But they’re hideously expensive. It’s too much.”


“Deepwoods is actually a guild
under Blackstone, the ruling guild of this city,” she explained. “I’m allotted
a certain amount every year to pay for weapons, housing, etc, as long as I meet
their financial milestones. Which, so far, we’ve exceeded them. It’s part of
the reason why I wanted to form a guild in this city. Anyway, up to this point
we haven’t used any of the allowance I have for weapons. So, if we want to get
a broadsword for you, we can do it for free. We just have a narrow selection,
as only a few swordsmiths are directly connected to Blackstone.”


While all of this sounded
reasonable, what did she plan to do for the next enforcer she brought into the
guild? Pay for his weapons herself? He had no room to ask the question, or
argue, as she dragged him abruptly into a smithy. 


It was a prosperous place, he
could tell that at first glance, as every style of weapon imaginable donned the
walls or were leaning up in barrels. The price of the metal alone in this
single room would be enough to feed a large family for a year. 


A long counter split the room in
half and divided the smithy from the shop area. Siobhan stopped in front of it
and aimed a charming smile at the middle-aged man standing behind it. “Good
master, I’m in the need of a broadsword and a shield.”


The master gave her a dubious
look. “You are or he is?”


“He is, to be precise.”


“Left or right han—” the man cut
himself off as he took in Erik’s missing hand. “Left handed, obviously.”


As if this hadn’t occurred to her
before, Siobhan asked curiously, “Wolfinsky, were you naturally right or left
handed before that happened?”


“Right,” he answered calmly. “But
my sword master taught us how to fight with both hands.”


“That was good fortune for you.”


Truly. If not, he would have to
train with his left hand from the ground up, and that could take years. 


The sword smith eyed his new
customer with a speculative gaze. “I have a Wynngaardian broadsword if that’ll
be of interest?”


“You do?” Erik responded wistfully.
He hadn’t held one since he was taken from his home seven years ago.


“Aye, took it in on trade last
week. Mighty fine sword, but no one here knows how to use it properly. Not to
mention it’s too long for most men here. We don’t get many your size.” This
last part was said dryly. Coming around the counter, he lifted up a section so
he could walk to their side and take a broadsword off the wall. 


Erik balanced the sheath on his
bad arm as he drew the sword free with the other hand. Even before it cleared
the scabbard, he could tell this was a fine weapon. The balance was perfect,
the metal gleamed with blue steel, and the hilt had been recently rewrapped
with brown leather. 


Siobhan read his expression easily
and said to the master, “We’ll take it.” 


The master chuckled. “Yes, it’s
clear he wants it. I don’t have a shield large enough for a man his size, but I
can make one up within a week. That soon enough?”


“That’ll be fine.” Siobhan pulled
out her guild crest and flipped it open so he could see it. “My allotment from
Blackstone should cover about one hundred and twenty kors. How much will that
cover?”


“For the sword and shield? All of
it, I think. It’ll leave you about five kors left over. That alright by you?”


“Perfectly fine,” she assured him.



Erik started adding up all that
she had spent on him in his head and balked at the figure. “Wait, Siobhan, this
really is too much to spend on me considering I won’t stay with you long—”


“Oh, just take it, will you?” she
responded in exasperation. “If I don’t use it in the next three months, I lose
it.” 


Really? Well, if that was the
case…. He eyed the sword longingly. “I’ll work it off. Promise.”


“That’s the spirit,” she responded
cheerfully. 


They stayed long enough for Erik
to describe what he needed for the shield, the master to take some
measurements, and for them to adjust the sword so that it hung correctly on his
right hip. But once that was settled, they left the shop, satisfied. 


“What now?” he asked her. 


“Food,” she answered, already
heading the opposite way of what they had come. “There’s nothing in the Hall to
eat, since we just came back. Wolfinsky, can you cook?”


“A few things.”


“Praise all mercy. You don’t want
Grae cooking, so that usually means it’s either me or Beirly. One more cook in
the place will be a welcome thing. In that case, pick up what ingredients you
need. You’re on duty tonight.” She flashed him a half-teasing smile.


Cooking a meal for her seemed a
small thing to do so he inclined his head, agreeable.


Slowing her pace, she tilted her
head to look up at him. “What I call you is bothering me.” Siobhan looked at
him with narrowed eyes, using one finger to poke at her lips. “Wolfinsky seems
so….distant.” 


He went abruptly still, watching
her with rising hope in his chest. “So what do you want to call me?”


“I think ‘Wolf’ would be better.”


Wolf? “Not Erik?”


“Oh, it’s a fine name, don’t
mistake me. I just like to call people by nickname. Besides, you growl just
like one when you’re hungry or angry. Wolf fits you fine.”


He couldn’t remember anyone
calling him by a nickname. Strangely enough, he liked it. “Wolf, is it?” He
tested the idea out and liked the taste of it. “Alright. I’ll answer by it.”


“Good.” She beamed at him, beyond
pleased. “Wolf it is.” 


ӜӜӜ


Erik was used to fighting and
working for long hours before getting any sleep. For the past three days, the
most strenuous thing he had done was shop. It left him feeling restless with
too much pent up energy. Even though it was late in the evening, and everyone
else had already retired for the night, he couldn’t do the same. The bed was
comfortable enough—it was his own demons that wouldn’t let him rest. 


Irritated with himself, he slung
the covers off, and moved with silent feet out of his room. He first checked on
Siobhan and found her deep asleep in her own bed. Satisfied she was fine, he
moved to the stairs with the half-formed notion of a late night snack. 


“—still think Siobhan is crazy for
taking him on?” Beirly’s voice asked. Even though it was mute, it was still
understandable. 


Erik stopped dead on the stairs,
staying in the shadows and just out of sight of the main room. Who was Beirly
talking to? Grae?


“Yes,” Grae said firmly. His voice
wasn’t quite as loud as Beirly’s and Wolf had to strain more to hear him. 


“The man’s done nothing to you,”
Beirly pointed out. “Hasn’t even looked at you sideways.”


“It’s nothing he’s done or said,”
Grae admitted grudgingly. “But the man’s just menacing. All he does is
stand there and breathe and he’s menacing!”


“Aye, well, no arguments there. It
still boggles my mind on what Siobhan saw in him that made her so adamant to
have him.” Wood creaked, as if Beirly had shifted his weight in the chair. “He
looks better now, but you didn’t see him with his hair like a bird’s nest and a
beard down to his chest. He looked like a Wildman.”


“What did she see?” Grae wondered,
bewildered.


“Don’t know. But she was right to
get him. I mean, look at the way he behaves. He follows her like a giant
shadow. More fierce than a guard dog, that man is. If the least bit of danger
comes near her, he snarls and snaps at it and drives it away.”


“I do feel better about her
walking around now that he’s with her,” Grae reluctantly admitted. “Shi has
never been aware of the fact that she’s a pretty woman.”


“Well, with those twin swords on
her back, she likely thinks that she can handle whatever danger comes near her.
And she’s not wrong half the time.”


Erik snorted. Siobhan could handle
the regular thief or drunkard, but if true trouble came her way, she’d be hard
pressed to combat it. 


“I just don’t know how to react to
the man,” Grae complained. 


“That’s fair,” Beirly allowed. “I
don’t either. For that matter, I don’t think he knows how to react to us. But
Grae, I’ll tell you this. For every show of kindness I’ve offered him, he’s
shown respect and kindness in return. He might come from a dark guild, but he
was in a good home before that, that’s as clear as the nose on my face. Treat
him well, and he’ll do the same to you.”


Grae contemplated that for several
minutes. “You don’t believe he’ll turn on us.”


“Nope.”


“Why?”


“Gut feeling.” Beirly let out a
low chuckle. “Don’t glare at me so. Look, lad, if the man had wanted to take
advantage of us, he could have done it a half a dozen times over. He could have
stolen all our money—and we had quite a bit on us in Converse—our guild crests,
our weapons, and made off like a bandit. Even injured as he was, we would have
been hard pressed to stop him. But what does he do? He guards us. He does his
best not to scare us. He treats Siobhan like a precious jewel. It’s not money
or freedom he’s after.”


“So what does he want? Safety?”


“And kindness, aye, I think that
more or less covers it.”


Safety? Kindness? Erik couldn’t
refute the man’s words. That was indeed what he wanted. That and a deeper
connection to these three people which had allowed him to live as a human being
for the first time in seven years. But he didn’t know how to reach them. Grae
he scared just by standing there. Beirly was a little nervous around him still,
in spite of the words he was saying. Only Siobhan seemed able to take him at
face value. 


From the depths of the past, he
dredged up memories of what it had been like with his friends and family. And
from them, an idea sprouted. Maybe, instead of waiting for the other three to
reach out to him, it was time he turned the tables and did something first. 


Scheming, he silently stood and
retreated back to his room, not leaving behind any sign of his eavesdropping. 










Chapter Four


Something about the man just felt off.
Erik couldn’t put his finger on what, but he didn’t like the overall feel of
the man. From that cautious expression on Siobhan’s face, she felt the same
way.


Ranton, as he had introduced
himself, looked like a shady trader. His clothes just this side of respectable,
but worn in. One eye squinted slightly every now and again, and there was a
permanent smile etched into his face no matter what Siobhan said. He sounded
like a foghorn, too. The voice grated on Erik’s ears. 


“We’d only have two wagons,”
Ranton said, rubbing his hands together in a habitually nervous habit. “So no
need to weigh or measure anything.”


Erik frowned. He’d only been in
the guild two weeks, granted, and he hardly knew more than the basics of pathmaking.
But after helping Grae build three paths, he knew enough to realize that
everything had to be weighed. Grae had to know the weight of everything in
order to properly use the paths. 


Siobhan, of course, knew this as
well. A professional smile pinned to her face, she responded, “I’m sorry, sir.
We must weigh everything. It’s impossible to take you on a path otherwise.” She
shifted in her chair, sitting more upright and on the edge, as if ready to move
out of it quickly. Erik also noted that even though they sat in their own
guildhall, she had not offered any food or drink to their guest. In the time
he’d known her, she’d never failed to offer that courtesy. 


After seven years in the dark
underworld, Erik knew a bad situation when he saw one. Siobhan clearly saw the
same, as she didn’t trust this man. Of course, right now, all they had to go on
was intuition. Deciding it was time to make or break, Erik cleared his throat
and added, “You said your name was Ranton. What guild?”


Ranton’s smile flinched. “No guild
for this deal. I’m working with a private trading company.”


There was no such thing. Not in
this world. “We’ll need a detailed list of the cargo you have.”


“With providence,” Siobhan said
with a deliberately casual tone. Her eyes watched the man like a hawk, though. 


At the word ‘providence’, the
smile ran away from his face. He wasn’t sweating, but Ranton looked as nervous
as a mouse trapped by three hungry cats. “Well, these are all handmade
products, of course there’s no providence—”


“Of course there is,” Siobhan
corrected gently. “A maker’s stamp, a history of the making, and a date. That’s
all I need.” 


Ranton cleared his throat, or
tried to, but sounded like a choking duck. “I’m afraid I don’t have that on me.
Well, it looks like we can’t do business today. I’ll take my leave, contact you
later—”


Erik’s patience with the situation
broke at that point and he grabbed the man by the scruff of the neck and
slammed his face against the table’s surface. Of course, the man flailed and
tried to push himself away, but his strength was no match for the
Wynngaardian’s and Erik just leaned against him harder. 


Siobhan had leapt out of her chair
when he moved, sending it flying backwards. She had her hand on one of her
hilts, ready to draw at a moment’s notice. Seeing that Erik had the situation
well in hand, she slowly lifted the hand free. 


“Ahem. Wolf. He’s a smuggler,
isn’t he?”


“Yes,” Erik growled. 


“I thought so.” Tsking the man,
she bent at the waist to look him in the eye. “Thought to try your luck with a
brand new guild, hoping they didn’t know better? Too bad for you, but the man
leaning on you is a former dark guildsman. He can smell a rat better than I
can.”


For a moment, Erik almost felt
proud of his bad history. All of that experience had certainly come in handy. 


Shaking her head, she straightened
and requested, “Wolf, keep him here. I’ll call for an enforcer.”


“Sure, sure.”


When Siobhan had left, Ranton
tried twisting his way free again, breathing hard between clenched teeth. He
looked like a turned over turtle, doing that. Erik found it mildly
entertaining. When he had exhausted himself, he gave up and whined, “You’re not
really from a dark guild!”


“I really am,” Erik assured him,
almost feeling a smidgeon of pity for the idiot. Or at least, he would try to
feel pity for him at some point. Perhaps in the distant future. Leaning in a
little closer, he breathed into the man’s ear, “That woman saved me from being
a slave at a black market. There is not a thing I wouldn’t do to repay her for
that kindness. So if you try to hurt anyone in this guild again, I will cut
your throat and count it was a good deed.”


Ranton swallowed hard and went
about three shades paler. 


The would-be smuggler was saved by
Beirly, who chose to come out of his workroom at that moment. He took in the
situation with a startled blink, then asked slowly, “I take it something went
wrong?”


Erik went with the short
explanation. “Smuggler.”


“Ahhhh,” Beirly intoned in
understanding. Then, for some reason, his face furrowed into a disturbed frown.
“Did Shi tell you to do that?”


Glancing down, Erik looked at the
situation from his perspective, but still didn’t understand the question. “Do
what?”


“Pin the man like that. Did she
realize what he was?”


“Not at first. But she saw through
him quickly enough.”


“Not at first,” Beirly repeated,
his frown deepening. Rounding the table, he came in closer, the wheels spinning
in his mind. When he got to Siobhan’s upturned chair, he flipped it back up to
its proper position and then stared down at it for a long moment. “Wolfinsky.”


The tone alone said that whatever
was on Beirly’s mind, it was weighty. So Erik responded cautiously. “Yes?”


“I see now what you meant before,
that it was foolhardy for us to open for business without having an enforcer.
It gives me chills to think that if not for you, Siobhan would have met this
scum alone.” 


It gave Erik chills, for that
matter. 


“So. I’ll offer you a deal.”
Beirly pointed a finger at his new hand. “That’s nothing more than a block of
wood that you can attach a shield to. I can do much better work than that.”


Better than this? It was
functional, certainly, but Beirly was right in that it was little better than a
block of wood strapped onto his arm. Beirly had in essence created a large cap
for his stump. It was solid, a polished dark wood, with one wide notch in it so
he could slip a shield’s strap into it. Aside from its fighting ability and
using it to protect his stump, it had no other merit. “How much better?”


“I can make it so you can grab
things and lock onto it.”


How he would manage that, Erik had
no idea. But he’d seen this man’s handiwork throughout the Hall. He had no
doubt that if Beirly said it could be done, the man would pull it off somehow.
“In exchange for a better hand, what do you want?”


“You stay until we can find a new
enforcer.” Beirly said this straight forwardly. 


Was that all? Erik was inclined to
stay longer anyway, just to work off the debt he’d incurred with Siobhan.
“Deal.”


Beirly relaxed into a grin.
“Didn’t have to think about that, did you? Well, that’s fine.” Dropping into a
chair, he got comfortable. “Well, while we wait for Shi to return, let’s talk
about your new hand.”


ӜӜӜ


“How does it feel? Does it chaff?”


Erik twisted his arm in different
directions, trying out his new wooden hand. It fit like a glove over his stump,
with a leather strap on the forearm keeping it in place. Beirly had carved it
as if the hand was in a closed fist, with only the thumb detached and moveable,
and for something that was supposed to be temporary, it had an amazing amount
of detail whittled in. It actually looked like his hand. “No, no chaffing.”
Whatever the man had lined it with on the inside was soft as butter. Lifting it
closer to his face, he studied it in detail. “This is amazing,” he marveled.
“Have you thought of making these for a living?”


“Not until I started on yours,”
Beirly admitted frankly, beaming. He was pleased his work was so well
appreciated. “But I’m thinking I could make a good sideline business out of it.
This is just temporary, mind, so don’t get attached to it. I figured out how to
make a metal version with moving fingers and thumb so you can latch onto things
with it.” 


So this was nothing more than a
mockup of the metal version he’d make later? It seemed too elaborate for that,
but Beirly wasn’t one to do anything in halfway measures.


Curious, he slammed his new hand
into the other, testing how it felt against flesh. A slow smile took over his
face as his real hand tingled in pain. “I could do some damage with this.”


Beirly looked up at him
uncertainly. “Come again?”


“It’s a useful weapon you’ve given
me.” He tried to explain it so the man wouldn’t think he’d try the new hand out
on him next. “Even without the sword, if danger approaches any of you, I
can combat it with the help of this hand.”


The shorter man sank back onto his
work stool and just stared at Erik for a long moment. No one else was in the
workroom and Beirly seemed to realize he could take advantage of this privacy
to probe. (Neither man seemed brave enough to try it in front of Siobhan.) 


“Wolfinsky. You seem dead set on
acting as an enforcer for us. But Siobhan clearly didn’t ask you to do that. So
why are you?”


Erik was not a man of words. He
fumbled for a moment, trying to find the right way to explain. “I’m not good at
many things. But fighting, protecting someone, that I excel at. It’s the only
way I have of repaying you.” 


Beirly lowered his head and stared
at the floor for a long moment. “Is that why.”


“I was standing at the edge of an
abyss,” he said softly. “You and Siobhan and Grae saved me from that. I should
be doing something more, something grander to repay the grace you’ve given me.
But I can’t think of anything else I can do for you.”


After letting out a long breath,
Beirly looked back up, his beard lifted up in a smile. “I’ve misjudged you,
Erik Wolfinsky. You are a good man.”


Erik blinked at him. Had something
he said struck a chord in the man?


“Now, finally, I get it. I
understand what Siobhan saw when she looked at you.” Shaking his head at
himself, Beirly muttered under his breath, “It’s borderline magic, those eyes
of hers.” 


“Is she truly never wrong?” Erik
couldn’t help but ask. 


“Not once since we were children.
Boggles my mind how she does it. Gives me grey hairs sometimes, too.” A twinkle
appeared in his eyes. “Like when she insists on buying former dark guildsmen
off a black market slave train.”


Erik snorted, seeing the humor in
the situation now. “Aye, I still think she’s crazy for doing that. Even if it’s
me she bought.”


“You set a bad precedent,” Beirly
mock complained, half-seriously. “Since she succeeded with you, now she’ll
think she can do it again.”


His eyes went wide with horror as
his imagination conjured up future scenarios. “Please tell me you’re joking.”


“I’m not. I’m dead certain she’ll
do this again. It might be years later, but she will. I’ll bet my beard on it.”
Already resigned, Beirly put his hands against his knees and pushed himself to
his feet. “Well, regardless, the hand fits you well. Now, I suppose I’ll start
in on your true hand.”


Not about to stop the man, Erik
waved him on and headed out. In the doorway, he paused and turned back to ask,
“I haven’t seen Siobhan or Grae all morning. Where are they?”


“Oh, them? They left early this
morning. Grae spends his spare time building paths so we can take on more
clients. Siobhan decided to help him today.”


The blood drained out of Erik’s
face as the full meaning of that sank in. “You mean to tell me that those two
are outside of Goldschmidt’s walls, on their own, building pathways?”


“Right,” Beirly confirmed, puzzled
by Erik’s reaction. “Is there a problem?”


“Wind and stars, man, that’s
dangerous work to do without any protection!” Erik felt like swearing, only
couldn’t think of any words strong enough. “Which way? Which way were they
going?”


“Ah?” Beirly looked toward the
ceiling as he tried to recall. “South side. I think Grae wanted to build a path
towards Winziane.”


Now knowing everything he needed
to, he spun on his heel and sprinted out of the Hall. The street outside was
busy with mid-morning traffic, so he had to pay attention to avoid running into
something or plastering himself against the side of a wagon. As he ran, a
steady stream of curses ran through his head. Seriously, what were those two
thinking?! Being inside of a city was bad enough, but if true danger broke out,
the city guild enforcers would step in. Outside of the city, there were
absolutely no rules or anyone to turn to for safety. 


Even as he ran, he knew what had
happened. Siobhan was worried about Grae going out on his own, so to safeguard
him, she’d gone along. And true, two were safer than one. But it probably
didn’t occur to her to call Erik, because he was still too new in her life. Out
of sheer habit, she took on the burden of protecting her friend. He was going
to have to break this way of thinking with her, and with Grae, or they’d get
themselves into serious trouble when he wasn’t around. 


It took precious minutes to get
out the south gate, and then another minute for him to find the two. They were
several hundred yards out past the gate, off the beaten highway, kneeling on
the ground with their heads buried in their work. Neither of them paying the
slightest bit of attention to their surroundings. 


They did this regularly?  The
idea terrified him. “Siobhan! Grae!” he called, not slacking his pace. 


Both looked up, Grae having to
shield his eyes to see who approached. Siobhan had her back toward the sun, so
saw him and waved in greeting. “Wolf! Is there a problem?”


“You’re both fools, that’s the
problem,” he snarled at her. Skidding to a stop, he loomed over her, torn
between shaking sense into her and collapsing in relief that no trouble had
found them yet. 


Grae scrambled to his feet, then
shifted from one foot to another in unease. Siobhan popped up as well, but she
met Erik’s enraged expression head on, not in the least fazed by his temper.
“What’s this about?”


He flung a finger toward the gate.
“Do you really think that just because you’re within sight of the gate that
you’re safe? That no trouble will find you here? That just because there’s two
of you, you can handle things if thieves or brigands do approach?
Siobhan, that’s madness!”


Arms akimbo on her hips, she
argued, “Well, what do you want us to do? We have to work! The paths don’t
build themselves.”


“YOU’RE SUPPOSED TO CALL ME TO
WATCH YOURS BACKS!” he thundered, a vein throbbing at his temple. 


Even Siobhan flinched back, eyes
shooting wide. Grae was about a hair’s breadth from hiding behind her. 


Immediately regretting his loss of
control, he lowered his voice to a more quiet tone and pleaded, “Siobhan,
please. Don’t do this again. Grae, you either. If you need to leave the city,
even if you need to leave the Hall, please call me. I will happily go
with you rather than face something bad happening.”


Grae and Siobhan shared a glance
before Grae ventured, “Then you were serious? You sincerely want to be our
enforcer until you return home?”


“Yes, man, I was serious,” Erik
said as patiently as he could. 


They shared glances again, and
this time, a multitude of words and emotions were expressed without them saying
a word to each other. Erik could tell that this time, they knew he was sincere.
He would not be repeating himself again on this topic nor fear them going out
without his knowing. 


“Then stay,” Grae invited, not
quite meeting his eyes. “Help us.”


“Gladly.” Erik looked about on the
ground, noticing for the first time where he stood. “Is this near a dry
riverbed?”


“Yes, exactly,” Grae confirmed.
“We’re harvesting rocks to build a path with.”


“We only have 5,800 something to
go,” Siobhan said mock-brightly, voice heavy with sarcasm. “I’m so glad you
volunteered to help, Wolf.”


Erik bit back a groan. Digging
about in the dirt for pebbles was hardly a fun way to pass the time, but if it
meant getting the job done faster, he would do just that. Resigned, he turned
to Grae. “Show me what to look for.”


For the first time, Grae’s eyes
came up and met his. Those blue eyes were wide with surprise. “You’re truly
going to help us? Not just guard us?”


“Aye.” 


Grae’s lips parted in wonder and
what might have been the beginnings of a smile. “Then,” turning, he bent and
scooped up a pile from a canvas sack before splaying them out on his open palm.
“See? About this size. And if you can get them flat, that’d be best, as they’re
easier to work with that way.”


“No specific color or anything?”
Erik asked, bending slightly to get a better look.


Grae shook his head. “No, that
doesn’t matter. The size and weight of it, that’s what matters.”


The man was the Pathmaker, not
him, so he took his word for it. “Right.” Bending, he splayed his good hand on
the ground and started searching. “Ones like these, then?”


Grae sank into a crouch next to
him and tentatively took the pebbles from his hand. “Yes, these two are good.
This one isn’t. See how it’s cracked down the middle? We want ones that are
solid.”


“Got it.” 


They all bent down and set to
work, sorting through rocks and tossing anything that looked good into a canvas
bag at their feet. Erik kept a general eye on the area in case of trouble, but
no one seemed inclined to approach them. 


The day slowly passed and
eventually it got too late to stay out any longer. They packed up and went back
to the Hall. Wolf’s knees were killing him, his back was aching, and his good
hand was dry and dusty. But Grae was now speaking easily to him, Siobhan had
gotten comfortable enough to try teasing and joking now and again, and he knew
them both far better than he had this morning. And because of that, all of his
aches and pains were well worth it. 


 


 


 










Chapter Five


 “Wolf, everything fine back
there?” Siobhan called from the front of the caravan.


“Just fine!” he assured her. 


The anticipated escorting job of
taking a caravan to Wynngaard had finally arrived. Erik was of two minds about
this. He was of course overjoyed at the thought of finally going home, and
seeing friends and family, but…there was another part of him that hated the
idea of leaving Siobhan, Grae, and Beirly behind. He’d only had a month with
them, but that month was precious. The thought that he might never see them
again made his heart rebel. 


They had a prebuilt path outside
of Quigg that would take them to Brevik. Actually, that was why the guild had
been in Converse and met him. They were coming back from a pathmaking trip.
Siobhan had taken advantage of having a job scheduled a month in advance and
used the time to build the paths they needed. So all they had to do was use the
path to get to Converse, cross the Grey Bridges, get through Quigg, and then
take the path to Brevik. In all, it shouldn’t be more than a four day journey.
If things went wrong, perhaps five days. 


And then after that, they would
travel up to Reske. So in ten days or less, he would be home. 


Erik wasn’t as nearly happy about
that as he should be. 


So it was hard to diligently work
on getting the caravan lined up and in motion, to make sure that there were no
problems, and be professional as they left Goldschmidt. Really, all he wanted
to do was find ways to delay the inevitable as much as possible. 


In terms of caravans, this one was
not particularly large. It was only six wagons, two outriders, and about ten
traders and drivers that belonged to the company. Because of that, they could
hire a small guild of four like Deepwoods to escort and guard them. Brevik was
on the western side of Wynngaard and about a five day journey from his
hometown. Erik had been through there a few times as a child, and while his
memory was hazy, he had more experience with the route than anyone in Deepwoods
did. 


He chose to guard the back of the
caravan, as that way he could see more problems as they came, and it took a
while for him to realize that there was something going on at the foot of the
path. Frowning, he came around, lengthening his stride so that he quickly came
to where Grae and the caravan boss, Callie, stood. 


“What’s the holdup?”


Callie was a tiny woman, whipcord
hard with muscle, hair frizzy and kept up on the top of her head in a messy
bun. She moved in sharp, jerky gestures that always made Erik think that she
was about a second away from exploding into a sprint. At his question, she
jerked her chin in an aggravated motion toward Grae. “This young whelp tells me
I have to split the wagons in half.”


“There’s too much weight,” Grae
said with a helpless shrug of his hands. “If we try to go all at once, the path
will fail, and that’s never pretty when it happens.”


Erik didn’t know what would happen
if the path failed while they were on it. He didn’t want to know, either. Going
by path made him a little nervous as it was. “How much overweight are we?”


“At least two wagons. I’d feel
better if we split the caravan in half though.”


He knew why the caravan boss
wasn’t happy about this. It would take a half hour to get through the path at
least, which meant that both halves of her train would be not as well protected
for a full hour before they could get them back in the same place. Rocking back
on his heels, Erik thought about it for a moment. “Grae, leave two of the
wagons with me. I’ll take care of them. Go ahead with the rest.”


“Leave just you and two of my
drivers?” Callie protested. 


Grinning at her, he challenged,
“You think someone can get past me?”


Pursing her lips, Callie looked
him over from head to toe, eyes especially lingering over his new iron hand
that Beirly had finished for him last week. “I’d like to see the fool who’d try
to take you on. I suppose the rest of us are enough to protect the other four
until you catch up.”


That was his thought exactly. He
glanced at Siobhan. She had been quiet during this exchange, watching how it
panned out. From the mulish set of her jaw, Erik could tell she was less than
pleased with this plan, but they really didn’t have another option. Grae
couldn’t very well stop and build another path that would take the whole
caravan. 


They organized who would stay and
who would go. Grae activated the path and took the others ahead, the path
making a blue, shimmery pattern in the air like a heat wave over a desert land.
Erik watched, fascinated, as he had never seen a path activated from the
outside before. It was rather pretty, in a strange, alien way. 


With them gone, he turned his mind
to more practical things and did a slow rotation around the wagons, looking for
potential trouble. On his second patrol around them, one of the drivers, still
sitting up on his bench, asked, “Don’t think I caught your name.”


Erik glanced up at him. The man
looked seasoned, and hard, like leather that had been abandoned in the sun too
long. “Erik Wolfinsky. What’s yours?”


“Ayan. Rob Ayan. You look
Wynngaardian, am I right? Thought so. How’d you end up here?”


“It’s quite the story,” Erik
responded, not really feeling like getting into it or explaining everything to
a relative stranger. 


“I bet.” Ayan seemed to realize he
wouldn’t get that full story, as he let it lie. “I got that we needed to split,
but why?”


“Too much weight, is what Grae
said.”


Growling, Ayan spat over the side
of the wagon. “I told Callie not to pick up all those glass jars. I know they
sell for a pretty penny over there, but they’re as heavy as two bulls. If we’d
left those behind, we’d have been at the right weight. Say, if we’re having
trouble here, you think we’ll have this problem again outside of Quigg?”


A question that hadn’t occurred to
him yet, but Erik thought that Grae had built the same type of path outside of
Quigg as he had here. So yes, they might well run into this problem again. Only
it would be more dangerous outside of Quigg. That was a city that didn’t have a
ruling guild over it, so there were no laws enforced at all. Brevik wasn’t
nearly as dangerous by comparison. At least, by his memories they weren’t. But
he’d been through Quigg fairly recently and that…was not a good city. “I hope
not. I don’t know what type of path he built over there.”


“I’d take it as a kindness if
you’d ask. Either way, we’ll have to make do, but I’d like a little warning.”


Erik mentally seconded that. He’d
also like some warning. 


Grae came back before trouble
could find them, and Erik loaded up on one of the benches so that they could go
through. He was relieved to find on the other side that no one had attacked the
first part of the caravan while he was away from it. Callie and Siobhan were
equally relieved, although for entirely different reasons. 


With the group back together, they
fell back into formation and passed through Converse, then arrived on the Grey
Bridges. Erik had only been on these once, when he was taken from Wynngaardian
soil to Robarge. They were as wide and impressive as last time, not a thing
having changed in the past six years. Even though the bridges were wide enough
that eight wagons could travel side by side, they stayed in a single line
formation, clattering across on the grey stone. He also stayed in the very
back, not wanting something to sneak up behind them. 


For two days they traveled over
the bridges, passing other caravans heading the opposite direction. No one
tried to give them trouble, and they didn’t offer any, so it was a peaceful
trip. Erik learned more about his fellow traveling companions as they traded
stories and jokes back and forth. It was, all in all, a far better experience
than the last time he’d travelled across the bridges. In fact, it was all
smooth sailing right up until they reached Quigg. That was when their luck ran
out. 


One of the gate guards, who
managed the traffic coming off of the Grey Bridges, recognized him. Granted,
Erik was the type of man to stand out. Never mind his height, the missing hand
alone would stick in people’s minds. So when he tried to walk off the bridge
and into Quigg’s city limits, he was abruptly checked with a spear across his
chest. 


“Wait a minute,” the guard growled
at him. He was a foot shorter, shoulders and arms impressively wide with
muscle. Erik sized him up and realized quickly that this was not a man he would
take lightly in combat. “I know you. You came through here two months ago as a
slave.”


Erik glanced up and found that the
caravan had kept going, not realizing he was caught and detained. It might be
some time before someone realized that there was a problem and then even longer
to figure out where he had disappeared to. Groaning to himself, he tried to
explain, “I was, yes. I was bought and freed by a guildmaster from Robarge. I
have my guild crest, if you want to see it?”


“Robarge,” the man said dubiously.
“I don’t care what you are registered there as. Here, in Wynngaard, you are a
slave. The records will say as much. You’ll have to follow me down to holding.”


He cursed a blue streak in his
head. This was why Quigg was not a good city. The only law they recognized was
the law of gravity. Everything else was up to interpretation. Erik knew good
and well why the guard wouldn’t even try to see him as something other than a
slave—a sizeable reward came from capturing escaped slaves. Unless Siobhan
could miraculously prove that he belonged to her, he would be labeled as an
escapee and resold. 


Panicked at the thought, he did
the only thing he could do. He raised his head and bellowed at the top of his
lungs, “SIOBHAN!”


The guard jumped at having that
yelled right in his ear. “Myrkr! What are you yelling for!”


Erik ignored him, eyes peeled
toward the direction the caravan had disappeared to. It took a minute, but both
Siobhan and Beirly appeared from the crowd of people, pushing their way roughly
to him. Siobhan’s eyes darted between him and the guard, taking in the spear
still pointed at his chest, and her brows snapped together, a dark thundercloud
crossing over her face. Well, it didn’t take her long to put the pieces
together. 


Nearly stomping, she marched
directly to him, grabbed the spear, and yanked it away from him, throwing the
guard off balance. Taking advantage, she shoved it toward him, and he fell back
a step, giving her enough space to stand between him and Erik. “What is going
on here?” she demanded of the guard. “Why do you detain my guildsman?”


The guard pointed a self-righteous
finger at him. “This man is a slave, I recognize him—”


“He was a slave, I bought
him, he’s now an enforcer in my guild,” Siobhan snapped. 


Erik looked down at her in
astonishment. It had been years since anyone was so angry and defensive on his
behalf. He could swear that the look in her eyes alone was enough to turn a man
into stone. 


The guard drew himself up,
slamming the butt of his spear against the ground. A smirk was tugging at his
lips as he said to her, “Unless you can somehow prove that, this man will come
with me.”


Siobhan tapped her fingers against
her upper arm, eyes narrowed to a lethal degree. Then she said, “Fine.” The
word was not an agreement. 


Fine? Erik blinked at her. She
could prove that? How? 


From her vest pocket, she drew out
a leather wallet, which held several folded pieces of paper. Erik recognized
one of them as the map she had of Wynngaard. Shuffling through the pile, she
found the one she wanted, unfolded it with a snap, then held it up in the air
so the guard could read it. “Bill of sale.”


The guard’s smirk drooped and his
jaw tightened in aggravation. Any other documentation he would have been able
to argue against, as one city was not liable to hold true to another city’s
laws. But a bill of sale was universal and no one would dare to discount it.
The only thing that every city and continent respected was trade. She had
pulled out the one thing the guard could do nothing about. Erik grinned in
appreciation. 


Satisfied she had made her point,
Siobhan folded it and tucked it away again. Then she stepped directly into the
man’s space, her nose practically touching his. In a tone of pure menace, she
breathed, “We won’t have this discussion again. Will we. Because no one here
will make this mistake again.”


Not once before had Erik ever
found Siobhan threatening, but a chill raced up his spine in that moment. He
made a mental note to never, ever cross her. 


“My apologies,” the guard gritted
out, more angry than cowed. 


“Good enough.” Grabbing Erik’s
hand, she collected Beirly with nothing more than a jerk of the head, then spun
on a heel and dove onto the main street with a quick stride. 


Seeing that she was in no mood to
talk, Erik wisely directed his questions to Beirly, who was struggling to keep
up with them. “She kept my bill of sale on her?”


“Takes a while to get a man’s name
cleared after he’s been black listed,” Beirly explained, puffing slightly. “She
was worried something like this would happen at Island Pass, but none of us
expected it here.” 


Made sense. Usually if a man could
go through Island Pass, he didn’t get any questions at the next city. They were
much more strict than anyone else about who went through their territory. 


“Shi, slow down,” Beirly pleaded. 


Siobhan slowed her steps an nth
degree. “The gall of that man, thinking he could take Wolf and resell
him! I’m going to hunt down his guildmaster and have a good talk with the man
on the way back. Otherwise, after Wolf’s home, he won’t be able to leave Reske
at all without worrying about this.”


Oh. He hadn’t thought of that, but
yes, he would land in this situation again unless it was straightened out now.
Only he wouldn’t be so handily rescued next time because Siobhan wouldn’t be
with him and no one would have proof he was a free man. 


Grae had taken charge of the
caravan, while Siobhan dealt with matters, and had led them to an inn up ahead.
They met up with them, the drivers still dealing with unhitching their teams
and settling them into the stable yard for the night. Even though Erik had felt
his heart drop out of his stomach because of the whole situation, it hadn’t
actually taken more than five minutes and most of the caravan didn’t seem to
even be aware that something had gone on. 


He kept his mouth shut as they
went through the motions of settling into the inn for the night. Thanks to
Siobhan’s foresight, they were booked into a nicer inn on the north side of
town with enough rooms that no one had to share unless they wanted to. In fact,
the group took the whole second floor for themselves. 


Siobhan stopped just long enough
to make sure that everyone was settled, then she marched right back out.
Worried about her going around alone at this late point of the day, Erik
automatically followed her. She seemed to take no real notice of him as she
weaved through the streets, heading back toward the main gates they had left
only an hour before. When she arrived, she cracked her knuckles, like she was
preparing for a good fistfight. She rolled her head back and forth on her neck,
too. Erik eyed this body language with the beginnings of trepidation. She wasn’t
going to go in there and start a brawl, was she?


To his relief, she did not
actually go to the gates, but instead headed directly into a building nearby.
He glanced at the sign hanging over the open doorway. City Administration
Office? Siobhan did not pause in the doorway but strode straight in. 


The place was short, short enough
he could swear his hair brushed the ceiling. It was a single room with two
counters lining forming an L-shape and shelves upon shelves lining the walls.
Rolled papers and ledgers were shoved inside in every possible direction, and
Erik was convinced there was little in the way of organization in this place.
No one could find something the way this place was managed. 


“I’m Siobhan Maley, Guildmaster of
Deepwoods from Goldschmidt,” Siobhan announced to the room in general. The two
bored clerks at the counter paused in their conversation and looked up at this
greeting. “I need to register a free man.”


Erik’s head snapped around and he
stared down at her in astonishment. She was registering him as a free man?!
Hadn’t she just said that she was going to deal with this on her way back? Why
the sudden urgency? 


One of the clerks raised a hand
and waved her over. “Guildmaster,” his voice sounded like a bullfrog’s, “please
give me the specifics. You have a man that was a slave and now needs to be
registered as free?” The way he asked this suggested that she was insane for
doing so. 


“That’s correct.” Siobhan set her
feet shoulder-length apart and met him squarely in the eyes. “You have a
procedure for doing that, don’t you?”


“Ah, well, yes.” The clerk looked
at his coworker, who seemed just as baffled by this. Erik knew why—slaves were
a pricey and important commodity here in Quigg. The idea of setting one free
was nigh unheard of. Erik was astonished there was a way to register a free man
in this city to begin with. Clearing his throat, he went back to a more
professional tone. “You have a bill of sale for this individual?”


Siobhan pulled it out of her
wallet and handed it over. 


His eyebrows arched as his eyes
skimmed over it. “You bought this man in Robarge?”


“I did.”


“Then why register him here?”


“Because I want him to have the
freedom to travel if he so wishes to.”


It was in that moment that Erik
experienced an epiphany of sorts. Back in Converse, when he ate with her for
the first time, Siobhan had told him that eating with him made them friends. He
hadn’t believed her. Or maybe he had, but what she said hadn’t sunk in. But at
this moment, he realized she had meant every word. To Siobhan, the two of them
were friends. He was as dear to her as Beirly or Grae and she would do whatever
it took to defend him. 


Even in the future, the actions
she took now would help defend him. 


Tears pricked his eyes. Half the
time he’d known this woman, he’d thought her crazy. Or whimsical. Or reckless.
But none of that was true. Siobhan just had a different standard than the rest
of the world. To her, the people around her were the first priority. Always.
Everything else was second to that. 


The clerk, with open misgivings,
pulled out a clean sheet from underneath the counter. “We can register him here
for you. Your full name and rank, please?”


Siobhan rattled off answers as the
clerk asked them. In the space of fifteen minutes, the form was filled out,
stamped and filed. Siobhan had a clean copy made for her, which she then in
turn presented to Erik with a bright smile. “Here. Now you can travel without
worry.” 


Unable to help himself, he leaned
down and grabbed her up in a bear hug. 


Siobhan flailed for a moment, but
laughed and hugged him back. “You’re welcome.”


“I still think you’re crazy,” he
whispered against her hair. “But I wish there were a hundred more like you. The
world would be a better place for it.”


“Wolf, I daresay that’s the
sweetest thing anyone’s ever said to me.” From the watery sound in her voice,
the words had touched her deeply. “Now, let me down. Let’s go get dinner.”


He reluctantly let go and set her
back on her feet. In a manner reminiscent of their time in Converse, she took
his hand, and they walked that way back to the inn. 










Chapter Six


The drivers and caravan boss were
lively at dinner, throwing jokes back and forth and eating heartily. Of course,
they had every reason to be in good spirits, as they were making good time on
their journey and hadn’t encountered any trouble. For them, this was a smooth
trip. 


Erik hardly felt the same way
about it. He sat in a corner and brooded, eyes staring sightlessly forward.
What happened to him after he left Deepwoods? The thought of staying in his
small village until he died of old age was incomprehensible to him. He had seen
so much of the world, true, but there was still so much of it he hadn’t
seen. Could he be content to stay in Reske and work day-to-day without yearning
for more? 


He didn’t know.


Aside from that, he knew that
there was another thing that urged him to stay with the guild. What Siobhan had
just done for him…it was above and beyond what most people would do. Only his
family and very close friends had ever done something of equal importance. The
way she acted towards him made it clear that she viewed him as family. Siobhan,
Beirly, and Grae felt like family to him, too. His heart gave a lurch at just
the idea that he might never see them again after reaching Reske. 


What was wrong with him? He had
the chance to go home. Siobhan was taking him there herself. At first, he had
doubted that, but so far she had made good on every promise she’d made him.
Now, he knew she’d keep her word. So why did the thought of leaving her make
his heart tremble? 


He longed for home but at the same
time, feared it. He had changed so much, so radically, that he wasn’t sure if
any of his family would even be able to recognize him now. They loved him, had
no doubt missed him, but he did not think home would feel the same anymore. 


But that left the question, where
did he belong? At this woman’s side? 


Troubled, he went back and forth,
arguing the matter internally. He was so lost inside his own head that Siobhan
dropped into the chair next to him, making the floorboard squeak, before he
realized she was anywhere nearby. Startled, his head jerked up. 


“What’s troubling you so badly?”
she asked him bluntly, crossing her hands comfortably over her stomach. “That
guard from before?”


“Only a little,” he responded with
a long sigh. Worries weighed on him so heavily that he felt ten years older.
“In truth, I have no good memories of Quigg.”


Her head cocked in interest. “You
mentioned before you’d been through the place.”


The way she phrased her words, he
could either grunt and leave the subject alone, or elaborate. Erik looked at
her for a long moment, mentally debating. From the very beginning, he’d felt he
owed this woman a significant debt. Not just from the money she spent on him,
but for her kindness and patience. In all the time they’d known each other,
she’d never once demanded a recounting of his past or answers to her questions.
It made him respect her. So the part of him that longed to accept her overtures
of friendship had him opening his mouth and saying something he’d never
imagined he’d say to her. 


“It was in this city I lost my
hand.”


Siobhan’s eyes went as wide as
saucers. “HERE?!”


“I was a dark guildsman,” he
pointed out in dark humor. “The only way I could have crossed into Robarge was
through a slave train, Siobhan.”


Her mouth opened, closed, and
opened again. She looked like a beached fish. “I guess…I never thought to
question how you got through Island Pass. So that was how.”


“Aye.” His eyes went blind as the
memory came back to him, vivid and strong enough to make his stump ache. “It
was outside of the city walls that I lost the hand.” In reflex, his other hand
came up to rub at it, only to be thwarted with the metal covering the area.
Grimacing, he let his hand drop again to the table’s surface. “I told you once
before, that I lost it in a battle, right?”


“Right,” she agreed, seemingly
holding her breath. It was the first time he had ever come close to telling her
what happened. 


“In truth, it was right after a
battle.” He found it impossible to meet her eyes and instead stared steadfastly
at the ceiling. “We’d been fighting a rival guild, why, I don’t remember, and
it hadn’t been easy. Normally, fights like that are over quick, no more than an
hour’s work. But that day, they were tenacious and constantly running from one
point to another with ambushes and traps set up along the way. I was running
most of the time, only fighting when I could get close enough to engage. From
dawn to sunset, I was running and fighting, having no time to rest. By the time
that the evening bells tolled, and we’d won, I was exhausted. Beyond
exhausted.”


He dared a glance at her face and
found her riveted to him. Her fixed attention made it easier, somehow, to keep
going. “I went back to the main hall, intending to just find an empty cot
somewhere and sleep. I was too tired to think about food. But I never made it
there. I was within sight of the doors when my own guildsmen jumped me.” Erik
lifted his iron hand and looked at it, but not truly seeing it. “With them
combined like that, in my state, I was no match for them. They cut off my
hand.”


Siobhan let out a sound like an
enraged cat. “Your own guildsmen.”


“There is no honor in a dark
guild.” He looked at her from the corner of his eyes. “Imagine my surprise when
I went into a good guild next, and saw how well you take care of each other.
You three are more like family than a guild.”


“That’s what a good guild is
supposed to be like,” Siobhan said patiently. Rubbing both palms over her face,
she blew out an angry hiss. “Still, the fact that they would hurt you like that
just from jealousy…it’s mind blowing. I can’t wrap my head around it.”


“Don’t try to,” he advised. “The
moment you understand it, you become like them.”


“Sage advice.” Her head jerked up
as an alarmed expression came over her face. “Wolf. That old guild of yours.
They won’t possibly try to come back after you, will they?”


He waved this concern away. “It’s
ironic, but because they did that to me, they were beaten by a rival guild about
a month later. If I’d been at full strength, they likely would still be around.
It was the rival guild that sold me as a slave.” 


“So it’s entirely because you lost
the hand that I was able to get you?” Her eyes went to his iron hand. “I now
have mixed feelings about what happened.”


“As do I.”  


From the other side of the room,
there was a call of, “Siobhan!”


Groaning, she pushed the chair
back. “A guildmaster’s work is never done, I swear.” She put a hand on his
shoulder, her touch gentle and sweet. “Thank you, Wolf, for the story.” 


“You’re welcome,” he whispered.
Watching her go, he was overcome by the unfairness all over again. In a
different world, where he hadn’t been taken from his home and forced onto such
a dark path, he would have been able to stay. Stay, and be friends and an ally
with that incredible woman. It was the loss of that future, more than the hand,
that enraged him. 


People drifted upstairs in twos
and threes, and finally, the last of them retired for the night. Having no need
to keep sitting there, keeping watch over people, he trudged up the stairs as
well. 


The bed was a fine one, the
mattress just soft enough to give a man’s back some comfort, and long enough
that his feet weren’t hanging off the edge. So there was no reason for him to
be tossing and turning like he was. Erik finally dropped off to sleep after
some effort, only to wake up a short time later in a cold sweat, his hand
automatically reaching for the sword leaning against the headboard. Breathing
hard, he leaned over the side of the bed, nauseated from the nightmare. 


Bad memories made the worst
nightmares. 


Breathing slowly and deeply, he
got his stomach back under control. Judging from the light coming in through
the window, he couldn’t have slept for more than an hour or two. It wasn’t
enough rest for him after traveling all day, but the thought of rolling over
and trying again didn’t set well with him. 


He moved on instinct, gravitating
toward the one thing that always squelched the nightmares. Taking the quilt and
sword with him, he moved on silent feet, easing out of his room and down two
doors. Putting his ear to the wood, he listened for the soft, steady breathing
of his guildmaster. His tremors eased, the nightmare fading, as he listened to
her breath. She was deeply asleep, not a concern in her world. 


Comforted by that, he sank down to
the floor, putting his back against the wood. There he stayed, wrapped up in
the quilt, and just listened. 


An interminable time passed before
the door directly across from him opened. Grae, looking mussed and half asleep,
stepped out. He took in the sight of Erik sitting there, leaning against
Siobhan’s door, but oddly enough didn’t look surprised. Erik felt
self-conscious in this position and somewhat trapped on the floor, but Grae
didn’t even ask a question, just crossed to him and turned so that he sat next
to him, shoulders brushing. 


 Erik did not understand this
situation one bit. Why would the man not be surprised to see him like this? In
the middle of the night, no less. 


In a hushed tone, barely audible,
Grae spoke. “Ever since I was a child, when something went wrong, I went to
Siobhan. Because she can face anything without flinching. Even if she can’t fix
the problem, I found that being next to her is comforting.” Finally he turned,
facing Erik directly, a lopsided smile on his face. In the dim lighting of the
hallway, it was barely visible, but Erik could still see it. “You and I are
alike that way.”


He also felt that way? That
everything in the world could be overcome as long as Siobhan was with him? In
that moment, Erik felt a stronger connection to Grae than he ever had before.
“I didn’t think we were anything alike.”


Grae found this funny, as he
chuckled, the sound breathy and low. “Me either, at first.”


A comfortable silence fell between
them. For once, Erik didn’t feel any tension coming from Grae. He decided to
just enjoy the moment, and went back to staring blankly at the opposite wall. 


“You don’t do this every night,”
Grae ventured, tone cautious. His tone invited a response, if Erik felt
comfortable giving him one, or not. 


“No,” Erik agreed, still not
looking at the other man. He struggled with what to say for a moment, finally
settling on, “I have no good memories of this city.” 


“Ah. Siobhan mentioned to me that
it was here you lost the hand.” Grae, bless the man, left it at that. 


“Aye.” After contemplating that
for a moment, he asked, “Is that truly all she said?”


“That and it was your own
guildsmen that did it. If they were still around, she’d go hunt them down and
do the same. She’s that mad about it.” Grae shook his head, snorting. “As
fierce as a lioness, our Siobhan. But the thing I don’t understand is why?”


“Jealousy. Fear. When I was
younger, I was new to fighting. Oh, I’d been trained in using the sword, we all
are in my hometown. I was far from defenseless. But actual battle experience,
that’s what I lacked. Over time, I got better. Stronger. Faster. I think it
scared them.” He let his head thunk against the wood. “They weren’t sure
if there was anyone in the guild strong enough to stop me, if I wanted to
leave.”


“So they crippled you instead?”
Grae shook his head, mouth tight. “That makes no sense to me.”


“Little does in a dark guild. Fear
rules there. Fear and jealousy.” Almost without his permission, his mouth
added, “It’s a miracle to belong to a guild as good as yours. You’re a blessed
man, Grae.” 


“Oh, I know it, trust me. The
whole guild was created for my sake.”


“Have you thoughts of growing
larger?”


“Certainly, now that we’re making
enough money to support more people.” Grae ticked things off on his fingers.
“We want more enforcers, a trader, and an apothecary or surgeon of some sort.”


So they did realize that they were
short on the specialties an escorting guild needed, they just hadn’t been able
to do anything about it until recently? That made sense to him. After all,
Deepwoods was very new. The assurance that they would be looking for an
enforcer after this trip reassured him. 


After another stretch of silence,
Grae said in realization, “I don’t know anything about Reske, or your family.
Will you tell me about them?”


Slowly, haltingly, Erik tried to
describe his home and parents and siblings. Whenever he paused, unsure of what
to say, Grae would ask another question, gently leading him along. Eventually,
it became more natural, and Erik started to ask questions in turn, learning
more about Grae and Siobhan’s families. (They had apparently grown up next door
to each other.) 


The night passed easily, without
their notice, until eventually they grew tired of speaking and their rears went
numb from sitting on a hard wood floor. Calling it quits, both men gave each
other a genuine wish for sweet dreams, and went back to their beds. But this
time, as Wolf crawled back onto the mattress, he knew he’d sleep well. 


ӜӜӜ


After spending half the night
talking in the hallway, Erik did not wake up bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. He
growled at Siobhan as she knocked on his door with a wakeup call, then growled
at Beirly when the man tried to get between him and the breakfast table. People
more or less deemed it wise to give him space until he had at least eaten, and
scattered to different tables. 


With two plates of very good
omelets in his stomach, he felt less inclined to murder anyone. Siobhan sank
into the chair next to him, putting a mug on the table as she did. Using just
one finger, she pushed it his direction, like a woman distracting a hungry wolf
with a chunk of prime meat. “Good morning?”


Amused by her caution, he grinned
at her as he took the mug. “Morning.”


Relieved at his response, she
fanned herself with a hand, the motion exaggerated. “Phew! It’s safe everyone,
he’s back to being a human being!”


There was laughter from most of
the group and even Erik had to chuckle. 


“You earned your nickname all over
again this morning,” she informed him, crossing her legs comfortably and
sipping her tea. “You didn’t sleep well last night?”


“Not until the wee hours of the
morning,” he answered honestly. “Grae and I stayed up late talking.”


Siobhan blinked. Then blinked
again. “You and Grae. Talked. For hours.”


With a shrug, he raised his mug
and drank deeply. 


“Well, well, well. You realize
that the people that Grae comfortably talks to can be numbered on one hand? No?
Yes, it’s quite true. Welcome, Wolf, to a very exclusive club. You are now
counted among the people that Grae trusts.” Leaning forward, she murmured for
his ears alone, “And that is no mean feat.” 


He had absolutely no idea what to
say to that. Or how to feel about it, for that matter. 


Smiling, she drained the mug down
before plopping it loudly on the table. “Alright, everyone, let’s move out!”
she called. Getting to her feet, she clapped her hands, motioning for people to
go. Under her directions, they went, shuffling around each other and grabbing
up bags of personal belongings and weapons as they headed for the door. 


Erik, of course, was right behind
her. 


Loading and unloading the caravan
was oddly enough the perfect opportunity for pickpockets and sneak thieves to
attack. With people coming and going, and all of the activity mixed in on the
city streets, one more person could mix in without being noticed. It was for
this reason that Erik did not join in and help with hitching up the teams, but
instead stood so that he could see most of the wagons. Beirly and Siobhan were
also positioned around so that they could cover the angles he could not,
preventing thefts as much as possible. 


Grae stood near the front of the
caravan and several feet away from him, his neck craned so that he could look
toward the sky. He was muttering under his breath, although what, Erik didn’t
know. Over the bustle and noise of the morning traffic, he couldn’t hear him.
Like as not, it was calculations dealing with their departure this morning. Grae
was the careful sort, who weighed and measured everything three times before
doing. 


His eyes almost slid past him, the
sneak was that good. But from the corner of his eye, Erik saw someone slip just
too close to Grae, his hand slipping in the direction of the Pathmaker’s
pockets. Grae was too absorbed with his own thoughts to notice. 


In three strides, Erik reached the
boy and caught him by the scruff of the neck. Shaking him like a mother cat
would a naughty kitten, he lifted him off the cobblestone just enough that he
could still loom over the kid. 


It was only then that Grae seemed
to realize something was going on, as he jerked around and watched in
astonishment. 


The thief squirmed and protested
wordlessly, trying in vain to get Erik’s grip to loosen. Coming in closer, he
caught those wide brown eyes and breathed menacingly, “Return it. All of it.”


“I ain’t done nothin’—” the urchin
argued in a whine. 


Erik lifted his iron hand so that
it sat right in front of the boy’s nose. “Now.”


The thief eyed the appendage with
open fear. Hands shaking, he took a leather purse out of an inner pocket and
obediently handed it over. 


“Grae.”


The Pathmaker darted forward and
took the purse. 


“Count it. And check your pockets,
see if anything else is missing,” Erik directed. 


Obediently, Grae did just that,
his fingers quick and deft as he made sure that everything was accounted for.
When he was satisfied it was, his shoulders relaxed. “It’s all here, Wolf.”


Not done with the kid, he made his
voice even darker and more foreboding. “No one touches this caravan. Spread the
word.”


Nodding jerkily in agreement, the
thief squirmed again. This time, Erik let him drop. His feet had barely hit the
cobblestone before he was off like a shot. 


Grae watched him go, scratching at
his chin. “Now when did he lift my purse?”


“While you were busy calculating,”
Erik answered dryly. “Do us all a favor, and the next time you want to think,
do it while standing next to me? Thieves don’t bother me for some reason.”


Grae looked up at him, brow
quirked in wry amusement. “Yes, I wonder why that is.”


Grinning at him—they both knew
good and well why—Erik turned and went back to watching the caravan load up.
His eyes caught sight of Siobhan. She seemed worried that something was
happening, so he waved a hand in reassurance. It worked, and she went back to
watching over her own area. 


They finished hitching up the
teams and everyone loaded up. With the use of Grae’s path outside of the
northwest gate, they would travel directly to Brevik, which should only take
about an hour’s time. 


And after that….Reske.


 


 










Chapter Seven


It took five long days to ride to
Reske. Erik didn’t enjoy one moment of it. He oscillated between being ecstatic
to see his family again to being worried about what would happen to him when he
finally arrived. He wanted to go there, no doubt. He just wasn’t sure about
staying.  


When he got his first look at the
mountain village, his doubts fell silent for several blissful moments. Finally.
Home. It hadn’t changed at all in the past seven years, not to his eyes. The
stone and wooden cottages were still spaced snugly together, with tall
evergreen trees packed in around them, offering protection against the winter
winds. At this time of the year, there was no snow, but the air was colder up
here than it had been in the valley. People that he knew well were going back
and forth on their daily business. 


It was so heart-wrenchingly normal
that tears sprang to his eyes. 


Siobhan kneed her horse around so
that she could come to his side. Ducking her head to the side, she asked
tentatively, “Alright, Wolf?”


He had to clear his throat and
blink hard to quell the tears. “Fine. It’s like I never left.”


She seemed to sense what he
couldn’t say and nodded in understanding. “Let’s go down, alright?”


Eager now, he spurred his gelding
forward, and they took the one lane road across the bridge, through the open
gates, and inside. Once there, he impatiently tied the horse to the first hitching
post he found and then strode through the main street. 


As he walked, several people
stopped and stared, whispering to each other in uncertain tones. They probably
thought they recognized him, but weren’t sure. He’d changed so much since
leaving here he wasn’t sure his own parents would recognize him. 


He was almost to the main well
that stood in the center of the village, when he finally found one of the
people he was looking for. His mother stood directly in front of him, a basket
of loaves hanging on one arm, her free hand gesturing as she spoke to their
next-door neighbor. Erik’s feet stumbled to a halt as his eyes drank her in.
There was perhaps more grey streaking through her blonde hair, a new wrinkle or
two around her blue eyes, but she was still hearty and strong as he remembered
her. 


Somehow, without him saying a
word, she sensed something and stopped mid-sentence, turning to look about her.
When her eyes fell on him, she went abruptly still, as if even breath was
beyond her in that moment. “Erik…?” The tone was half-incredulous,
half-uncertain, as if she were disbelieving her own eyes. 


For a moment, just a moment, he
felt like he was fourteen again and there was nothing wrong in the world. The
years of separation fell away and he reached for her as he had done his entire
childhood. “Mooir.” 


Tears welled up in those clear
blue eyes and she dropped everything in her hands, running for him. He had to
duck so that her arms could come around his shoulders, and he put his good arm
around her waist, hugging her tight enough to make ribs squeak. She didn’t
care, her embrace just as fierce. He soaked her in, the warmth, the solid feel
of her, the way her hair smelled of sunshine and bread, the tears that were
seeping into his shirt, all of it. His heartache eased as he realized that
finally, finally he had made it home again. 


People around him burst out into
cries of joy when they realized who he was and before he knew what was
happening, he was swarmed on all sides, everyone trying to reach out and touch
him. He put his mother back on her feet so that she could see him properly, his
smile wide with uncontained happiness. 


Grabbing his arms, she shook him
gently. “Where have you been?” she demanded, voice choked. 


“Lost,” he responded sadly. “But
through good fortune, I met with an amazing guild, and they helped me get to
you.” 


Her eyes fell to his iron hand and
a strangled gasp of pain burst from her mouth. Tentatively, her fingers trailed
along it. “What happened…” she whispered, horrified. 


Erik had absolutely no intention
of ever telling her the full story. His father, maybe, but not her. It would
wound her heart to hear it. “I was in a bad fight,” he responded, cutting down
the story to its bare bones. “But this is part of my good fortune. If I hadn’t
lost the hand, I would never have made it here.”


“Erik’s here?” a very familiar,
gruff male voice demanded. 


Through all of the people, Erik
couldn’t see properly, but he didn’t have to see to know. He lifted his voice
to be heard over the crowd. “Faoir!”


People were kind enough to shift
to the either side so his father could worm his way through. When father and
son saw each other, it was like another homecoming all over again. Throwing his
hands up in an expression of pure elation, he reached for his son and grabbed
him in a bear hug that almost lifted Erik off his feet. Pounding his back, he
laughed aloud. “Son!”


His father, too, had not changed.
Still strong as a bear, beard down to his chest, hair so blond as to be almost
white. It relieved him to see his parents well. Erik was sure that if he were
any happier than this, he’d burst from it. When his father finally released
him, and he saw the gathering of all of the friends and relatives still
patiently waiting to get their turn to hug him too, a part of him wondered why
he hadn’t already burst from happiness. 


“Where were you?” his father
demanded. “And who’d you donate the hand to?”


Yes, his father was taking this
more in stride than his mother had. Erik decided to tell him the full story
later, when his mother and sisters were safely out of earshot. “Lost the hand
in a fight four months ago,” he answered. “And I’ve been all over, fighting.
Wynngaard and Robarge, mostly.” Reminded, he turned, and gestured for people to
move enough that he could call, “Siobhan, Grae, Beirly, come here.”


“Fighting?” his mother pressed.
“Fighting who?”


“Whoever I was told to fight.”
Erik’s smile dimmed at the memory but he shook his head, clearing it. “But I want
you to meet the people that saved me. Without them, I’d never have made it home
again.” Turning again, he found Siobhan at his elbow, a warm and tender smile
on her face. He beamed down at her. “This is Siobhan Maley, Guildmaster of
Deepwoods. She was the one that first rescued me. Siobhan, my parents, Araan
and Saira Wolfinsky.”


His mother reached out and grasped
Siobhan’s hands. “Thank you for helping my son. You are very welcome here for
as long as you wish to stay.”


“Thank you,” Siobhan responded, squeezing
in return. “I’d hoped to stay a few days and see what Wolf’s home was like
before we go back.”


“And this is Beirly—he’s the one
that made the new hand for me—and Grae, a master Pathmaker, who brought me most
of the way here,” Erik continued. 


There was a round of
how-do-you-do’s and expressions of thanks all around before his father asked,
“You keep saying they rescued you, or they brought you here. Son, just where
have you been? What did they save you from?”


The elation of being home faded as
reality set back in again. Resigned, Erik forced a smile and suggested, “Let’s
find a shady spot to sit and talk. This…will take a while.” 


ӜӜӜ


It took almost four hours, after
all was said and done. His family was torn between being horrified by his
recounting or being thankful he had survived it. Erik felt emotionally drained
by it all and was very glad when his mother called a halt to it so they could
prepare dinner. 


Siobhan, Grae, and Beirly had sat
in on this and listened, even though they knew half the story already, and
patiently waited it out. When everyone scattered to their own homes to make
dinner preparations, Erik focused on them and saw them settled in his family’s
home. Being professional travelers, more or less, they took this all in stride.
Siobhan even went into the kitchen with his mother and youngest sister, helping
with the cooking. Several times, as Erik passed, he could hear them laughing as
Siobhan traded funny stories back and forth on things he had done. It made his
heart warm just listening to it. Hearing people laughing was the most pleasant
music a man could hear, to his mind. 


He ventured up the stairs to his
old bedroom. The door creaked slightly as he pushed it in, his breath held in
his throat. It had been seven years, after all, he’d understand if his parents
had lost hope at some point and chosen to use the room for other purposes. But
at the first glance inside, he knew these fears to be groundless. Everything
was exactly as he had left it. The room smelled musty from the disuse, but
everything was clean, so someone was coming in here regularly to keep the place
tidy. 


Despite the fact that he had slept
here every night for nigh on fourteen years, it felt odd to step inside the
room. It felt even stranger to sit on the edge of the bed. This place felt so
much smaller to him now, almost constricting. Looking about, he tried to regain
the feeling of being home again, but this quiet room felt more alien to him
than anything else. 


“Feels strange to you, doesn’t
it?”


Glancing up, he found his father
in the doorway. “Faoir.” 


Taking this as an invitation, he
walked all the way in. “That bed won’t fit you anymore. It’s a good foot
short.”


Erik studied it for a moment and
then snorted. “You’re right.” 


“I imagine not a single thing in
this room will fit you anymore.” A strange timbre was in these words, his
father’s face unreadable. “You’ve outgrown everything.”


“Aye, I probably have.” Erik had a
feeling that neither of them were talking about the bed or the clothes anymore.
“Faoir, I half-expected this room to be different. Did you and Mooir never give
up on me?”


“We knew you were alive,
somewhere.” His father’s expression relaxed into a sad smile. “We felt we’d
know, somehow, if you weren’t. Or maybe it was just that we couldn’t bear to think
of you as truly gone. We held on to the hope that eventually you’d find your
way back to us. I’d never imagined it would take a guild to bring you back,
though.”


“I wouldn’t have made it without
their help,” Erik replied honestly. “I was branded as a dark guildsman, I had
not a penny to my name, and my arm was in bad condition when Siobhan first laid
eyes on me. It’s purely through her generosity and good reputation that I was
able to travel here.” 


His father’s eyes fell to the iron
hand resting in his lap. “There’s more to the story of how you lost that hand,
isn’t there?”


“Aye,” he confirmed grimly. “But I
think only you should hear it. It’s…gruesome.” 


“Then tell me later, when there’s
no chance of interruption. It’s well now?”


“Oh, aye. Siobhan made sure of
that before Beirly put the hand on.” Lifting it in the air, he added, “I know
it disturbed Mooir to see it, but in truth, I’m rather glad to have it.”


“Because by losing the hand, you
were able to escape that dark guild?”


“That and it’s as good of a weapon
as a sword, some days.” Erik grinned in memory of a time or two where he’d put
the iron hand to good use. 


“Come down and eat!” a voice
commanded from below. 


His mouth watering in
anticipation, Erik immediately got to his feet. “Let’s have dinner.”


Chuckling, his father led the way
down the stairs. “I think your mooir fixed all of your favorites.”


Erik certainly hoped so. 


ӜӜӜ


For three days, it was like a
never ending festival in Reske, and Erik was the main attraction. Everyone
wanted to have dinner with him, or lunch, sometimes even breakfast. He was
invited everywhere, he and the members of Deepwoods. As he went from place to
place, talking with old friends and family, sometimes helping them with chores
while catching up, Erik felt this strange feeling grow in his chest. He
couldn’t quite put his finger on it. This place was nostalgic and familiar and
he knew it like the back of his hand. Yet somehow he felt displaced, as if he
no longer belonged there among them. 


It was perhaps because of this,
and not because of his short bed, that Erik found it impossible to sleep that
night. Giving up, he crept down the stairs, doing his best to move soundlessly
so he didn’t wake anyone else in the household. He was halfway down when he
realized that the hearth fire was still burning. Pausing, he cocked his head
and listened hard. Two voices were conversing quietly with each other, the
words too soft to be distinguishable. But he knew them: his father and Siobhan.



Having no compunction whatsoever
about eavesdropping, he eased down the last six stairs and then braced his back
against the wall so he could listen in unobserved. 


“—seems lost sometimes here,” his
father was saying sadly. “I’m afraid his experiences over the last seven years
have changed him too much. He no longer feels as if he belongs here.”


“I’d wondered if anyone else saw
that aside from me.” Siobhan’s tone was gentle, sympathetic. “It’s not a bad
thing, Araan. Wolf has experienced more of the world than this whole village
combined. He loves the people here, but this small village feels confining to
him now that he knows what life outside of it is like.”


“Will you take him back with you,
then?”


“I would love to, but that’s not
my decision to make.”


Erik’s heart skipped a beat, eyes
flaring wide. Go back with her? Stay in Deepwoods? He had that option? 


Oblivious to her silent listener
or his inner turmoil, Siobhan was still speaking. “Wolf has proven to be an
invaluable enforcer and a good friend. He still has his rough edges, granted,
but that just needs time. I’d selfishly prefer to keep him with me.”


Faoir grunted understanding. “I
must say, I’d prefer he stay in your guild than going back out on his own. At
least we trust you to keep an eye on him.”


“There’s that,” Siobhan agreed
readily. “I’ve been hesitating to ask him to go back with us because I didn’t
want to step on anyone’s toes. But if you’re sure you don’t mind…? I see. Good,
then. And your wife?”


“I haven’t spoken to her about
this yet, but I think she knows already.”


“Well, she’s a sharp woman. I
wouldn’t be surprised if she did know. Or at least sense it.”


Judging from some of the looks and
comments he’d been getting from his mother over the past two days, Erik was
sure she did know. 


“Then I’ll ask,” Siobhan
concluded. “But don’t look so glum, Araan. We come out to Wynngaard regularly,
on one job or another. I’ll make sure that you see him at least once a year.” 


Araan let out a breath of sharp
relief. “You can promise me this? Then, thank you. I do feel much better
hearing that.” 


“It will be easy to arrange,” she
assured him. “And of course we’ll likely come during the spring or summer
months, as that’s when caravans like to travel the most. So expect us during
those seasons. If, that is, Wolf agrees to go with us.” 


Erik decided that was his cue. “I
will return with you.” 


The occupants in the other room
went silent and he heard two chairs squeak as they were abruptly jerked
sideways. Turning the corner, he came into view and found that his father and
Siobhan had turned sharply, searching him out in the dim lighting. Smiling, he
looked between them as he said quietly, “You’re right. I no longer belong in
Reske. I realized that the first day I was here. Faoir, I love you all, but I
can’t stay.”


His father nodded understanding,
still looking drawn and unhappy about it. “I know.”


“And I can’t leave her side,” Erik
continued, turning gentle eyes on Siobhan. “She has given me too much. I must
stay and somehow repay her.” 


“If it means keeping you, I won’t
argue about who owes who.” Siobhan put a hand to her heart and blew out an
exaggerated breath. “Phew! I was afraid I’d have to somehow charm you into it.”


She’d done that the moment she’d
shown him respect while he still stood in slave chains. 


His father stroked is beard
pensively. “We’ll have to break the news to the rest of the family, somehow.”


Yes, and Erik wasn’t looking
forward to that one bit. “Aye.” 


Turning to Siobhan, Faoir pleaded,
“You will stay a little longer, won’t you?”


“We won’t leave this week,” she
promised him gently. “Or next, likely. Beirly has found some good places to
mine up here and wants to take some of it back with him. Grae, too, wants to
build a path from here to Quigg so that we can easily come and go. That will take
a good week all by itself.”


A thought that hadn’t occurred to
Erik, although it should have. With prebuilt paths, they could easily come and
go without spending much time on the road. 


Pointing a finger at him, Siobhan
ordered mock-sternly, “You are hereby forbidden to help build that path. You
are to spend every moment possible with friends and family.”


Chuckling, he swept her an
exaggerated bow. “Yes ma’am.”


“Good.” Satisfied, she pushed
herself to her feet. “I’m going to bed. See you both in the morning.”


Erik knew that she was gracefully
leaving and giving father and son private time to talk. Taking it, he sat in
the chair she had just vacated. 


“Well, son,” Faoir said, easing
back into his chair. “If I had a way to change the past, I would wish we’d been
able to find you that day you were kidnapped. But if this is how life must be,
at least I know you’re in good company and under a good guildmaster. This way,
at least, we’ll see you regularly.”


If Erik had his choice, he might
very well go back to that dreadful day he had been kidnapped. But when all was
said and done… “I couldn’t agree more.”










Epilogue  


 “And so ends the story of Erik
Wolfinsky.” 


Wynngaardian that he was, Rune
responded promptly. “That was a fine telling, and I thank ya for it.” 


Wolf inclined his head. “I enjoyed
the telling.”


After that traditional exchange
was done, Rune was speechless for a long time. Finally, he managed with a
hoarse voice, “And I thought I was difficult.”


Wolf threw back his head and
laughed. “No, I was worse. I admit I set a bad example with her. Because she
had such good success with me, she didn’t think twice about taking you on.”


They walked a few paces in
silence, Rune mulling this over. “So even though ya made it home, ya decided ta
stay with Deepwoods.”


“Oh, I had all sorts of
justifications and reasons for it at the time, mostly that I owed Siobhan too
much to just stay in Reske. But the truth was, I’d formed deep ties with her. I
was very fond of Beirly and Grae by that point too. I wanted to stay with them.”
Wolf shrugged, as the decision now seemed completely clear-cut to him and
obvious to make.


“I know.” Rune’s tone was certain,
and Wolf was sure that he really did know. “I had ta make the same choice.”


“Yes, you did.” Wolf shook his
head in memory, amused by it still. “Siobhan is terrible about forcing people
to do things. She’ll entice you, bribe you, and charm you into it, but she’ll
never force you. I was worried we’d lose you because of how she is. But in the
end, you’re like me. You fell in love with the guild and couldn’t bear to part
with it.”


Rune wasn’t yet open enough to
admit to that. Out loud. But actions spoke louder than words and the fact that
he stayed even when things were uncomfortable for him spoke volumes. Besides,
Wolf had been where the boy stood. He knew exactly what was going through that
head. 


As an afterthought, he added, “And
it’s not like I had to choose one or the other. I still see my family at least
once a year. Siobhan makes sure of it. Partially for me to see them, partially
for us to pick up things to trade.”


“If I had family in Sateren, she’d
likely take us there once a year, too.”


“Undoubtedly,” Wolf agreed. 


Rune ducked his head to glance at
Wolf’s iron hand. It caught flickers of light now and again, letting off a dim
glow. “Ya said that because ya lost the hand, ya were able to meet Siobhan. Do
ya not regret it? Even a little?”


“No, not at all.” Wolf’s gaze
gravitated toward the sleeping camp and he felt a hum of contentment settle
into his chest. It was a feeling he always had when he saw them and knew they
were safe and well. “The hand was the price I had to pay to bring me to
Deepwoods. They are well worth the price.” 













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. 













Over thirty years ago, in the hills of Tennessee, a nice,
unsuspecting young couple had their first child. Their home has since then been
slowly turned into a library as their daughter consistently brought books home
over the years.


No one was surprised when she grew up, went to college, and
got her Bachelor's in English. Despite the fact that she has a degree, and
looks like a mature young woman, she's never grown out of her love for dragons,
fairies and other fantastical creatures. With school done, she's ready to start
her career, hopefully by blending two of her loves: books and fantasy.


Her website can be found here: http://www.honorraconteur.com
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