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The day was a good one for travel as they bypassed Stott and
traveled on the Grey Bridge leading into Orin. As the cart rumbled along, Fei
gave them a history lesson, pitching his voice to carry over the sound of wheels
turning and Kit’s hooves. Markl was especially glued to this discourse and wrote
notes furiously in his book. Tran, on the other hand, just listened intently,
his memory absorbing every word Fei said. 


Fei stopped mid-sentence, coughing, and held up a hand to
indicate they should wait. 


“Fei, perhaps you should take a break,” Siobhan suggested.
“You’re not used to talking this much, you’ll lose your voice if you keep going
like this.” 


He grimaced, swallowed several gulps of water, and agreed
somewhat hoarsely, “I think I should.”


Markl shook out his writing hand, a rueful grimace on his
face. “I’d certainly appreciate it. I can barely keep up with him.”


“Then enough cultural lessons for now, I think.” Siobhan
tried to shift a little on the cart bench, but in truth there was no way to sit
on wood for hours at a time and not have a numb posterior after a while. They
still had another two or three hours before they reached the other end of the
bridge and arrived at Channel’s Pass. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt her to walk for a
while, get the blood flowing again. 


Hopping off, she walked at the back, taking in the view. The
water looked a little low for this time of year—she could see part of the
riverbank because it was exposed—but otherwise it looked as it always did. 


Rune dropped out of the cart as well and set his pace to
hers so he could walk alongside. “Siobhan.”


“Hmm?”


“Grae mentioned to me that Deepwoods was formed because of
him.”


Typical Wynngaardian that he was, when it became quiet for
any stretch of time, Rune went looking for a good story. After years of living
with Wolf, she recognized the signs immediately. “That’s right, it was. Grae
being Grae, I suppose he only told you the bare bones of it.”


She got a very dissatisfied look in response. 


Laughing, Siobhan said rhetorically, “After living with Wolf
for a decade, you’d think the man would understand that when a Wynngaardian
asks for a story, he wants the full story, all details included.” 


Rune perked up as he realized she was more open to the idea
of talking than his master had been. “Will ya tell me?”


“I’d be glad to.” 














 


Siobhan looked up from the lists in front of her and
blinked. “What did you just say?”


Her childhood friend frowned at her. “Will you actually
listen?”


“I was half-listening—I’m just convinced I heard you wrong;
now, what did you just say? You want to strike out on your own?”


“Right. I want to stop working with Master.”


This looked serious. Serious enough, at least, for her to
put her own work aside for a few minutes and get to the bottom of Grae’s sudden
announcement. Siobhan normally had no time to spare at this hour, as it was two
days before Market Day and she was the coordinator for the vendors along three
streets. She had a mountain of paperwork to plough through to make sure that
everyone was licensed, their inventory had been checked by the city’s
enforcers, and they were clear on which area they could set up in. But even
with the stacks of paperwork in front of her, she felt she had to make ten
minutes for Grae. 


“Back up and start at the beginning.”


Grae pulled a stool out of the corner and sat next to her
desk. “Master’s the one with the clients, not me, and they don’t trust me as
much as they do him. They only use me if he refuses to go, or if he’s already
traveling with another group and isn’t available. I’m not getting enough to
live on. He keeps saying ‘give it time’ but I’ve been licensed now for two
years and the situation isn’t improving. I need to strike out on my own, in a
different city; otherwise I can’t make a living.”


That was a very sound reason to move out of Widstoe. Siobhan
hadn’t expected anything else out of Grae, as he always had a logical reason
for doing things, and wasn’t the type to get carried away by fancy. That said,
she didn’t like the idea of him going out on his own. Pathmakers were rare and
highly desired by everyone. Grae, especially, was not the combative sort, and
he would be an easy target. 


“Alright. I see what you’re driving at. But I don’t think
you should go out on your own, that’s far too dangerous.”


He nodded in somber agreement. “I don’t think so either. But
I don’t want to just pick a city and join a random guild, either. I don’t do
well with lots of people. And being surrounded by strangers is a little…”


Right, with his personality, it would be terrifying. “What
do you want to do, then?”


Grae blinked hopeful eyes at her. “Will you form a guild
with me?”


Form a guild? Siobhan rephrased the request carefully,
working her way through the idea as she spoke. “Form a guild in a city we don’t
know all by ourselves?”


“It’ll be less scary if we’re together,” he said with
absolute certainty. 


While that was true, it wasn’t quite the worry she was
trying to get through to him. “Grae, to begin with, I think we need to consider
just which city we’re going to move to. And then we need to look up the
rules on what it takes to form a guild. I’m not sure if just two people will
meet the criteria.”


Grae paused as if this idea hadn’t occurred to him before.
“But if it isn’t, then who else can we ask to join?”


That was a very good question and one that Siobhan didn’t
have an immediate answer to. “Let’s get information before we ask ourselves
questions we don’t have the answers to. It might be easier to form a business
than a guild.”


“Might be,” Grae allowed. “But you will go with me, right?”


Siobhan was not in the least surprised that he was set on
having her as a business partner. Grae had always trusted her judgement with
people over his own, and, if the option was available, he let her do all of the
talking for the both of them. She looked around at the dingy little room she
was in, overflowing with stacks of paperwork on all sides, and thought about
being the assistant market coordinator for the rest of her life. 


“You bet I’ll go with you.”


That won her an outright grin. “What do you think we should
do first?”


“Well, why don’t you go to the city office and find out what
the requirements are for forming a guild?” she suggested. “And get some
information about which cities have Pathmakers and which ones would be the best
to start a guild in.” Knowing that the idea of walking up to a complete
stranger and asking all of those questions terrified him, she casually added,
“Kenneth works there in the afternoons; if you go now, you should be able to
catch him.”


Grae blew out a relieved breath. “Right, I’d forgotten he
worked there part time. And you?”


“I need to finish this stack off first, but then I’ll go
hunt down Beirly.”


“Beirly?” Grae repeated in confusion. “Why?”


“Well, he owns a carpentry business, after all. I figure the
best source of information about how to set up a business and the possible
pitfalls would be something he would know.”


“That’s a good thought,” Grae agreed thoughtfully. “Then,
should I meet you at his place?”


“Probably the shop; he tends to stay there late into the
evenings before Market Day.”


“There, then.” Decided, Grae popped off the stool and kindly
returned it to its corner before heading out of her office. 


Siobhan watched him go, tapping a finger against the surface
of the table. Shy Grae wanted to push out into the world, make his own business
or guild, and leave Widstoe altogether? The situation had to be dire to push
him to that point. Siobhan hadn’t won any great position in this city either,
and if it wasn’t for that fact that she was still living at home, she probably
wouldn’t be making enough to live on at this job. Maybe it was time for them to
both move on and make something of themselves. 


Determined, she set her mind to the paperwork, wanting to
get it done as quickly as possible. She had a fire in her now to go and have
that talk with Beirly. 


ӜӜӜ


Beirly greeted her warmly enough, always happy to have
someone to talk to while he worked, but two sentences in she won his unwavering
attention. He braced himself against the edge of his worktable, dusted his arms
free of shavings, and repeated, “You and Grae want to leave Widstoe and form
your own business.”


“Or guild,” she confirmed, perching on the edge of another
worktable. “We’re not sure which one will be better at this point, but Grae’s
at city hall getting more information.”


“Why?”


“Beirly, think about it. Grae isn’t getting enough business
on his own to make a living. My job isn’t glamorous or well-paid either.
Shouldn’t we think about doing something more with our lives?”


“But leave Widstoe?” Beirly objected. 


“We have to leave Widstoe, it won’t work if we stay in this
city. Everyone here automatically goes to Grae’s master for pathmaking. We need
to go into a city that has no Pathmaker; otherwise, we don’t stand a chance of
making it.” 


Scratching at his beard, Beirly regarded her with thoughtful
silence for a long moment. “It’s not safe, not with just the two of you going.”


“I agree.” Siobhan would admit that she was a decent
swordswoman but not anything spectacular. Grae could barely defend himself. It
would not be wise for them to go out on their own. “I think that if we choose
to have a guild, we’ll need more than two members anyway. I’m not sure who to
ask to be a third member, though.”


Beirly got this unreadable expression on his face. “Why’s
that?”


“Because most of our friends already have established lives
and business here,” Siobhan said promptly. “Like you.”


“I think a true friend would drop all that and pull up his
roots rather than see the two of you go off alone,” Beirly opined quietly. “But
we’ll leave that aside for the moment. What city are you thinking of?”


“That’s one of the questions that Grae’s asking now—” she
cut herself off as the door to the workshop opened and Grae stepped through.
“Speak of the devil and here he is. Grae, what did you discover?”


“You’re right, it takes more than two people to form a
guild,” Grae informed her, closing the door behind him. It was a warm summer
evening and he must have been hurrying, as there was sweat on his forehead,
which he wiped off as he came in. “Hello, Beirly.”


“Grae,” Beirly greeted, expression softening. “Last thing I
expected to hear today was that my shy friend decided to move to a different
city.”


“It’s a matter of must at this point,” Grae grumbled,
grimacing. “So, we need at least three members to form a guild, and Kenneth
highly recommended doing a guild over doing a business. He said especially if
I’m doing pathmaking, it’ll take a guild pass to get through all of the cities.
Just having a business license will not help us in some places.”


That was a very good point and one she had not considered.
Even Grae’s master was part of a guild for that reason. 


“Even if you say ‘guild instead of business’ a guild is run
most like a business,” Beirly corrected. “Especially if you’re going to form an
escorting guild, which you’ll have to do to put your pathmaking skills to use.
So. That answers one thing, but my question still stands: what city?”


“I have a list of cities that don’t have a Pathmaker.” Grae
pulled a sheet out of his vest pocket and laid it on the table next to
Siobhan’s thigh.


She craned her torso and head around so that she could read
it. “Is this listed from largest city to smallest?”


“Yes.”


“Goldschmidt, Oatman, Vellshire, Baring, Converse, Stott.”


“So basically, it’s only Widstoe, Winziane, and Goodliffe
that are out on Robarge.” Beirly stroked his beard, eyes blindly staring ahead.
“I would think something along a trade route would be the best bet.”


“Which means Converse, Goldschmidt, or Stott,” Siobhan said,
ticking them off on her fingers. “Grae, I’ll be frank, I’m not fond of the idea
of joining a smaller city’s main guild.”


“Master advised against it,” he admitted. “He said the smaller
guilds don’t have as much clout, and I’d be safer under the protection of a
large guild.”


“In that case, our choice is really only Goldschmidt. It’s
the only one large enough and in the right location to form an escorting
guild.” As an afterthought, she added, “Unless we want to move to a different
continent.”


“And into a totally different culture?” Grae looked horrified.
“No thanks.”


“That’s rather what I’m thinking. Alright, Goldschmidt it
is. At least, we’ll try that city first.” Siobhan rubbed her hands together.
“Now we’ll need a timeline and to think of someone or several someones to go
with us. I think I can just give notice at work and pack up and be ready to go.
Say, about two weeks?”


“I don’t need more time than that.” Grae’s mouth turned down
into an uncertain frown. “But who can we ask?”


For some reason Beirly just sighed, head hanging. “What am I
going to do with you two?”


Siobhan studied him, a suspicion forming in the back of her
mind. The way he had been reacting, and some of the things he said, was
starting to form an overall picture. “Beirly. Want to sell your business and
come with us?”


Grae made a noise of surprised protest but Beirly didn’t
even look up. He just heaved another year’s worth of sighs. “I think I’d
better,” he finally groaned. “Someone’s got to work the business angle of
things and watch your backs, or there’s going to be real trouble.”


She didn’t mean to grin, as it probably looked demented, but
she couldn’t help it. Beirly would have been her top choice if she were forced
to name people who she would form a guild with. “We’d be very glad to have
you,” she said sincerely. 


Beirly finally looked up, and there was a growing excitement
as the idea of forming a guild took hold. “Mind, I’ll need more than two weeks.
And we need to do more research about Goldschmidt before we form true plans.”


“Three weeks, then,” she said cheerfully, “And I’ll take the
caravan bosses aside at work and talk to them. They’re bound to know things.” 


“Three weeks,” Beirly repeated in despair, looking around
his shop. “I have to find a buyer for this place, Shi. We’ll need the funds to
form a guild with until we’re making enough money to afford our own Hall.”


“I’ll help you advertise,” she promised. 


“And you’ll need to talk to your families, both of you, and
tell them what you’re planning. They might want to talk you out of it.”


Grae gave him a dubious look. “And have one less mouth to
feed? My parents will likely help me pack.”


“Mine too.” Siobhan knew that Beirly was now just throwing
out objections for the sake of being the devil’s advocate. He’d always been the
one to talk sense into them when he felt like they were being rash. “Three
weeks, then, is the goal.”


ӜӜӜ


Three weeks and four days later, they arrived in
Goldschmidt. 


Siobhan felt like it had taken something of a miracle for
her to see these city gates. Neither her family nor Grae’s had put up much of
an argument as they were glad to see their children go and try to make
something of themselves. The thing that held them back the most was finding a
buyer for Beirly’s shop. The business was successful enough to attract buyers,
but most wanted the tools as well, and trying to convince Beirly to give up his
tools was like prying children out of a mother’s hands. It finally came down to
a matter of weight: they only had so much room in the cart, Grae had only one
path that led to Goldschmidt he could use, and Beirly literally could not
afford to take every tool.


It took much patience and time, but eventually he weeded it
down to the essential tools and what he called the ‘irreplaceable tools’ and
they finally finished packing. 


Grae had a letter in his pocket from his master, as well as
his pathmaking license; Siobhan had the information necessary to fill out the
paperwork to start a guild with, so it was just a matter now of finding the
right place to go. 


They were stopped inside the gates, of course, by the city
enforcers. Siobhan put on her best smile and looked the enforcer dead in the
eyes. “Hello. I’m Siobhan Maley, with me are Grae Masson and Beirly
Kierkegaard. We’d like to move into this city and form a guild. Whom do we need
to talk to?”


The enforcer, a rough looking man with warm brown eyes,
looked the three over somewhat dubiously. “What kind of guild?”


“Escort,” she responded promptly, jerking a thumb over her
shoulder to indicate Grae. “He’s a Pathmaker.”


His attitude did a 180 flip and he became much more excited
and hospitable. “Is that right? Master Pathmaker, can I see your license?”


Grae reached into his bag and drew it out, which the guard
examined carefully before returning. 


“First Pathmaker we’ve seen in at least a decade,” he told
them, a smile breaking out over his face. “We’re glad to see you. From Widstoe,
you say? You put your cart right behind here, I’ll guard it for you, and I’ll
call for someone to escort you to Darrens. He’s Guildmaster of Blackstone, the
controlling guild of this city.”


Siobhan’s head jerked back in surprise. “We need to report
directly to the guildmaster?”


“With a Pathmaker, you sure do,” the other enforcer pitched
in, although he had to raise his voice to carry over the traffic coming in and
out of the gate. 


“It’s a serious thing, not having a Pathmaker,” the first
enforcer explained as he turned and waved someone over. “Darrens will be hot
under the collar to have you. It’s not just the city commerce it’ll impact, but
his own trading as well. He’s a fair man, Darrens, and if you’re honest about
your needs, he’ll work out a good deal for you.”


Siobhan took this advice to heart. “I’ll mind that.”


Another, bulkier man that was running slightly to fat jogged
over and gave them a nod of greeting. “Trouble?” he asked his comrade.


“Opposite,” the enforcer responded. “This is…sorry, your
name again?”


“Siobhan Maley,” she greeted, extending an arm. “From Widstoe.”


The man accepted the hand with a firm shake, hand rough with
callouses. “Gage Halden.”


“They’re here to form an escorting guild,” he continued the
explanation with growing excitement. “This man here is a Pathmaker.” 


Gage’s eyes went wide, flew to Grae, and took him in with a
quick sweep of the eyes. “Is that right. Licensed, sir?”


“I am,” Grae responded, voice a little too quiet. “Do you
need to see it?”


“It’s confirmed. Gage, show them to Darrens?”


“I will, certainly.” Gage gestured for them to follow, and
he set out for the interior of the city. He did keep his pace slow enough to be
able to talk to them as he walked, and kept to the right side to avoid being
entangled in traffic. “Miss Maley, what made you decide on our fair city?”


He might have meant that sarcastically, but in truth Siobhan
was impressed with what she had seen so far. Goldschmidt was every bit as
orderly and clean as Widstoe, which she had not expected, as every caravan boss
had told her that Widstoe was one of the more attractive cities they had seen.
“In truth, sir, it was a matter of adding up our needs and realizing
Goldschmidt was the only city to fit the bill. We wanted a city on a trade
route, large enough to protect our small guild, that didn’t already have a
Pathmaker in residence.”


“Ah,” he intoned with an understanding nod. “Goldschmidt’s
the only one left in Robarge that fits those criteria. Well, we’re happy to
have you. Once you get the paperwork done, tell us enforcers. We’ll pitch in to
provide protection until you can gather your own people.” 


The offer was a generous one and it told Siobhan just how
desperately they wanted a Pathmaker in residence. “I will, sir. Thank you. I
admit it was a concern for us when we moved here.”


“With only three members? I understand why. But don’t you
worry, Darrens will make sure that you have enough protection when you’re going
about.” Lowering his voice, he confided, “Just stick to the main streets as
much as you can. We’ve been having issues with riff-raff coming in from other cities,
or people getting caught here in between caravans, and they cause no end of
trouble. Drives our guildmaster to drink, it does, but no matter what he tries,
we can’t seem to get rid of them.”


Grae made a dismayed sound. 


“You’ll be fine,” Gage assured him, “as long as you stick to
the main streets or move about in a unit. They won’t attack a pair or trio
going about. It’s just the lone man they see as a target.”


That was a warning and Siobhan had every intention of
following his advice to the letter. This was not her city yet, she had limited
allies here, and if something did happen it would be up to the three of them to
solve the problem. Best to avoid trouble altogether. 


Gage took them directly to the main guild’s compound.
Siobhan saw several banners hanging on the walls and off the street lamps, all
of them an abstract design of a black stone on a shield. She’d been told that
the main guild here was called Blackstone. Their emblem was very
straightforward. 


The compound was huge, sprawling in every direction, and had
a rather open layout although some of the later additions had been crammed in.
It was mostly made of brick and stone, but there were a few wooden buildings,
and it was all connected with the same paving stones and very little grass. Gage
stayed on the main path, never venturing off of it, so she had a limited
perspective on just how far the place extended. Their guide stopped at a desk
set up on a wide porch to what had to be the main building. A thin man with a
hawkish nose and glasses looked up. 


“Gage. Who are these three?”


“Siobhan Maley, from Widstoe, and…” Gage stopped and
frowned. “Sorry, I didn’t get the rest of your names.”


“Grae Masson, a Pathmaker, and Beirly Kierkegaard,” Siobhan
finished. “We’re here to establish an escorting guild in Goldschmidt.”


The man’s eyes went wide behind his glasses, mouth spreading
in a smile of delight. “Are you now. Forgive me, Master Masson, but I will need
to see your license.” 


For the second time that morning, Grae pulled it out and
handed it over. After a quick, thorough look, it was handed back, and Grae put
it carefully away. 


“We are perfectly delighted to see you,” the man informed
them, standing and extending a hand. “I’m Hughes, First Hand to Darrens.”


Meaning that he was in the top tier of leadership for this
guild. Siobhan made sure her handshake was firm and confident. “A pleasure,
sir.” 


“Our guildmaster is out in the city right now dealing with a
few things, but he’ll undoubtedly want to meet you. In the meantime, I can do
all of the paperwork for you to start a guild officially in this city.”
Snapping a finger at Gage, Hughes commanded, “Find me two more chairs. Miss
Maley, sit here, and start answering questions for me.”


Siobhan sat as ordered, right next to his elbow, and rattled
off answers as he filled in several forms. It was mostly information about
them, their business plan, and what services they would offer. She thanked her
stars that Beirly had forced them to sit down and draw up a business plan
before ever leaving Widstoe, as she would not have been able to answer all of
these questions otherwise, and would have seemed a little foolish. 


As she answered, Gage came back with two chairs so that
Beirly and Grae could sit as well. Hughes flipped over the fourth page and then
looked up. “The name of the guild?”


“Deepwoods,” Beirly answered as he handed over a drawing.
“This will be our logo. For now, at least.”


Hughes took it, gave it a look, and shrugged. “That should
be easy to duplicate. I have some that give me hideously complex designs. You
have funds to start a guild with, I hope?”


“Nine hundred and twenty-three kors,” Beirly stated
factually. “I know it won’t be enough to buy a guildhall with, but we’re hoping
to rent an office space until we can get going.” 


“Actually, it might.” Hughes stopped writing and gave the
three a shrewd look. “There’s many a guild that starts up with too much money
and not enough planning, only to fail six months in. They’re desperate at that
point to sell their Halls quickly for whatever they can, recoup some of the
loss. There’s four I know of in that situation right now. I can tell you where
they are, if you wish.”


Siobhan perked up and exchanged a look with the other two.
That sounded promising, and they’d do better having a Hall at the start, as it
wasn’t just a location for people to find them, but also a place to stay. They
needed lodging just as badly. “We’d appreciate that, sir.” 


“Then I’ll give you the names and locations. Gage, if you’ll
escort them? Then report to me where they end up.”


“Yes, Master Hughes.”


Hughes opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out two rolled
scrolls, which he promptly unrolled. Siobhan saw that they were identical, contract
of terms for being a guild under Blackstone. “Read this through. If you have no
objections, sign both copies. All three of you will need to.”


Siobhan took one and adjusted it so that Beirly and Grae
could read it without trying to do so upside down. She was trusting Beirly to
catch anything tricky as he had more experience than she did with this sort of
contract, but she read through as carefully as she could. Her eyebrows steadily
climbed as she read through it. Blackstone promised protection from dangers
inside of the city walls, and protection from any ‘sizeable force’ trying to
attack the city as a whole. It gave her a bi-annual allowance for weapons and
equipment specifically to keep her enforcers well-armed, although the way it
was phrased would allow her to give weapons to anyone in the guild. It also
gave her right to draw upon the enforcers of the city upon need. She kept
waiting for a catch, for some clause that would say Blackstone took priority as
a client, but all it demanded was first consideration for services and a trade
discount of thirty percent. 


She shared a speaking look with Beirly and Grae. 


“These are more generous terms than we expected,” Beirly
said to Hughes. 


“I have two types of contracts in my drawers,” Hughes
informed them with frank cheerfulness. “The ones I give to people that we want
to keep, and the other to people who are likely to fail. You’ve got a service
we are in desperate need of. We want to keep you.”


Siobhan couldn’t help but chuckle. “You’re refreshingly honest,
sir. Well, I have no problem with signing.”


Grae took up a pen and just signed both, not even voicing a
question. 


As Hughes watched them sign, he asked, “When can you start
working? I have several caravans coming and going in this next week, and we’d
prefer they go with a Pathmaker if possible.” 


“That entirely depends, sir, as to the state of your paths.”
On this point, Grae was not shy, and he spoke more confidently than he had all
morning. “I understand that it has been a long time since you had a Pathmaker
in residence.”


Hughes grimaced. “That is unfortunately true. We also don’t
have many Pathmakers that go through here. Their routes, however they’re
configured, seem to either bypass us or end before they get to the city. Most
of the travelers we see come here in the usual fashion.”


Grae sighed. “I took a look at my master’s map before
coming. I don’t think you have any paths here that are still operable. I’ll
likely need a week or three to build ones before I can actually start working.”



Siobhan felt a shrewd moment come over her and she spoke
before thinking, “Master Hughes, we’ll give you a further discount on the first
three caravans if you give us manpower to build those paths with. We need stone
gatherers. It’ll hasten the project along.” 


Locking gazes with her, Hughes calculated at high speed
before asking, “How many men? How long?”


She turned to Grae, who answered, “As many men as you can
spare, at least six, and it depends on where these caravans are going and how
large they are. If it’s going to be one of the more complex patterns, then it
will take me anywhere between five to seven days to build just one path.” 


“Winziane is one of the destinations. Turton is another.”
Hughes lifted his eyes to the ceiling, thinking, then grumbled and rummaged
around in another draw before drawing out a logbook. “Here, take a look. On
this page, this column, and down to here.”


Grae leaned in closer, peering over the log. “Hmm, yes,
you’ll need an evergreen pattern for both of these, likely. And with this one,
I think we might have to split the caravan in half, there’s no way to transfer
that much weight all at once without shaking the path. And this group going to
Goodliffe? There’s no way to do that in a straight shot, the Umlaut’s Lakes get
in the way. We’ll have to go from Winziane, to Baring, and then to Goodliffe to
manage it.” 


“Build all three paths?”


“The Pathmakers in Winziane already have paths built between
Baring and Goodliffe,” Grae corrected. “We can use theirs. I just need to build
a path from here to Winziane, assuming that the existing paths here are in as bad
shape as I think they are. At the very least, I’m going to have to tear out
parts of it and rebuild.”


“So you’ll need six laborers for at least two weeks to get
prepared for all of this.” Hughes tapped a finger on the log book, eyes
narrowing. “Fifteen percent discount on the first three trips.”


“Twenty,” Siobhan automatically countered, “and you do the
advertising for us that we’re in business and where we’re located.” 


Beirly bit down on a protest and poked her in the ribs. She
didn’t bat an eye. 


Hughes didn’t answer, eyes locked on her, but instead asked,
“Who did you say was the guildmaster for Deepwoods?” 


“Siobhan is,” Grae and Beirly said in unison. 


Squawking in protest, she whipped around. “What? When did we
decide that?”


“We took a vote,” Beirly told her seriously. 


“While you weren’t around,” Grae added, eyes twinkling. “The
majority carried.”


“You rats,” she fumed. “If anyone should be guildmaster,
it’s you, Beirly. You have more experience than I do in running a business.”


“No, I think they made a good choice,” Hughes disagreed.
“It’s clear to me that you’re a natural at this. Alright, Guildmaster Maley,
you have a deal. We’ll take that twenty percent discount and will do all of the
advertising for you for the first three months that you are in business. I’ll
have six men at your doorstep after breakfast tomorrow to help you with your
pathmaking. Do we have a deal?”


Trapped, knowing that she had the job whether she wanted it
or not, Siobhan put on a game smile and shook the man’s hand. “Deal.”


“Good.” Hughes drew out a clean sheet of paper and jotted down
several names and locations, then handed them up to Gage. “Here. Guildmaster, I
expect that Darrens will want to speak to you before the day is out, so be
prepared for that.” 


In that case, while they were walking, she was definitely
going to have Gage tell her where to get some good pastries. Talking business
without food handy was anathema to her. “I will, sir, thank you.”


“Good luck, Deepwoods. I look forward to having you in our
city.”


“Thank you, sir.” Siobhan stood, a copy of her contract with
Blackstone in hand, and followed Gage off the porch and toward the compound
gates. As they walked, she dropped back enough to hiss at her two childhood
friends, “And when, exactly, did you two louts decide that I was to be the
guildmaster?”


“A while ago,” Beirly drawled. 


“It was never an ambition of mine to be a guildmaster,” she
observed tartly. “In fact, I thought it was set that you would be guildmaster,
Beirly.” 


“It’ll be good for you, Shi,” Beirly intoned, not in the
least worried about gaining her ire. 


“And Master Hughes is right, you’re a natural at it,” Grae
opined, trying to keep his face straight and failing miserably. “You spoke to
him so comfortably, like you’d known him for years. Neither Beirly nor I can
manage to connect to people like you can.” 


“You also have a talent for getting people to help you,”
Beirly tacked on. “If I had been the one dealing with the man, we wouldn’t have
a list of cheap guild halls in hand. Or three months of free advertisement from
the main guild of this city, for that matter. You have a charm about you that
makes people want to help you. That’s essential for a guildmaster to have.” 


All of that sounded fine and dandy, but Siobhan knew the
real reason. “In other words, both of you would rather cut off your ears rather
than be guildmaster.”


“Exactly,” they said in unison.


Gage, ahead of them, started laughing. 


“A fine pair you are,” she groused. “And quit that, Master
Gage, it’s not that funny.”


“Just Gage is fine,” he told her, looking back over his
shoulder. “I have a feeling that we’ll be friends before the day is out. Tell
you what, new guildmaster, why don’t I treat the three of you to an early
lunch? And then we’ll go shopping for your new guildhall.”


“That’d be a fine thing. And introduce me to a good bakery
as we go, as I need something on hand for when Guildmaster Darrens comes.”


“I will,” Gage assured her. He paused a step so that she was
now walking evenly with him, and took the time to point out good places to
shop, and even called some people over and made introductions. 


Siobhan felt the city settle into her bones a little more
with each step, each new face, as the people did their best to make her new
guild feel welcome. Every corner they turned, people were delighted to hear
that an escorting guild was making its home there, and a few offered little
gifts of welcome, making Siobhan smile and promise a visit later after they
were properly settled. 


Their method of choosing a new city might have been somewhat
haphazard, but Siobhan had a premonition that Goldschmidt would be good to
them. Strange, how it felt like she was having a homecoming to a city she had never
been to before, but that was exactly how it felt. 


“You’re smiling, Shi,” Grae whispered.


“I am,” she responded, casting him a wink. “Because as
beginnings go, I can’t imagine a better one than this.” 


ӜӜӜ


“And that is the story of Deepwoods,” Siobhan finished in
true Wynngaardian fashion. 


“It was a good telling, and I thank ya for it,” Rune
responded automatically. “Did they really bend over backwards like that for
ya?” Rune asked in amazement. 


“They truly did. In fact, when Darrens came that first night
to introduce himself, he gave me even more favorable terms and doubled the work
crew for gathering stones. They were that pleased to have a Pathmaker in
residence. Moving to that city was the best business decision we’ve ever made.”


 “I always wondered why it was Darrens favors ya.” Rune gave
a wise nod. “Now I know.”


“He does not want us leaving.” Siobhan grinned as she
said this. “After all, I’m cheaper than hiring an outside escorting guild,
faster, and I give him breaks sometimes on fees. I’ve been very careful to make
myself as irreplaceable as possible.” Thinking back, she added, “It was just as
well Grae had us with him, as he was overwhelmed with strangers for months, and
was tongue tied quite a bit of the time.”


“So he wasn’t exaggerating when he said the guild was formed
just for him.”


“Not in the least. Once he got used to the place, he liked
it fine, and it’s hard for a man to not become attached to a place that clearly
adores him. We had no trouble with the city, no serious trouble, until I
brought Wolf home. Only then did fights start, mostly from idiots that thought
Wolf was a fun challenge.” Just remembering those early days gave Siobhan a
headache. 


“Do ya still feel that someone else should be guildmaster?”
Rune asked this out of curiosity and nothing more. 


Siobhan chewed on the question for a while before answering,
“No. I now understand that Beirly and Grae didn’t have the temperament for it,
even back then. And honestly, no one else in the guild would have thought to
take either you or Wolf on, and where would we be without you? I need to be
guildmaster for one reason: I take chances that no one else will take.” 


“Like forming a guild in a city ya’ve never been ta before?”


“Sounds insane, doesn’t it?” she admitted, laughing. “But
where would we all be if I hadn’t? If I had turned Grae down that day, then
Deepwoods wouldn’t exist, and I shudder to think of that possibility. As crazy
as my life is now, as hectic and painful as it sometimes gets, I wouldn’t trade
my present life for anything.” 


“I’m selfishly glad ya did,” Rune said softly, a smile on
his face. “I’m glad, too, that my master had the courage ta step outside of his
comfort zone.” 


“That’s the hardest thing to do, to let go of what’s safe
and comfortable, and try for the unknown. Grae’s a shy man, likely always will
be, but of us all I think he has the most courage.”


“I hear you, Siobhan!” Grae called from the front of the
cart. 


“And you’re likely blushing and embarrassed at the praise,”
she called back. “But I won’t let up! Your punishment for making me guildmaster
without my consent is getting teased for the rest of your life!”


Grae groaned, making the rest of the guild laugh. “You’re
never going to let me live that down, are you?”


“Never, ever, ever,” she agreed, sing-song.


“We’re nearly off the bridge,” Beirly informed them all
dryly. “Siobhan, what’s first?” 


“Food,” she informed him. “Then, the usual.” 


Grae twisted on his seat, cheeks slightly pink, but a grin
on his face. “Build a path?”


“Build a path.” 










The Story of Erik Wolfinsky










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. Wolf 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 were 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 were gone, and in their 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, he 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, Erik
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 undergarments, 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
Grae and I 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 were. 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 her his full history. 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 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 on 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, and the like, as long as I meet their financial
milestones. Which, so far, we’ve exceeded. 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 muted, 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
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.
Erik had been fighting long enough that he could evaluate someone just by
watching them move. Siobhan had the balance and strength to be a good
swordswoman, but she lacked the reflexes to make her formidable. 


“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 who
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.”


“We’ll need a detailed list of the cargo you have.”


“With provenance,” Siobhan said with a deliberately casual
tone. Her eyes watched the man like a hawk, though. 


At the word ‘provenance,’ 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 provenance—”


“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 as 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. The smuggler tried to take
advantage of his split attention and squirm free. Erik leaned on him a little
harder, making the man gasp for breath, but otherwise ignored him. “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. “You
might want to let up on the man first, as I don’t think he’s breathing.” 


“That’s fine. He’s a waste of oxygen anyway.”


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, Erik 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, 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 quieter tone and pleaded, “Siobhan, please. Don’t do this again.
Grae, you as well. 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 nearly as happy about that as he should be. 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 it wasn’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 seven 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 a full day 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. 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 stricter 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 the caravan,
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 into
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 forming an L-shape.
Shelves upon shelves lined 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 would happen 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 for 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…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 neither, 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 in 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 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. 


Erik’s 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 sat 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 braced his back against the wall so he could
listen 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.” 










The Story of Man Fei Lei










Prologue


Fei and Rune were on dish detail for the morning, so after
breakfast, they quietly went around gathering everything up into a basket
before carting it over to the channel’s edge. They laid out a blanket and two
towels before setting the whole basket into the water, using it as a makeshift
sink to hold the dishes while they cleaned. 


Elbow-deep in water, Rune asked, “How did ya join the
guild?”


Fei paused in scrubbing and regarded him thoughtfully. “You
know this.”


“I know that ya met them while guarding a caravan and that
Siobhan was worried about ya—being so young and away from home—so she invited
ya into the guild,” Rune denied. “That’s all I know. I want the full story.”


Over the past several days, Fei had seen Rune ask questions
like this. At first it had resembled nothing more than innocent curiosity. Now
it looked more like an attempt to know each member of the guild better. Rune
was somewhat clumsy in how he went about it, but his desire to know was
sincere. 


Besides, as a Wynngaardian, it probably felt very strange to
be in a guild where he knew only the basics of their backgrounds. Fei had
learned this quirk the hard way, as Wolf had not been fully at ease with him
for years because Wolf only knew the basics of where Fei had come from. It
wasn’t like he had anything to hide. It was just that talking of home was
painful. He didn’t regret the decision to leave home and come to Robarge. If
anything, he regretted the distance between his two homes. 


“The full story, is it?” Fei sank back onto his haunches,
the past swirling in his mind. “Well, but it’s not like Wolf-ren’s or
Tran-ren’s stories. Theirs are more interesting.”


Rune got that mulish expression on his face that said he
would not be put off. 


Chuckling softly, he shrugged. “Alright, if you’re so curious,
I do not mind sharing the story. How do you Wynngaardians phrase it? Ah, yes.
This is the story of Man Fei Lei.”










Chapter One


The world outside of Saoleord was very strange. Even after
being in it for three years, he still felt that way. Fei took in this new city,
feeling a little overwhelmed by how foreign everything was. Nothing, absolutely
nothing, looked the same as home. The architecture was completely different
with straight roofs, the streets were rounded stone instead of flat, even the
colors that people chose to wear were different. His homeland preferred vivid
colors but everyone here seemed to gravitate toward earth tones with only a few
brighter colors mixed in. 


Was there nothing about the outside world that he could
connect to? 


Thanks to his education, he did speak the trader’s tongue
fluently, and some Robargean, but as he walked alongside the caravan, his ear
picked up many other languages and dialects that were not at all familiar.
That, too, was a little overwhelming but mostly frustrating. He wanted to
understand everything he heard. 


When he had left home three years ago, he had known that he
would be branching out into a world that was nothing like his hometown. The
caravan that came to the mountains twice a year was enough to tell him that.
Everyone in the caravans was very different from his own people, and they told
him many stories of what they had experienced. Fei’d had an idea of what to
expect before he left, or thought he had, up until he crossed the Grey Bridge
and into the city of Stott. 


Now he realized he should have spent more time preparing
before he’d left. 


The caravan boss waved to him, indicating he needed to come
to the gates, so Fei lengthened his stride into a jog to close the distance.
Standing next to Jacobs was a mountain of a man with fair skin and hair, and a
pretty woman with dark red hair. Both of them looked a few years older than he
himself, and for a moment Fei was puzzled by who they might be. Unless these
were guildmembers of the escorting guild Jacobs had mentioned to him earlier?
He had said that he was using paths to get the rest of the way to Wade,
Teherani. 


Jacobs looked positively jovial, as well he should, as
meeting up with his escorts was not only safer but faster from this point on. A
smile on his wide face, he did the introductions with much hand waving.
“Guildmaster, Master Wolfinsky, this is Man Fei Lei. He’s from Saoleord, my
only enforcer on this trip, and he’s on contract to go the whole distance to
Wade.” 


“Saoleord?” the woman repeated in surprise. “Well now,
that’s something I don’t get to do everyday, meet someone from there. I’m
sorry, say your name for me one more time.”


The names here sounded just as foreign to him, so Fei
understood the request and enunciated clearly, “Man Fei Lei.”


“Man Fei Lei,” she repeated, nearly perfectly, and extended
a hand with a professional smile. “I’m Siobhan Maley, Guildmaster of
Deepwoods.” 


Fei took it, surprised by the strength behind the grip, and
half-bowed over her hand. “The pleasure is mine, Maley-zhi.”


Her smile became more genuine. “Likewise. This is Erik
Wolfinsky, my enforcer.”


The name, as well as the coloring, told Fei that this man
had to be Wynngaardian. What a Wynngaardian was doing in a Robargean guild was
a story he would dearly like to have. But that was for later in the trip
perhaps, if he played his cards right. He extended a hand, only to pause as
Wolfinsky raised his right arm with an apologetic shrug. 


“Sorry, this makes it a bit hard to greet people.”


The hand was metal, fashioned like an actual hand would be,
and it spoke of a time when fate had not been kind to this man. But the
expression on his face did not speak of regret or embarrassment, and Fei
thought well of him because of that. So he switched hands instead, offering his
left, and knew he had done the right thing when Wolfinsky actually grinned at
him and took the hand in a firm clasp. “It is a pleasure, Wolfinsky-jia.”


“Likewise, Man Fei Lei.” Wolfinsky’s eyes studied him
narrowly for a moment. “You are not as delicate as you look. That’s a lot of
strength in your grip. If we’re the only enforcers on this trip, I think we’d
better get the full measure of how the other fights before we leave.”


“That is wise,” Fei agreed promptly. He was dying to know
just how strong this man was. His fighting instincts were almost singing with
anticipation for a good bout. 


“In other words,” Siobhan drawled, “you two are spoiling for
a good round with each other.”


Wolfinsky gave her an innocent look, as much as a wolf
could. “I won’t break him, promise.”


“Later,” his guildmaster ordered firmly. “We have a caravan
to settle into the city first. Jacobs, I only got here a few minutes ago myself
so I’m not sure if your usual area is clear or not. Shall I go ahead of you and
make room?”


“If you would,” Jacobs requested. 


“I did get us all rooms at the Log’s Rest. So send people
there after we’re done.” With a wave, she turned and entered the city. 


Fei had no idea where anything in this city was, this being
his first time to it, so he basically kept his eyes and ears open and did what
he was told. The caravan checked in with the gate guards, then went to a space
allotted for caravans and secured everything down tightly for the night. The
area was under tight guard, and after looking those guards over, Fei felt sorry
for any thieves desperate enough to try and break in. 


Jacobs waited until the last person left, which was Fei
himself, and acted as guide to the inn. 


Needing more information, Fei asked him, “You have known
Maley-zhi and Wolfinsky-jia long?”


“Not a very long time,” Jacobs denied. “But then Deepwoods
has only been in business about two years. I was one of their first customers,
due to being introduced by Blackstone—that’s their main guild in
Goldschmidt—and I found them to be a very good escorting guild. Their
Pathmaker, Grae Masson, is one of the best I’ve seen. He’s a careful man, and
he won’t let you do anything risky, which I appreciate. I can take a wagon full
of glass through one of his paths without a worry, as not one will be broken.”


Having never been on a path before, Fei only partially
followed this, but gave a nod of acknowledgement of the man’s skill. 


“Now, Siobhan Maley is a good woman and a good guildmaster.
She’s got a firm business sense and isn’t the type to let things slide. We get
along grand on a trail, too, as she’s quite the character. It’s why I hire her
guild whenever possible. But I expect it’s Wolfinsky you’re most curious
about?” At Fei’s noise of encouragement, he continued, “I expected as much.
Wolfinsky, believe it or not, used to be a slave.” 


Fei blinked. Then blinked again. Surely he hadn’t heard that
right.


“No, son, you heard me right. He was captured as a young
teen, sold to a dark guild, and was eventually put on the black market due to
the loss of his hand. I don’t know the full story, he won’t tell it to anyone,
but I do know that Siobhan bought him in Converse. Man’s been loyal to her ever
since and I pity the fool that looks at anyone in Deepwoods cross-eyed.
Wolfinsky has no sense of humor where his guild is concerned. He’s one of the
best enforcers I’ve ever seen, which is the other reason why I always
hire Deepwoods if I can.”


Running their initial meeting back through his mind, Fei
thought about how the two interacted with each other. “Wolfinsky-jia did not
act subservient to her.”


“Oh, she set him free, don’t mistake me. He’s not a slave
still. But I think the debt he feels to her is too great, or perhaps his love
of the guild too strong, to let him leave and go back home. He chooses to stay.
If you spend more than an hour around the guild you’ll see they’re all right
fond of each other.” 


That was all quite interesting. Fei didn’t know what to do
with half of that information but he was glad to have a better sense of who he
would be working with in the next two weeks. 


Log’s Rest looked like every other inn in this town, clean
and well-kept, although the trim could use another coat of paint. As Fei
stepped onto the wide porch, he noted that there were other enforcers already
settled onto the benches, mugs in their hands, and what appeared to be traders
and drivers, calling out orders to passing serving girls for food. Other
caravans were already here, ne? Considering the late hour, that wasn’t
surprising. 


The interior was warm and lively with sound, people relaxing
over their dinner after a day’s hard work. Fei was just wondering where he was
supposed to go when Siobhan stood and waved to them. 


Jacobs led the way to her, greeting as he approached, “You
get enough rooms?”


“I certainly hope so. I got whatever he had left. Six rooms,
most with double beds.”


“That’ll leave us one bed short.” Jacobs pulled a face.
“Now, who gets the short straw?”


“Me,” Wolfinsky volunteered, raising his left hand. “I don’t
fit on the beds anyway. Give me a pallet on Siobhan’s floor and I’ll fare just
fine.” 


A man? Sleeping in the same room with an unmarried woman? A
wave of culture shock hit Fei strongly. 


“In other words,” Siobhan drawled with a long Look at her
enforcer, “you don’t like the look of this crowd and you want to hover over me
all night long.” 


“Now, Siobhan, did I say that?” Wolf returned mildly. 


“Uh-huh.” She clearly did not believe him. “Well, Jacobs,
you heard him. I’ll make arrangements so you feel free to get the rest of your
people sorted out as you see fit. Here are the keys.” After she handed them
over, she invited, “You can stay and have dinner at this table if you wish to.
I have food coming.”


“Well, Siobhan, I take that kindly. I think I will. Let me
get everyone else sorted and I’ll come back.” Jacobs left the table, calling
out to people as he moved. 


Siobhan invited Fei to come in closer. “Let me introduce you
to everyone else. This is Beirly Kierkegaard.”


A stout man with a bushy red beard and kind eyes stood and
extended a hand. “Pleasure, sir. I’m the fixer in the guild so if you have
something that needs mending, come to me.”


It was a kind offer, and an unexpected one, as Fei had not
heard the like since leaving home. He warmed a little to the man as he took a
rough, calloused hand. “I thank you for the offer.”


“And this is Grae Masson,” Siobhan continued. “He’s our
Pathmaker.” 


A slim man with high cheeks and brown hair stood and offered
a hand, but couldn’t quite meet Fei’s eyes. “Pleasure.”


Fei accepted the hand, finding it smooth if firm. This was
an intellectual man, not a fighter. Fei made a mental note to keep an eye on
him. 


“This is Man Fei Lei,” Siobhan finished, pronouncing his
name carefully. “From Saoleord. He’s the enforcer for Jacobs on this trip.” 


Beirly pulled out the chair next to him. “Sit, sit, join us
for dinner. Tell us about Saoleord. It’s a place we haven’t gone to yet.” 


Even after three years, Fei found it difficult to speak of
his home without choking up. Or perhaps it was because of his three year
absence that it wore so on his heart. “You have traveled many places?”


“Most of the four continents,” Beirly answered, warming up
to the subject. “In fact, I think it might be easier to list where we haven’t
gone.” 


“Not true,” Grae objected. “There are whole sections of
northern Wynngaard and Orin we’ve never set foot in. Not to mention the western
coast of Teherani.”


“It’s because it doesn’t get much caravan traffic,” Beirly
agreed. “Most of their trade is done by sea.” 


“We have gone the length and breadth of Robarge, though,
several times.” Siobhan pointed the serving girl toward their table and helped
to pass along plates, never pausing in the conversation. “Yes, thank you, one
more basket of rolls please. Man Fei Lei, where all have you traveled since
leaving home?”


“Mostly through northern Robarge and some into Teherani,” he
answered, far more comfortable with this twist in the conversation. “I have not
yet spent any time in Wynngaard, but I did travel twice through the southern
section of Orin.”


“Oh, then you’ve gone some distance,” she remarked,
approvingly. “Good, I do like people with experience. You’ve traveled by path,
then?”


Shaking his head, he denied, “Not once. The caravans I
signed on with were always too large for a path. This is my first opportunity.”
In fact, it was the first time he had ever met a Pathmaker. His people’s
history spoke very little about it and he was almost itching with curiosity.
Turning to Grae, he asked with due deference to a master, “I would be honored
if you would teach me of it.” 


A hint of pink washed over the man’s cheeks. “Well, ah, I’d
be glad to answer any questions you have.” 


“I fear I only have a basic understanding,” Fei responded.
The man’s response inclined Fei to think that Grae was open to discussing his
trade. Perhaps he was just a little shy. “Aside from needing paths, and talent,
I know little else about it.” 


“Oh. That’s not much to go on. Well, then, should I start at
the beginning?”


Fei perked up. “Please do.” 


True to his word, Grae started at the beginning, first with
just a basic overview of how pathmaking worked. Fei, not at all satisfied with
this, started asking questions, and it was only then that Grae became truly
enthused and started really explaining the mechanics. 


The two of them fell into a world of their own—one of
geography, mathematics, and magic. Fei dearly wished he had something to take
notes on, but he was severely short of paper right at that moment and could
only hope that his memory would retain all of this—or at the very least Grae
would be patient enough to review anything he forgot. When he finally did
return home, he wanted to carry a record of this with him, as nothing like it
existed in Saoleord. 


A set of knuckles rapped on the table’s surface in between
them. Startled back into the real world, Fei blinked up at Siobhan’s amused
face. 


“Gentlemen,” she said firmly, eyes crinkled up, “while I
know you’re having fun talking, it’s very late, and I need you both alert
tomorrow. So carry the rest of this conversation tomorrow while we’re on the
road, alright?”


Grae pulled out a pocket watch and blinked. “Is it really
almost midnight?”


Was it really? Fei was just as surprised, as it felt like
they’d only been talking a half hour or so. “My apologies, Masson-zhi, for
monopolizing your time.”


“No, no, I thoroughly enjoyed the conversation,” Grae
quickly assured him. “In fact, if you’re willing, we can continue tomorrow.”


“Yes, I am.” Fei was buying paper first thing in the morning
before the caravan left, as he was truly going to take notes on all of this.
This was not an opportunity that came by very often. 


“It’s just as well you two are getting along, as there’s
been some sort of mix-up and we’re short a bed for the caravans. Master Man Fei
Lei, would you mind bunking in with Grae? I had a pallet put into the room for
you so you won’t be on the floor.” 


Since leaving home, Fei had learned to make due with any
berth available, even if that meant two blankets under a starry sky. That this
woman who had barely known him four hours would look out for his comfort startled
him. He had not been the recipient of such courtesy since leaving Saoleord. “I
do not mind, Maley-zhi.”


“Excellent. Grae, show him up, if you would. You did explain
to him that we can’t leave until the sun’s strong enough?”


“I did,” Grae confirmed. 


“Which means we’ll have time for breakfast and such before
getting the caravan sorted,” Siobhan continued. “So don’t try to rise at the
break of dawn, there’s no need.” 


Unusual for a caravan on the move, but that apparently was
one of the perks of having a Pathmaker. After staying up until midnight, Fei
was not at all averse to sleeping in a little. “I understand.”


“Then, gentlemen, good night.” With a wave of the hand, she
turned and headed off. 


Fei watched her go and realized that, while she had been
talking to them, Wolfinsky had been at the base of the stairs waiting for her.
Without a word, the man followed her up. Was he always that protective, even
inside of a good inn like this one?  Siobhan Maley struck him as a capable
woman—someone who could face the known dangers of the world on her own. If
there was something he wasn’t seeing, then Fei needed to know, for if she did
need such close protection, he should be on the lookout for dangers as well. 


But that was a concern for tomorrow. For tonight, sleep. 










Chapter Two 


The caravan did not have a single destination, but several.
Jacobs’ plan was to go from Widstoe to Stott, then hit every major city on the
way to Wade, Teherani. He would of course be making deals and trading as he
went, selling and picking up new inventory. Fei had been with him since Turton,
only a two weeks’ journey away, so he did not know the man very well. He did,
however, think of him as a good boss with a shrewd business sense. If this was
the route that Jacobs wanted to go, Fei knew it would be a profitable one, and
quicker with a Pathmaker carving the way for them. 


Mornings were always busy when getting a caravan ready to
move. Fei went from one end to the next, sometimes perching on top of the
wagons to get a good aerial view, making sure that no one took advantage of the
confusion. Because of this, he noticed that Grae re-checked the path three
times, opened it up once, then closed it again before backing off entirely.
Jacobs had said Grae was a cautious man, but this behavior seemed to indicate
there was a problem. Flipping lightly to the ground, he found his feet and
jogged to where Grae, Siobhan, and Jacobs were all standing. 


“Is there a problem?”


“Might be,” Grae allowed with a grimace. “The path doesn’t
feel quite right to me this morning. I’ve checked and there’s nothing to
explain it on our end, which makes me think that one of two things might be
happening. Either the water here has changed in power levels—I’d have to do a
test to know for certain—or we’ve got a major storm system ahead of us.” 


Siobhan faced due north with a contemplative look. “It’s a
straight shot to Stott from here, but it leads us right next to the Hazy
Mountains. Bungling into a storm system near there isn’t uncommon.” 


Fei followed this explanation and didn’t at the same time.
“Forgive me, Masson-zhi, but I do not believe I fully comprehend the problem.” 


“Ah, right, we got interrupted last night before I could
explain this.” Grae glanced distractedly toward the path even as he explained,
“I told you that it requires strong sunlight in order to open a path? That
sunlight is a consistent factor for the path. It must be sunny, clear weather
all the way to our destination. If we hit a storm, for instance, then the path
fails and it throws us off in a random spot along our given route.”


Throw them off a failed path? Alarm shot up Fei’s spine. “If
that’s the case, is it not better to wait a day?”


“I’m not sure if the storm is actually there or not,
though.” Grae rubbed at the back of his neck, torn. “And we’re in the spring
season after all. Avoiding all potential storms isn’t possible.”


“Not if we want to make our itinerary.” Jacobs stabbed a
finger northward. “Master Grae, give me the odds.”


“I’d say it’s a forty percent possibility we have a storm
ahead of us and moving in fast. The way it feels, I think the path will take us
most of the distance, perhaps all of the distance, before it will fail.”


“You think we can beat it, then, and get to Stott?”


“If we’re lucky and move fast? Maybe.” 


“I’ll take a maybe.” Jacobs turned and bellowed orders to
shape up and move quick about it. 


Fei knew why the man had made the call. Jacobs could not
afford to sit still in this town for another day and rack up even more lodging
and food costs. It would cut severely into his bottom line. Even though he
understood, Fei wished for caution’s sake that they weren’t choosing to forge
ahead. “Masson-zhi, are you sure it is not the water?”


“I wouldn’t give it high odds,” Grae responded, spreading
his hands. “We come to Widstoe often. I know this land better than the back of
my hand because it’s my hometown. It’s why I know the paths here so well,
enough to know the feeling of a path that is tangled up in a storm.” 


That was answer enough. “What do we do if the path kicks us off?”


“It’s happened before,” Siobhan responded, tone reassuring.
“Don’t worry. As long as we stick together and wait until the path is
completely closed, we don’t lose anyone and nothing gets damaged. We just have
to take a moment to reorient ourselves and then travel the rest of the distance
ourselves.”


Alright, so it was mostly inconvenient. That calmed his
thumping heart. “Even you, Masson-zhi?”


“I’m the least likely to get lost,” Grae assured him,
a brief smile flitting over his face. “Don’t worry about me. But wait until you
hear me say it’s safe to get down before you move.”


Fei took the warning to heart. “I will do so. Then excuse
me, I will help speed things along as I can.” 


In the space of a half hour, the caravan was lined up and
ready to go. Siobhan pulled him into the Deepwoods cart, which Fei appreciated,
as he preferred to be next to people that were veterans at path travel.
Especially if the path failed as Grae predicted it would. As he settled into
the cart, he asked Beirly, “Kierkegaard-gui, how often do paths fail?”


“Not too often, really, as Grae doesn’t normally take
chances if he feels that something’s off. If your caravan boss wasn’t pushing
like this, Grae would never choose to try it on his own. This is between me and
you,” Beirly lowered his voice to a more confidential tone, “but even if Jacobs
had insisted, I don’t think Grae would have allowed it, except that we’re
traveling along a well-known caravan route. The path here mirrors it perfectly.
Even if the path fails, we can’t get lost.” 


Fei gave a silent ‘ah’ of understanding. That did make
sense, as Grae’s behavior seemed a trifle reckless for the quiet man. But if
this was a known danger, and it would only lead to inconvenience, then of
course Grae would shoulder what little risk there was. 


Wolfinsky stood up on the cart so that he could see far
ahead. In a voice like thunder, he boomed out, “EVERYONE ABOARD! PATH IS
OPENING!”


Sitting this closely, Fei’s eardrums rang and he put both
palms over his throbbing ears to help block out the rest. 


“PATH IS OPEN! STAY IN YOUR WAGONS UNTIL ORDERED DOWN!”
Satisfied, Wolfinsky promptly sat, propped up at the very back edge of the cart
as if to prevent any of them falling out. 


“Sorry,” Siobhan apologized to Fei with a laugh, “we should
have warned you. Grae doesn’t have the lungpower to win a shouting match with a
mouse, so he and Wolf have worked out hand signals so that Wolf can do the
shouting for him.”


Lowering his hands, Fei responded carefully, “I’m sure that
you’re saying something, but I have no hearing. When my ears recover, do repeat
it for me.” 


That made her laugh harder, eyes sparkling. “Your ears will
only ring for a minute, I promise.” 


Fei certainly hoped so. He had never thought until this
moment that another human being could be so loud. 


The air warped, becoming a shimmering blur of blues, whites,
greens, greys, and browns, all in a spectacular kaleidoscope. Fei looked around
with open wonder, tasting the density of the air on his tongue, feeling the
humidity dampen his skin. This was an open path? It was alien and beautiful all
at once. 


“Amazing, ain’t it?” Beirly said, tone low, as if he wanted
to share in Fei’s delight. “First time Grae took me on a path, I felt like you
do now. I was envious, too, of the talent he has. He can do this any time he
pleases.” 


“If there is a talent in the world to envy, it would be this
one,” Fei agreed huskily. 


Siobhan drew in a deep breath and frowned. “I think I see
what Grae meant earlier. The air doesn’t feel right.”


“Feels more humid,” Wolfinsky agreed, mirroring her frown of
concern. “And it smells like a storm brewing.”


Fei closed his eyes, taking in a deep breath, but he
couldn’t sense what they were detecting. He opened his mouth to ask a question
but never had the chance to voice it, as the cart gave a noticeable lurch. 


Wolfinsky swore, grabbed Siobhan and pulled her hard into
his side even as he yelled, “BRACE YOURSELVES!”


There was no time for questions. The path around them
warped, the colors turning murky and dark. It was an ominous swatch of tones
that boded ill for their trip. The cart gave another, harder lurch that made
Fei rock in his seat, and he could faintly hear Grae swearing up a storm ahead
of them. Then, like a soap bubble bursting, the path failed completely and the
humid air and churn of colors disappeared like a phantom. 


They had stumbled into an open storm. Gusts of wind swirled
around them, carrying errant drops of rain and leaves with it, hard enough to
make anyone wince as it stung unprotected skin. Above, the sky was dark, no
hint of the sun visible, and the clouds pitched and rolled as a thunderstorm
swept in. 


Wolfinsky relinquished Siobhan long enough to stand up, spy
Grae, and interpret what the Pathmaker was signaling. “GET DOWN! THE PATH IS
CLOSED, GET DOWN!”


Fei was not at all familiar with this section of Robarge, as
it was further northeast than he had traveled before. There were woods all
around them with a road cleaving a path, so he assumed them to be somewhere on
the North Caravan Road, possibly in the Hazy Forest. But other than that there
were no clues. He did realize that they were in quite the predicament as there
was very little room on either side of the road. They could pull the caravan
off, barely, but they would be trying to camp inside the woods. 


And camp they must. There was no way to travel in a storm
like this and most of the carts, while covered, weren’t large enough to shelter
the people. 


Realizing what needed to happen, he hopped off the cart and
headed toward the front, trying to find Jacobs. The boss was already on the
ground, issuing orders, and when he saw Fei, waved him forward so that he
wasn’t shouting over the wind. “We’re getting off the road! Help anyone that
needs it, then find someone to share a tent with! We don’t have time to set up
individual tents before this thing hits!”


Fei bowed in quick acknowledgement and immediately spun,
looking for anyone that needed a hand. Most of the drivers here were veterans,
so they knew what to do without being told. They were already moving, getting
the carts off the road and unhitching the animals, hobbling them so they
couldn’t panic and run. Fei went from one person to the next, making sure that
they were secure and had what protection canvas and poles could offer before
going to the next. 


Before everyone could get under cover, the storm hit. It was
like being hit with a wall of rain and wind. It blurred sight and sound,
relentless and unceasing. Fei had grown up in the mountains and was no stranger
to strong storms. He put up with it and kept working. 


A strong hand grasped his shoulder. Turning, he found Beirly
just behind him. “They’re fine, man!” he yelled to be heard over the downpour.
“Get inside our tent before you drown out here!”


The offer was a welcome one, as he had not found a place to
go. Fei bowed his head in gratitude before following Beirly into a larger tent
that had been nailed to several trees. Stepping through the flap, he paused,
not wanting to drench the whole area with his sopping clothes. 


“Oh dear, I was afraid of that.” Siobhan stood from her
crouch near a small brazier, the flames just taking to the kindling. “I snagged
your bag, Man Fei Lei.  It’s here. But I’m afraid it got a little damp before I
rescued it. I’m not sure if you have anything dry to change into.” 


He wasn’t sure either, judging by the look of that bag. He
took it from her and rummaged through, but one corner had gotten thoroughly wet
and everything in it. 


Siobhan, not waiting for his answer, knelt at his side to
investigate herself. “No, nothing in here’s dry enough to wear. Alright, well,
it looks like you and I are rather the same size. My pants are likely going to
be a little too short for you, but I think you can make do with them tonight
until your things have a chance to dry.”


She was offering her own clothes? True, a white shirt and
pants were not gender-specific, which was what she wearing, but…the offer
flabbergasted him. His jaw worked, searching for a response and not finding
one. 


Again, she didn’t wait on him and immediately dug out
clothing and handed it over. Then she snapped out a blanket and handed one
corner to Beirly. “We’ll make a changing screen for you, so change quickly.”


Beyond touched at this thoughtfulness, so rare outside of
Saoleord, he did as bid. The air was a little cold on his wet skin but he found
her clothes perfectly dry, and the brazier was warming up the space inside the
tent in slow degrees. “I am done, Maley-zhi, Kierkegaard-gui. Thank you.” 


They dropped the blanket and Siobhan gave him a critical
sweep of the eyes. “Huh. They actually fit better than I thought they would. I
wouldn’t have guessed it, but it looks like we’re almost the same height.” 


Truly, the pants were a scant inch too short. This woman was
taller than he had first assumed. “I thank you for the kindness.”


“Not at all,” she assured him, sincerity shining from her.
“Here, let’s spread your wet clothes out on this line. By morning, they should
be dry-ish.”


By mutual agreement, everyone gathered to sit around the
brazier. Fei had no doubt that they would be stuck inside until the storm
passed, and at the rate it was blowing about outside, that likely meant
morning. Leaning forward, he tested the heat of the brazier with an open palm.
Oh? It was hot enough to cook with. “In return for your kindness, will you
leave dinner in my hands?”


He got a circle of blank stares. 


“You can make dinner inside a tent?” Beirly asked him, brows
arched in surprise. “We don’t have a lot of water. And the coals aren’t hot
enough to bake something in.”


“There are recipes in my homeland that require neither of
these things,” Fei explained, already reaching for his pack. “If you do not
mind trying a cuisine from another culture? Then I can cook something hot for
us.” 


“Please do,” Siobhan encouraged. “In fact, can we help?”


“If you have ingredients to offer, that would be good.” 


Several food sacks were brought forth, and while most of the
ingredients weren’t something that he could use, Fei found a few vegetables and
even a sack of brown rice that could augment his recipe. Pulling out a wok, he
put it and a little oil on the brazier and waited for it to heat as he chopped
up several vegetables. Under the curious gazes of his audience, he stirred
several thinly sliced vegetables into the wok and fried them quickly with a bottle
of seasoning he had. When it was done, he scooped it up into a large bowl, then
replaced the vegetables with the rice, and some water, and let it cook for
several minutes. “You have bowls or plates?”


People handed over their individual bowls, which he took and
filled with rice, then the vegetables on top, with more sauce to add seasoning.



Siobhan took a tentative bite, eyes popping wide. “This is
so different than anything I’ve had before.” She took another, braver bite. “I
think I like it.” 


Wolfinsky had already eaten half of his bowl before she
could finish two bites. “Don’t strain yourself, Siobhan. If you don’t like it,
I’ll eat it.”


She gave him the stink eye. “You cannot have my bowl, Wolf.”


He grinned, unashamed. “Can’t blame me for trying.”


These sideways compliments made Fei smile. “There is more,
if you wish.”


“I wish,” Beirly said firmly, munching happily. “What’s this
dish called?”


“Mun-dok. It is a staple meal in my country.” 


“What you did was very simple,” Siobhan leaned closer to see
the glass bottle sitting near his knee. “It’s the seasoning that makes it so
wonderful. What is that?”


“It is a mixture of my own making. It is not quite the same
as what I grew up with, but close enough. I can write down the ingredients for
you?”


“Please. Food like this that we can make quickly and easily
on the road is rare. So if we can add another recipe to our set, it’s always a
blessing.” Siobhan swatted Wolfinsky’s hand away as he reached for a third helping
and stole the spoon from him. “I get seconds before you get thirds.”


Fei felt like his gesture of gratitude had been very well
received. These people had shown him consideration, which he had not expected,
and he admitted to himself that he was growing to like them. Jacobs was right.
These were excellent travel companions.










Chapter Three


The storm died down at some point in the wee hours of the
morning. When people emerged from their tents they found it had wreaked havoc
with their supplies, although thankfully none of the animals had gotten hurt.
It took longer than usual for them to get back on the road, as it took time to
untangle wet tents and pack everything back up. 


Once again, Fei was invited to ride in the Deepwoods cart,
which he did not mind. He found a seat next to Grae and watched as the man used
a compass, sextant, and map to try and find their location. He muttered to
himself often, frowning, and re-checking both instruments without voicing his
thoughts. Whatever conclusions he had reached, he either didn’t like it or
wasn’t sure of it. 


Jacobs came back to them and asked bluntly, “Where are we?”


Grae, distracted, had to blink and formulate an answer. “As
nearly as I can figure, we’re about halfway through the Hazy Forest, roughly
two days south of Stott. But I could be a little off.”


“How much off?”


“A few hours. I don’t have any good landmarks to work off
of, so I’m not entirely sure of our location, but this is my best guess.”


“All I need is a good guess,” Jacobs assured him. “We’re on
the right road, heading the right direction, and that’s good enough for me. We
crossed a good distance before the path failed, thankfully. We can make Stott
off the provisions I have packed.” 


That was welcome news to Fei, as he hadn’t been sure if
Jacobs had packed any food at all.


“Then let’s move, we’re losing daylight.” Jacobs called out
to the wagons as he walked back toward the front. Beirly, in the driver’s seat,
obligingly got the reinmal moving as the rest of the caravan rumbled into
motion. 


They spent the rest of the day amiably. Sometimes people
told stories—Fei was doubtful as to the full validity of some of the
tales—sometimes they sang, and if they hit a muddy patch then everyone worked
to pull the wagons through it. Wolf’s strength alone was normally enough to
pull a wagon free of a rut. 


Fei still hadn’t had a chance to spar with the other
enforcer and he was itching to do so. He had a feeling, judging from the huge
broadsword at the man’s back, that Wolfinsky was a power fighter. If Fei was
quick enough he could likely dodge the attacks and break through the other
man’s defenses. Maybe. 


As the day wore on, Grae became more certain of their
location, and determined that they really were about two days out. The muddy
ruts would likely make it closer to two and a half days to arrive in Stott, but
they all breathed a little easier in having a more certain grasp of their
location. 


They found a slightly wider section in the road to make camp
that night. Without a storm raging above their heads, Fei had the time to put
his own tent up. One of the drivers was set to cook. Fei prayed it would be
edible, otherwise he would shift to Plan B. He had a few more questions about
pathmaking he wanted to ask Grae, so after his own camp was set up he went looking
for the man. 


The Deepwoods tent was easy enough to find, as it was one of
the larger ones, and he made a beeline for it. A stone’s throw from the camp,
Siobhan and Wolfinsky were having a heated argument. He couldn’t catch all of
the words, there was too much noise all around them to filter it out, but tone
and body language was enough to tell him this wasn’t a friendly spat. 


Grae and Beirly were next to the campfire watching it play
out from the corners of their eyes, hunched and turned away from the pair as if
trying to avoid the scene entirely. That didn’t bode well. Fei stopped next to
Beirly and sank down onto his haunches. “Is there a problem?”


“Yes,” Beirly groaned, prodding at the fire with a stick.
“Not the first time it’s happened, and likely won’t be the last, so don’t worry
your head about it.”  


That did and did not answer the question. 


“It’s just that Wolf tends to be overprotective in
situations like these,” Grae clarified. “And Siobhan doesn’t take that well.
She’s a strong fighter in her own right, so having someone hover over her
doesn’t sit well.”


Wolfinsky had given off the vibe of someone that tended
toward being overprotective. Fei had seen it happen three times now, where
Wolfinsky had physically yanked Siobhan away from danger before she could even
try to dodge it. Yes, Fei could see how that would cause problems between the
two. 


Siobhan said something that deflated Wolfinsky completely
and stomped off. She headed toward the line of wagons and other campfires,
fortunately, as having her storm into the woods would have snapped the
enforcer’s already taut nerves. 


“Uh-oh,” Beirly muttered, cringing. “Wolf’s going to be in a
mood now.” 


“Isn’t it your turn to deal with him?” Grae whispered
frantically. 


“No way, I did it last time. And the time before that. It’s
way past your turn.”


Wolfinsky slunk into the camp like a wolf that had been
denied its prey. Waves of frustration poured off of him, so tangible as to be
almost visible. Fei looked at him and was eerily reminded of fireworks about to
go off. That kind of broiling temper was not good, especially not in a man of
that size and strength. He could do serious damage without realizing it simply
because his usual control was frayed. Beirly and Grae’s alarm now made too much
sense. 


Beirly, seeing that Grae was too petrified to get a word
out, cleared his throat and prepared to say something. Fei put a hand on his
shoulder to stay him. When Beirly blinked up at him, surprised, Fei gave him a
small shake of the head before stepping forward. 


“Is there something wrong, Wolfinsky-jia?”


“Woman doesn’t understand the danger out here,” Wolfinsky
growled, frustration bleeding into his words. “There’s wolves out here bigger
than she is. Bears. Moose, wild boars, and more poisonous snakes than I can
shake a stick at. She should not be wandering out alone at night!”


Ahh. Yes, definitely overprotective. Fei deliberately
relaxed his shoulders, hands kept away from his weapons, giving off every
signal of non-danger that he could. “Perhaps some subterfuge is in order?”


The growling paused. “Subterfuge?”


“Indeed. Let’s see, how should we phrase this? ‘Men of our
occupation must train regularly. The best way to do so is against another
opponent, in various lighting and terrain.’ If we offer her this rationale, we
can follow her all around without suspicion. Not to mention,” Fei put a sly
finger against his nose, “getting some good training in.” 


The whole camp stared at him with a wide range of
expressions. Grae looked thankful he was talking Wolfinsky down, Beirly torn
between being impressed and relieved, and Wolfinsky had lost his anger
entirely. The giant enforcer gave Fei a look of respect. 


“It’s a good reason,” Wolfinsky agreed slowly, “and I think
the rationale would work, but what about now? She’s weaving in and around the
camp. It’ll be hard to fight in one place and keep an eye on her.” 


Fei gave him a look of mock-confusion. “The only open place
to fight at this moment that has any lighting is the road. Sparring is not a
static thing, it moves. Of course we would go the length and width of the road,
depending on where the fight takes us.” 


Slapping a hand against his leg—the sound was akin to a log
snapping in half—Wolfinsky let out a roar of laughter. “I like the way you
think! Alright, then, let’s have a bout or three on the road, shall we? Between
the two of us, I think we can keep her within sight.” 


“Of course,” Fei agreed genially. 


Wolfinsky left the camp at a brisk stride, no longer upset.
As he turned to follow, both Beirly and Grae mouthed a fervent ‘thank you’ to
which Fei gave a slight bow of acknowledgement. 


In terms of fighting, Wolfinsky was like a mountain or an
avalanche. He moved quickly enough for a man of his size, but the real danger
was when he made contact. Especially with that iron right hand of his, he could
shatter bone easily. It took considerable skill for Fei to dodge and weave in
and around those attacks. In fact, he had to exert more energy and focus than
he’d planned on, so there was no possibility to sneak any glances and keep
Siobhan in sight. Instead, he tracked her by ear, as she was easily
distinguishable among all of the male voices. This caravan had only one other
woman in it, Jacobs’ wife. 


Neither of them were tired, but after an hour or so, they
stopped for a breather in mutual agreement. If a man’s blood got too hot then
he would sometimes hurt an opponent out of sheer reflex. Fei stood with arms
relaxed at his sides and breathed deep. 


“I can’t see her,” Wolfinsky muttered, sneaking peeks to the
left. 


“She’s behind the wagon directly opposite of me.” It was
hard to read the man’s expression from flickering firelight and the moon
overhead, but Fei could read him well enough. “It’s not the bears or the wolves
that are truly worrying you.” 


Wolfinsky’s shoulders slumped, which he took as a yes. 


“It must be difficult, protecting an attractive woman.”


“Beyond difficult, some days,” Wolfinsky muttered. “I’m glad
you understand that, though. The other two don’t. They just don’t see
Siobhan like that. I guess because they grew up with each other.”


This was news to Fei. “They are childhood friends?”


“Yes, all three of them. They were the core members of
Deepwoods. I came in almost three months after the guild was established.”


Hence why the other two weren’t always sure of how to handle
Wolfinsky in one of his moods? This information shed a whole new light on their
relationships. “Do not worry. I see the problem clearly. Perhaps we should set
up a tag-team or sorts? If we switch out then she will not realize that we are
‘hovering’ quite so much.” 


“You’re a good man, Man Fei Lei. Yes, let’s do that.” 


If that was the way to keep peace on this journey, Fei was
more than willing to do it. Besides, Wolfinsky had a point. Siobhan would
attract trouble just because she was pretty and friendly. Could she handle that
trouble? Probably. But Fei’s job was to protect every person in the caravan,
and that included her, so he saw no problem with his offer. 


“You’re a good fighter, too,” Wolfinsky added, tone
contemplative. “Have you thought about joining a guild?”


“I have not,” Fei denied. This was, curiously, the first
time he had ever been asked that question. “I do not understand guilds. We do
not have them in Saoleord.” 


“Really! Then how is your society organized?”


“Family is the core of it. Then we have work groups,
companies, businesses, and a government that rules it all.”


“Government?” Wolfinsky sounded baffled by this word, as
well he should, as it was a foreign concept in most of the four continents. 


“Indeed. I find the idea of guilds very strange.” 


“I find the idea of a city without guilds very strange.”
Wolfinsky paused, distracted by movement. “Ah, looks like she’s heading back to
camp. Man Fei Lei, have you had dinner?”


“Not yet.” 


“Then come back with me and have dinner with us.”


“You are kind. I accept.” Fei followed him back to the camp,
ruminating on the sideways invitation he had been offered. Wolfinsky liked him,
liked his skills, and obviously wanted him to think about joining Deepwoods.
While flattered, Fei didn’t know how to take this offer. Join a guild? Aside
from the fact that he still didn’t know how long he would sojourn on this
continent, he didn’t understand enough about how a guild operated to make a
decision to join one. Fei did not believe in jumping into a situation he didn’t
understand. That seemed very foolhardy. 


Three years of living in the outside world had given him
plenty of opportunities for observation. From what he had seen, a guild was a
business-like structure that had strict control over its members. There was
nothing about that setup that Fei was inclined to like. There would need to be
a very compelling reason to make him enter one and right now, he didn’t see
that happening. 










Chapter Four


Two and a half days later they reached Stott. Fortunately
there were no complications aside from pushing laden wagons through a few muddy
patches. Fei wasn’t sure how to feel about arriving at their destination. He
would not miss sleeping on cold ground for the night, certainly, but his
previous visits to Stott had not gone well. Stott’s main guild was either not
powerful enough or not organized enough to keep good crime control inside of
the walls. Knowing this, he and Wolfinsky had split the wagons between them so
that there would not be any blind spots. 


Stott, unlike other cities, did not offer a communal space
for wagons to park. No one would have trusted that their valuables would still
be there in the morning even if such an area existed. Instead, each inn had
parking available to either the side or the rear that would host small
caravans. If a caravan was larger than the inn could accommodate, part of the
caravan would lodge at a neighboring inn. The inns also offered their own
enforcers as protection and they were strictly governed. If an enforcer was
caught accepting a bribe, the man would never find work again in Stott. Not
legal work. 


Fei knew that if they could just get to the inn and secure
lodging, the enforcers there would take over and he could breathe easily. Until
then, his nerves walked a tightrope as he tried to see everything and be
everywhere at once. Twice he caught a furtive movement from the corner of his
eye, but if thieves were there, they did not linger long enough to be caught by
him and nothing was stolen. 


The first inn they stopped at did not have sufficient space,
so they tried another further along the main road. Siobhan went in to negotiate
but was back out only moments later with a frown on her face. 


“Jacobs, do you speak Lansen?”


Jacobs shook his head, leaning forward on the wagon seat.
“Can’t say I do. Why?”


“The innkeeper here is Lansen. His accent is so thick I can
barely understand him. I think he’s saying he has plenty of room, but…”
she trailed off uncertainly and looked over her shoulder. 


Fei lifted a hand. “I speak some of that dialect.” 


“Do you?” Siobhan put a hand to her heart, relieved. “I’ve
been to this inn before it switched owners; I know it has the right amount of
space for us, so I’d prefer to stay here if possible. Can you talk to him?”


“Certainly.” Fei caught Wolfinsky’s eye, signaling he needed
to go in. Wolfinsky raised a hand in acknowledgement. Satisfied, Fei went in
with Siobhan. 


As inns went, this one was nice. Nicer than any other he’d
seen in Stott. The place gleamed, it was so clean, the dark wood shining a
little golden in the lamplight. A short man with dark skin and hair was
wringing his hands next to the table, clearly as frustrated by the language
barrier as Siobhan. 


“Hello,” Fei offered in Lansen. 


The innkeeper brightened immediately and dropped his hands.
“Hello, good master. You speak my language?”


“Only somewhat. My companion believes you told her that
you have room for a small caravan?”


“I do. How many wagons? People?”


Fei negotiated as best as he could with his limited
vocabulary, giving the inn keeper the information that he needed to know.
Feeling he had done his best, he turned his head and informed Siobhan, “He has
twelve rooms available, eight of them having double beds inside. Baths are
free, dinner and protection is included in the price.”


“How much?”


“Fifteen kors.”


Siobhan waggled a hand. “Not bad, not good, but we need to
stay two nights.”


“That is two nights.” 


“Oh? In that case, very good.” Siobhan stuck her head out of
the door and called out, “Fifteen kors both nights.”


“Take it!” Jacobs commanded. 


“We’ll take it,” Fei informed the innkeeper. 


The inn keep looked very relieved by this, but then, an
empty inn was a loss of income. He wasted no time in handing over keys, calling
his staff into motion (most of them looked like family), and escorting the
caravan in. Fei liked the man’s speed and attitude. He especially liked the
look of the four enforcers on guard. They looked tough, certainly, but also
alert. Bored guards were the most useless beings in the known world. 


Dinner was something mildly spicy and steaming hot, which
Fei appreciated, as most of the food offered in Robarge was too bland for him.
He dug in with gusto and sighed in bliss. 


Siobhan sank into the chair next to his without invitation
and heaped food onto her plate. “I am so relieved to be in this inn. Language
barrier aside, the man’s a good host.”


He was that. Fei had no complaints. 


“I’m very glad you’re with us on this trip, Man Fei Lei.
Really, I only speak two dialects well, and Grae and Beirly speak the same
ones, so they’re no help. Wolf’s the only one that can speak others, but aside
from his native tongue, he mostly only knows the insults.” 


That didn’t surprise him at all. “I am glad to be of
service.”


“What other dialects do you speak?”


“I do not consider myself truly knowledgeable of Lansen, as
I know only enough to haggle with. There are three that I am conversational in,
aside from my native language.” 


“Three?” Siobhan stopped eating and gave him a long, intense
study. “A trustworthy man who has the fighting prowess of a tiger and the
language skills of a trader. How in the world are you still roaming around
free? Surely a good guild should have snapped you up by now.” 


“The concept of a ‘guild’ is foreign to me,” he explained
simply. “I do not understand it enough to join one.”


That made her sit back, temporarily ignoring her dinner.
“But it shouldn’t be that foreign to you. I know you told Wolf that guilds
don’t exist in your city, but really, a guild is no different than a family.” 


Now she had his undivided attention. Not one person before
her had offered such an explanation. “Is not a guild a business?”


“It operates as one, certainly, because if we don’t make a
living then we’re all in trouble. But a guild, a good guild, functions best
like a family.” 


Fei had not once seen a guild that matched that description.
Wait. That wasn’t right. There was one, just one. Deepwoods was rather like a
family, although an imbalanced one, partially because of their newest member.
Fei ran through the past few days in his head, only to realize that Siobhan’s
actions were not normally that of ‘boss.’ 


“If you are a family, then what are you to them? Mother?”


Siobhan nearly choked on her dinner as she tried to laugh
and swallow at the same time. “It feels like it some days! But no, not
normally. Sister, friend, boss, I tend to oscillate between those three. I am
what they need me to be in that moment.” 


No wonder, then, that Wolfinsky felt like he could push his
boundaries with her. He honestly didn’t know from one moment to the next if he was
dealing with his boss or his friend. Fei did not believe for one moment that
Wolfinsky had ever considered Siobhan as a sister. Not with the way the man
looked at her. 


Family, eh. Guild family. “It has not been my experience
that all guilds operate as you describe.”


“No, the larger ones certainly don’t,” she agreed factually.
“They just have too many people—there’s no way they can keep track of everyone
like a family would. But they are comrades and friends, so it’s not like you
can describe their positions in a guild as strictly a business relationship.
The smaller guilds, though, act more like a family than anything else just
because we basically live in each other’s pockets.” 


Fei’s experience with guilds, come to think of it, was
almost solely with the larger variety. Taking a job like this one, with two
smaller guilds, was rare. 


“If you don’t mind my asking, how old are you?”


He didn’t mind. “Eighteen.” 


“That is a very young age to be wandering around by
yourself. Especially in this world. I would highly suggest thinking about
joining a guild. You’ll discover that life is easier and safer that way.” An
outrageous twinkle in her eye, she added, “And when you decide to join a guild,
consider Deepwoods first. We’d love to have you.”


This was the second time someone had encouraged him to join
Deepwoods. Fei was beyond flattered that they thought so highly of him. “Can
you invite people without talking it over with the other members first?”


“The price they pay for making me guildmaster without my
consent is that I get full power to choose who’s in the guild.” 


They’d made her guildmaster without asking first?
“Maley-zhi, I am very interested to hear the story of how Deepwoods was
formed.” 


“And especially how I got Wolf, right?” she asked knowingly.
“We’ve got food and a whole evening to pass, so I don’t mind telling you both
stories, but you have to promise to at least consider joining our guild.”


“I will think about it.” And he would. But only after he
decided if he was going to stay in Robarge or not. Fei was not a man that made
decisions before weighing all the factors, so he listened attentively as
Siobhan spoke, and tried to imagine what it would be like to be part of this
guild. 










Chapter Five


“Erik Wolfinsky, how under the blue skies do you keep breaking
an iron hand?!”


Hm. That didn’t sound good. Fei recognized the voice easily
enough, but not once in the past several days of knowing the man had he heard
Beirly lose his temper. And plenty had happened that would make anyone angry.
Curious, but also a little worried, he flipped onto the wagon near him and then
over it, trying to pinpoint where the two men were. 


“I tripped,” Wolfinsky responded. Even from this distance,
Fei could tell this was a bald-faced lie. 


“Into several someones no doubt,” Beirly snarled. “Wolf, you
have no appreciation for just how hard it is to make these things! There
are multiple moving parts, and the joints have to be just right, otherwise they
won’t fit together. Not to mention how expensive all of this iron is getting!”


“Beirly, what do you want me to do?” Wolfinsky growled back,
although his tone was more exasperated than angry. “I don’t always have my
shield on me, especially in an inn. If a fight comes my direction, the only way
to shield myself is my right hand.”


Really, both men had valid points. And Fei would be the
first to admit that he had to repair his weapons on a regular basis. Fighting
was like that. A weapon was to protect a person, not the other way around. But
Beirly didn’t see it that way. He was a craftsman that saw his hard work
getting damaged on a regular basis, and that would put snarls in any master’s
hair. 


At the very back of where the wagons were lining up, Fei
finally found them, nearly nose to nose as they argued. Well, more like nose to
chest, as Beirly was significantly shorter than Wolfinsky. Clearing his throat,
he got both of their attention before stepping forward. “Wolfinsky-jia, may I
see the hand?”


Grudgingly, not sure where Fei was going with this,
Wolfinsky extended it in his direction. 


What had been a moving hand of two parts was now mangled
metal. If Fei had not seen the original, he would not have been able to unravel
what the design was supposed to be. “It is a pity this has happened. I had
wished to study it more thoroughly while we were on the path today.”


“Study it?” Wolfinsky repeated blankly. He clearly didn’t
understand why Fei would be interested. 


“Nothing like this exists in my hometown,” Fei explained to
both men, but mostly to Beirly. “I wanted to diagram how it works with the hopes
of one day taking it home. We have several mines on the mountain and sometimes
the workers there lose a foot or hand. This knowledge would be very
beneficial.” 


Rubbing at the back of his neck, Beirly rocked a little on
his feet, cheeks tinging pink. “Well, now, that’s a fine compliment to hand me,
Man Fei Lei. If you’d asked before, I would have drawn it out for you.”


“Truly? You do not have a price for sharing such knowledge?”


“No, I’ll teach anyone that wants to learn. Most don’t have
the skills to begin with, so they just come to me anyway to make them up one.” 


That was likely the case. “If that’s so, then let us strike
a bargain. I will pay for new ore to replace this hand with. In return, let me
be at your side as you create a new hand, so that I may document the process
step-by-step.” 


Wolfinsky let out a sound of denial. “Now hold up, man, I’m
not letting you pay for my hand.” 


“I am not,” Fei returned calmly. “I am paying for the
experience of learning from a master. Iron ore is cheap as a price.”


One hand idly stroking his beard, Beirly gave him a shrewd
look. “You have the right of it there. I don’t think you’ll need to buy much,
anyway, as I can melt most of this down and re-use it. Alright, Man Fei Lei,
you have a deal.” Beirly thrust out a hand, which Fei took, sealing the
bargain. “Our next stop is Goldschmidt. I have something in the workshop he can
use to tide himself over. Once we’ve returned from Wade, stay with us for a few
days. That way we can take our time in getting a new hand done. You have much
experience in smithing?”


Fei spread out his palms face-up. “Only in blade smithing.”


“Oh? But you do have experience in a forge. Alright, then,
that’s good. I won’t have to teach you the basics. That’ll speed the process
along nicely. Wolf, thank the man nicely, as because of him I’m not going to
ream you out any more than this.” 


Perhaps a trifle grudgingly, Wolfinsky inclined his head a
few inches. “Heill ok sael.”


Not expecting an expression of gratitude in Wynngaardian,
Fei had to take two seconds to form a response. “Not at all. It is my honor. A
delicate question, if I may? Will you be able to hold your shield at all?”


“I have a spare hand,” Wolfinsky assured him. “It’s wooden,
though, and it takes longer to fasten it to the shield. So if we do get
attacked, I’m likely to just roll in without the shield and make do.” 


After having sparred with this man multiple times, Fei did
not doubt his fighting abilities, but he also knew how heavily Wolfinsky
depended on the shield. It was his trained fighting style, after all. “If such
a fight occurs, put me at your right.”


The giant Wynngaardian clapped a hand on his shoulder, the
blow hard enough to fell a weaker man, a grin on his face. “I’ll do that. For
now, let’s get this caravan moving. It’s a straight shot to Goldschmidt from
here, and if the heavens are smiling on us, we can get there without trouble.” 


ӜӜӜ


It was indeed a very short trip to Goldschmidt. In fact, Fei
timed it at just under an hour to go from one city to another. He was almost
positive that it had taken longer to pack the wagons back up and form them into
a line than to actually take the path. 


Siobhan, as usual, made sure that the caravan was settled
into a good inn and that Jacobs didn’t need any help from the guild when it
came to escort duties. The man was comfortable enough with the city and assured
her that she had a break until it was time for them to move on to Converse. Fei
would have thought he was exempt from this until Jacobs turned to him and said,
“You can take a break here, too. Goldschmidt’s enforcers are tough and they
keep a sharp eye on the marketplace. Since we’re not going to leave this area,
there won’t be much for you to do.” 


“Is that so.” Then perhaps he and Beirly could start on the
hand? Deepwoods was from Goldschmidt after all. “Then by your leave,
Jacobs-jia, I will do so. I will most likely be spending time with Deepwoods,
if you change your mind and need me.”


Jacobs got that shrewd look on his face that meant he was
thinking hard and fast. Putting a hand on Fei’s shoulder, he drew him in
closer. “I’ve noticed that you’re getting along right well with that guild.
They’ve taken a shine to you, clear enough. I don’t know your history, son, and
I’m not one to pry into a man’s background. But I’ll give you this advice, and
you can take it as you wish. You won’t find a better guild than Deepwoods. If
you’ve got a good rapport with them, then you take the chance to join them.
Odds are you won’t get a better opportunity than this one.”


Actually Fei wasn’t sure what to do with this unsolicited
advice. 


Perhaps it showed, as Jacobs patted him on the shoulder
before releasing him. “Just think on it. If I need you, I’ll contact
Deepwoods.”


Not sure what to say, Fei settled for a quick bow before
spinning on a heel and walking off. Why would Jacobs say this to him? Had
someone mentioned that they wanted Fei to join the guild? It was entirely
possible as both Siobhan and Wolfinsky were forthright about their opinions. 


“FEI!”


His head snapped in that direction, astonished to hear his
given name out of anyone’s mouth. Wolfinsky waved a hand above his head then,
seeing he’d gotten Fei’s attention, beckoned to him. Curious, Fei obeyed, and
once he was past the crowd of people, discovered that the whole guild was
waiting on him. “How did you know to call me that?”


“Oh, is that right?” Siobhan perked up, interested.
“Actually, it was a debate on our part. It’s hard to call out your full name,
it’s rather a mouthful, so we thought we’d shorten it. But if you say ‘Man’ or
‘Lei’ then it sounds like just a word. We figured ‘Fei’ would work best.” 


“How does your name work?” Grae asked. “I assume your family
name is part of it.”


“Man is my family name,” Fei explained slowly, still mildly
shocked at hearing his given name out of Wolfinsky’s mouth. He hadn’t been
called that way in three years. “Fei Lei is my given name. I was often called
Fei growing up, as a nickname of sorts.”


“That’s perfect, then. We’ll call you Fei. Your name is a
little hard for us to say.” Siobhan smiled, the matter settled in her mind, and
moved on before he could get a word in edgewise. “Beirly tells me that you want
to learn how the hand is made?”


Well, what did it matter, what they called him? It was
highly unusual for him to be so casually addressed by people outside of his
family. They were more than strangers to him, if not already friends, so he
could adjust to being called by a nickname. “Yes, that is correct. Jacobs-jia
just gave me a day off, so I am free to study.”


“Then just stay with us,” Siobhan invited, already pulling
him into motion. “We have spare rooms. Take a turn at cooking and I won’t even
charge you for staying.” 


That seemed a fair enough deal and it saved him the hassle
of finding a cheap place to stay. “Your invitation is kind. I accept.” 


“Good, good. We’ll need to stop by the food market as we go
and pick up ingredients. Tell me what we’ll need in order to have that fun
dinner you made us the other night. The sauce especially, I want to know how to
make that.” 


Fei agreeably shouldered his bag a little higher and
followed along. As he walked, the strangest feeling of normalcy stole over him,
as if he was perfectly placed for that moment. Strange, that, as he had not
once felt so since leaving home. What was it about this guild that influenced
him to think so? 










Chapter Six


Beirly’s workshop was not quite what Fei had imagined it to
be. For one thing, it didn’t have just a smithy in it, but also carpentry
tools, leather working tools, and a few others that he couldn’t put a name to.
There were hooks lined up along the wall where some things hung, but others lay
strewn across several work tables along with partially finished projects. 


“After three years of having to drop things with sometimes
only a day’s notice, I’ve given up trying to clean up or put things away
mid-project. So excuse the clutter.” Beirly gestured him to a stool next to the
main table that dominated the center of the room. 


Taking it, Fei took a better look around, breathing deeply
to appreciate the scent of leather and wood shavings. It mingled nicely in the
air. “Do not mind me. I am not known for my organizational skills.” 


“That right? Neither am I, most days. Grae’s our organized
one. Now, fortunately for us, we don’t have to quite start from scratch.”
Beirly went to the furnace in the corner and stoked it up, getting a hot fire
going. It was only then that Fei noticed that the far side of the room,
dedicated to smithing, had a solid sand floor. It had been several years since
he had forged anything himself, but he suddenly remembered being told that if
molten metal ever hit anything with moisture in it, it would result in an
explosion. Carrying molten metal over sand was a safety precaution every smith
took. 


Anticipating what Beirly would need next, Fei fetched the
mangled hand off the worktable and carried it over. Beirly gave him a nod of
thanks and dropped it into the crucible. “We’ll let that go for a while. Now, I
have sand molds for the hand over here.” 


“Sand?” Fei repeated. This was the first he’d heard of such.


“Have to use sand molds for iron,” Beirly explained.
“Nothing else works.”


Fei made a mental note of that even as he followed Beirly
back to the table and examined the molds more closely. “It looks like there
are…ten pieces?”


“Right you are. The cup that holds the main bar, that piece
there, is actually made of leather. I discovered early on that it had to be
flexible.” Beirly rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “Believe it or not, Wolf’s
muscles are strong enough to bend iron. Just flexing. I watched him do it,
because I didn’t believe him when he told me that, and even after watching it I
still only half believe it. So, leather. Now, this main bar here? That
stabilizes the next section, which is the palm of the hand. You can see the
thumb is three main parts, and the fingers are divided into three main joints.”


Fei counted, then counted again, and frowned. “I see two
fingers?”


“Two,” Beirly confirmed. “First real model I had, it had all
four fingers grouped together. And that worked well for the shield. But I discovered
that he couldn’t hold much else that way. Splitting the fingers into two groups
like this gives him the option of picking up and holding smaller things, like
mugs.”


The three joints now made more sense. “So each joint gives
him more options of how small an object he can grasp.”


“ ’xactly so. The thumb can extend and lock over both
fingers. It’s quite strong. I had him test it for me and the latest version I
made could lock onto two hundred pounds.” 


Fei’s eyebrows shot into his hairline. “Two hundred pounds?”


Beirly’s chest puffed out a little in pride. “A little over,
actually.” 


“But even though it’s that strong, he can still break the
hands?”


The craftsman abruptly deflated. “Curse the man, he does it
on average every three months.”


This didn’t actually surprise Fei. Wolf could take on a bear
and Fei would feel sorry for it. The bear would not have a chance. “If you do
this so regularly, do you just repeat what you did the previous time?”


“No, I make improvements as I think of them. This time, I’m
going to take the rod all the way through the palm, I think. Usually I stop
about here,” Beirly gestured to a spot an inch in, “but really, it will give it
more stability if I go all the way through.”


Fei imagined this in his mind’s eye, trying to think of how
the hand would function in real life. “Wouldn’t that mean having to bend the
elbow more? As the palm cannot tilt in.” 


“Have to do that anyway,” Beirly observed. “The hand can’t
tilt in on its own and it would be unstable if it did.” 


That was a very good point. “Any other changes?”


“Not a one. Don’t have the time for it, anyway, as we’ve
only got a day. So while we’re waiting for that iron to melt, let’s make up a
new sand cast for the main rod. It’s a good opportunity to show you how to make
a mold anyway. Then we’ll get to pouring.” 


As they worked, Fei learned more about the tools he’d need,
some of how to make his own tools, which type of sand molds worked best, and so
forth. Some of the tools Fei recognized, such as the steel stir rod and tongs. Some
of it was a little foreign. There was of course heating and cooling periods,
where the different parts would need to sit in a hot kiln for several hours.
Beirly told him that it would be necessary to come down and check the
temperature on the kiln at midnight, to make sure that it didn’t dip below
eight hundred degrees, and rebuild it to twelve hundred. 


The workroom was in the back of the guild hall, cut off from
any real light, so Fei lost track of time completely until there was a knock at
the door. Siobhan popped her head in and informed them, “Dinner will be ready
in a few minutes. We about done in here?”


“Just need to pour the iron into the molds and set them in
the kiln,” Beirly informed her over his shoulder. “Give us twenty minutes.”


“Will do.” She popped back out as suddenly as she came in. 


“Fei, how steady are your hands?”


“As sure as a mountain.”


“Then I’ll let you pour the main rod, here. You know to only
cross sand?”


“I do.”


“Good, good. Then put the mold there, that’s a good lad,
it’s the safest place near the kiln to pour. Put this apron on, and these
gloves, as we don’t want any burns. Now, slowly, and mind that it doesn’t
splash you.”


Fei followed every instruction to the letter, moving slow
and steady, as he had no desire to burn himself. They closed up the mold and
placed it carefully into the kiln before proceeding to the next one. It really
only took twenty minutes for them to pour everything and shut the kiln door. 


Satisfied, Beirly nodded to himself. “Good work. Went faster
with both of us doing it. Fei, you’ve got a talent for this.”


Inclining his torso in a slight bow, Fei fought back a
blush. “I am honored by your praise.”


Beirly grinned and led the way out of the room. “You didn’t
get a chance to take any notes or make any drawings what with all my yammering.
If you want to take a stab at that over dinner, I’ll watch over you and make
sure you’ve noted it all down right.”


A good thing, as Fei was absolutely positive he’d forgotten
at least half of what the man said. “I will do so.” 


“Fei!” came a call from the kitchen. Siobhan sounded
somewhat vexed. “This doesn’t taste right!”


Fei had explained how to cook the dish to Siobhan as they
had shopped for all of the ingredients, but experience was the best teacher.
With a quick nod to Beirly to excuse himself, he slipped out of the workroom
and into the kitchen. 


Siobhan had a wooden spoon pointed toward the skillet in an
outraged posture. “It tastes bland. I did exactly as you said.”


Fei took the spoon from her, dipped it into the sauce, then
dropped a little onto the back of his hand before licking it. Hmm. Yes, it was
bland. “How much seasoning did you put in?”


“A cup, like you said.”


“Before or after you let the vegetables simmer?”


“Before…?” she trailed off, uncertainly. 


“It works best if you do it as they simmer. The vegetables
have a chance to soak up the sauces that way.”


“Oh rats. Does that mean this is a loss, then?”


“No, not at all.” Fei tested the temperature of the skillet
itself, found it to be quite hot, and moved it off the eye. Then he dumped in
the rest of the mixed up seasoning and stirred it in. “Does this have a lid?
Excellent. Set it on top. We’ll let it sit for a few minutes and just steam. It
will be more favorable that way.” Eyeing the empty bottle, he added, “We should
mix up more just in case. That way, we can season again to our own
preferences.”


Even with all of that, it didn’t taste quite right
but it was more than edible, so Fei counted it as a win. They had a lively time
over dinner, which was a foreign thing to him in this land. Here, in their own
Hall, the guild was more lax and dropped all pretense of a ‘professional
demeanor.’ They joked, poked at each other, laughed, just as much as any family
would have. Just as much as his own family did. Fei realized during the course
of the dinner that Siobhan’s words to him earlier were not an exaggeration. The
guild truly did think of each other as family and acted as such. It was far
more obvious here than it had been on the open road. 


It gave him a great deal of food for thought. How many
guilds were actually like this, only he hadn’t realized it, because he had
never seen them when they let their guards down? He went to the bed that night
with the thought hovering at the edge of his mind, wandering about without an
answer. 


ӜӜӜ


Once again it was only an hour’s trip by path from
Goldschmidt to Converse, and then came the hard part of the journey: The Grey
Bridges. Crossing the bridges was more a matter of timing and luck than
anything. Fei had now crossed them over a dozen times, due to one job or
another, and he dreaded this leg more than any other part. Even using an
unstable path going to Stott was nothing in comparison. A man on horseback
could make the distance easily without facing danger. But a whole caravan
didn’t have that kind of speed. Jacobs realized this, as he had rented extra
harnesses and reinmals from a trader in Converse to help speed things along.
Even with this precaution and extra power, they spent the entire day with
anxious looks at the sky, the sea that steadily creeped ever closer to the top
of the bridges, and the distance to Island Pass. 


Fei had the front of the caravan, Wolfinsky the back, both
men walking alongside the wagons. When he heard the quick pace of boots on
stone, he automatically turned, as no one would be running unless it was
important or danger approaching. Grae came up from behind, then passed him,
heading for Jacobs who was sitting with the lead driver. 


“Master Jacobs. You’ve noticed that storm front coming in
from the north?”


“I have, sir.” Jacobs peered at it with a dark frown. “Don’t
like the look of either.”


“I’ve been monitoring it and timing how fast it’s moving. I
think it will hit just as we’re entering Island Pass or right after. But my
true concern is, how long will it linger?”


“Sea storms can blow in hard and fast or stay for a visit.
They’re mercurial at best.” Jacob scratched a half-grown beard—the man had not
bothered to shave that morning—and let out a disgusted growl. “What’s your
thought?”


“It’ll strand us tomorrow,” Grae said with conviction. “It’s
not moving fast enough to be the type that blows in and out quickly. If it was,
we’d already be drenched.”


“Afraid you’d say that. So whatever inn we choose, has to
take us in for two nights at least.”


“Yes, precisely. If you wish, my guildmaster says that
she’ll send someone ahead and get an inn for us. We’ve quite a bit of traffic
on the bridge with us, and if we all hit the inns at the same time, it’ll be a
nightmare to find a place that can accommodate all of us.”


“A good thought, that. Who does she want to send?”


“It’ll take someone with a guild crest to get in alone. But
she wants to send in two, for safety’s sake.”


“That means it’s either Man Fei Lei or Wolfinsky going with
her. If you don’t mind, I’d prefer Wolfinsky to stay.” Twisting in his seat, he
faced Fei directly to explain, “Man’s got the strength to hold up a wagon if
something breaks, you see.”


Not to mention that Wolfinsky intimidated people just
standing there and breathing. Fei knew the true reason and was not offended by
it. He did not look formidable, likely never would, and he used that to his
advantage. Fei did not envy Wolfinsky’s strength. It came at a high cost most
of the time, as it brought the man grief far too often. “I do not mind running
ahead.”


“Good, good.” 


Taking that as a dismissal, Fei turned and jogged back
toward the end, where Siobhan was riding. He slowed as she came abreast of him
and informed her, “We’ve been asked to go ahead and secure an inn. I will
accompany you.”


“Oh, is that what Jacobs prefers? Fine by me.” Standing in
her stirrups, she yelled, “WOLF!”


The giant enforcer turned and jogged back at her hail, not
that he had much distance to cover. “Did Jacobs agree to the plan?”


“He did. He wants Fei to go with me. You’ve got the caravan,
so make sure that they keep up this pace.”


Wolf’s face was an interesting study of conflicting
emotions. He hadn’t expected this partnership, didn’t quite know how to feel
about it, and wasn’t sure how to react either without getting his guildmaster’s
back up. 


Before he lost some internal struggle and said something
that would surely get his head chewed off, Fei intervened. “This is not my first
trip to Island Pass, Wolfinsky-jia, do not worry. Between the two of us, we
should know of several good inns and will be able to sort the problem quickly.”



Those ice blue eyes locked on his. Silently, Fei tried to
convey, I have her back. Don’t worry.


The message must have gone through clearly as Wolfinsky
settled and nodded to him. “Do that, then. I have things here.”


Siobhan blinked, expecting an argument, not knowing how to
take this lack of one. She glanced between the two men, briefly flummoxed, then
shrugged and apparently decided to take the gift horse without looking it in
the mouth. “Fei, want to ride with me?”


“That would be the fastest way.” He took the hand she
extended, and the stirrup she offered, and swung nimbly up and behind her.
Relinquishing the stirrup again, he put his arms around her and caught the horn
with both hands, the safest way to hang on without clinging to her. Fortunately
her saddle was a wide one and accommodated them both. 


With a click of the heels, she set the horse into a faster
trot, the pace quick enough to take them past the caravan in minutes. Fei
judged that from here, they had an hour’s ride before they reached Island
Pass’s gates. The two of them did not try to talk over the loud clatter of iron
hooves on a stone bridge. He expected the silence to be awkward but it
strangely wasn’t. It felt…comfortable. Like an old friendship was between them,
one such that they could spend time with each other without feeling the need to
entertain the other person. 


Fei was still trying to make sense of the feeling as they
arrived at the gates. He prepared to dismount when Siobhan lightly put a hand
on his arm. “No, stay up. You’re fine.”


How could he possibly be fine? As a visitor to this island,
he had to submit his papers of traveling, his work contract, and sign in their
logs to get through. 


Siobhan reached into an internal vest pocket and brought out
a leather case, which she flipped open for the guards on duty. “Siobhan Maley,
Guildmaster from Deepwoods. I have a caravan coming an hour behind me. Jacobs
is the boss.” 


One guard turned and noted this down in the log as the other
took a look at the crest. “Thank you, Guildmaster. You can go through.”


She could what? Fei stared at the man, baffled and at a loss
for words. That was it? Just a flash of a guild crest, a name, and she could
enter? Not just that, but anyone with her could go in as well? They hadn’t even
looked twice at Fei!


“Ah, Maley-zhi?”


“Yes?”


“Is this reaction normal? What I mean to say is, whenever
you enter a city, is that all you need to do?”


Siobhan turned, glancing over her shoulder at him, and from
her reaction she didn’t understand his confusion. “Yes, of course it is. That’s
one of the perks of being a guildmember. We’re registered in every city, and
since they know who we are, we don’t have to do anything more than identify
ourselves. Especially here at Island Pass, they see us so often, almost all the
guards are on a first name basis with us.”


Fei started to truly reconsider his stance on joining a
guild in that moment. If it meant avoiding all of the hassle of the
paperwork—paperwork that was different in every city, and wasn’t always
accepted in the next city—then being a guild member might be worth it after
all. 


 










Chapter Seven 


Deepwoods had a preferred inn named Sunrise Tavern, run by a
gruff man named Master Gramms. He greeted Siobhan with nothing more than a
grunt and questioned, “How many this time?”


“We’ll fill your place,” she informed him. “How many empty
rooms do you have?”


“Only two occupied,” he responded with what might have been
the beginnings of a smile on his face. Every innkeeper liked the idea of being
at full occupancy. “Caravan?”


“Yes, sir,” she sing-songed. “Cut me a deal.”


“I’ll give you your usual,” he drawled, which made Siobhan
laugh for some reason. “Baths and dinner like always.”


“I can’t give you the full amount, the boss has it, so how
much do you want as a deposit?”


Gramms didn’t expect this. His head tilted a fraction. “You
came ahead?”


“Bad storm coming,” she explained. “We wanted to make sure
we had a place to go before everyone beat us to it.” 


“Ah. Give me ten kors, then. Keys will be waiting at the bar
when people come in.” 


Fei listened to this easy back and forth and just had to
wonder, how many times had she been here? Had there been any real reason for
him to come along with her at all? It seemed like every inhabitant in this city
was her friend. 


After handing the money over, Siobhan led him back out of the
inn, made sure her horse was taken back to the stables, then went directly for
the gate again. Fei silently tagged along at her side, automatically on the
lookout for dangers, but honestly not expecting any trouble. Not here. 


“Thank you.” 


Fei blinked, glancing at her. “What have I done to earn
thanks?”


“For heading off Wolf earlier.” Her eyes lifted in a subtle
smile. “You didn’t get to see him when he first came into the guild, so you
don’t realize how far he’s come. He’s overprotective still, but then? It was
worse. Much worse. I couldn’t take five steps outside the Hall without him.
He’s mellowed considerably but there are still times, like earlier, when those
old instincts rise to the surface.”


This explanation was half-complaint, half-tolerant affection.
He finally had a good explanation for why this very independent woman put up
with Wolfinsky’s overbearing attitude. She had taken a wounded soul and was
slowly, patiently, healing him. What she was doing was not in any sense an easy
path to take. Still, no matter how much she struggled with her giant enforcer
some days, no matter how much aggravation he caused her, Siobhan’s love for him
was strong enough to pull him through and bring him to a better place than he
was. 


In that moment Fei felt a deep and abiding respect for this
woman. It was because of this, perhaps, that an old saying from home came out
unbidden. “Storms make oaks take deeper root.”


Siobhan stopped dead and looked at him quizzically. “I’m not
sure I follow, Fei.”


“He weathered a great storm and it lingers still, but
because of it, his roots have grown very deep. Be patient with him, Maley-zhi,
for a little while longer. The storm will pass on its own in time. When it has,
you will not find a man of his equal.”


Her expression was unreadable, smooth but not hard. “You’re
one of those, aren’t you? The type that sees everything and only speaks when
they feel like they have to.” 


“I do not see everything,” he denied easily. The other half
was accurate though.


“Uh-huh.” Siobhan’s tone stated succinctly that she didn’t
buy that for one moment. “What else have you seen that you just haven’t
commented on?”


Should he say…? Well, why not. “I do understand why
Kierkegaard-gui and Masson-zhi chose you to be guildmaster now.”


Siobhan snorted and resumed walking for the main gate. “And
why is that?”


“Because you do not pursue happiness,” he responded,
smiling. “You create it.”


That threw her so, she almost missed a step. “Man Fei Lei,
you do indeed have good observational skills when it comes to people. Those two
rascals gave me all sorts of reasons why I had to be the guildmaster in the
beginning, but I finally realized that in the end, that’s what it boiled down
to. I knew how to create and maintain a guild.” 


No. She knew how to create and maintain a family. That was
why the guild was successful. After staying with them for a night, Fei had seen
the truth of that with his own eyes. 


They reached the gate and ushered their caravan to the right
inn. Due to lack of space in the inn’s yard, the wagons themselves were stored
in a separate space, dedicated to travelers. People quickly off-loaded and
tended to animals before grabbing up personal bags and hoofing it to the inn.
Fei took one party, as some people were done before others, letting Deepwoods take
the rest of the stragglers. He managed to get his group to the inn before the
sky burst open. The rain sounded like a wardrum on top of the roof. 


Knowing what would happen next, Fei had a quiet word with
Gramms and had hot baths drawn and ready. 


The rest of the caravan came in completely soaked. Beirly
was already sneezing as he entered. “What is with that storm? It’s raining cats
and dogs out there.”


“More like tigers and wolves,” Grae complained, looking at
his dripping shirt sleeves. “I knew it was going to be bad, but…”


Jacobs had come in with the first group, and he eyed the
storm over people’s shoulders as they shuffled in. “Master Grae, is this storm
going to affect tide?”


“It might,” Grae admitted. “If it rains hard enough. If this
was the northern section that we were talking about, I’d say no, as the channel
is wide enough to handle a large downpour. But we’re heading for the Teherani
side, and that channel can’t. If this storm doesn’t let up by the wee hours of
the morning, I’d say we’re facing a two day delay until the waters recede
enough that we can use the bridge.” 


Jacobs had a few choice words to say about that as he
grumbled and grumped his way back to his dinner. 


Fei stepped in and offered, “There are hot baths drawn and
waiting.” 


“Praise heaven.” Siobhan headed straight for the bathing
chambers, pack under her arm. Not even going to get her room first, eh? 


Most of the people followed her example but Wolfinsky
lingered uncertainly. 


“I am dry,” Fei pointed out to him patiently. “You are not.”


Wolfinsky grinned at him. “It’s like you can read me, I
swear. Alright, then, I’ll go in but I’ll be quick.” 


“Do not,” Fei dissuaded him, although his tone was playful.
“I wish to enjoy a leisurely dinner.”


“Oh? In that case, I’ll take my time.” Humming to himself,
Wolfinsky followed after the rest. 


Fei’s dinner came and he ate with considerable pleasure, it
being the first hot meal of the day. As he ate, he saw another group come in
and ask for rooms, and Gramm’s response that he only had the large attic room
left. The travelers must have been desperate, as they took it. It was smart of
Siobhan to come in earlier and put a deposit down on rooms. Otherwise they
might have been in the same situation. 


There were other patrons that came in, mostly for dinner or
alcohol, and left again when they were done. Fei tracked everyone with only
half his attention, the other half on the quite delicious food he’d been
served. 


“—saw that redhead earlier going upstairs. Wolfinsky’s gotta
be here too.”


Catching these words, Fei’s ears pricked in the direction of
the group behind him. They were the attic-room takers, weren’t they? What
connection did they have with Wolfinsky?


“Perfect,” one man growled menacingly. “It’s past time we
pay what’s due there.”


Fei turned just enough in his chair that he could get a
better look at the group. Five men in total, all of them enforcers by the look
of them, still a little damp from being in the storm earlier. Siobhan and
Beirly both had mentioned to him that Wolfinsky often attracted trouble because
he looked like a fun opponent to fight. These men seemed to hold a grudge from
a previous encounter of some kind. 


Fei envisioned what would happen if Wolfinsky exited the
baths and met this group spoiling for a fight. The furniture would not likely
survive the experience. Making a snap decision, he left his chair entirely and
turned. “Forgive me, you are acquaintances of Erik Wolfinsky?”


That stopped the table dead and won him everyone’s
attention. “Wouldn’t call it that,” the man with the deep growl responded,
clearly the leader of the group. “And who are you?”


“Man Fei Lei. I am a friend of his.” 


“Man Fe…whatever, we don’t care if you’re a friend of his.”


“I care,” Fei returned mildly. “But I will set that aside.
Would you like to make a wager?”


Leader wasn’t interested in this but another man, tawny
colored and thinner than his companions, spoke up. “What’s in it for us?”


“A simple challenge, and if I win, you will not challenge
Wolfinsky during our stay on the island. If I lose, I will not impede you.”
Seeing that didn’t make any dent, he tacked on, “And of course I will pay for
your dinners.”


That finally got leader’s interest. “Dinners and rooms. Make
it worth my time, squirt. I’m not interested in any challenge of yours.”


“Dinners and rooms,” Fei agreed, silently breathing a sigh
of relief. “And it is a simple challenge. Arm wrestling.”


Leader still didn’t look interested but with dinner and
rooms on the line, was willing to play along. The other men were more inclined
to go along as they were bored and looking for anything to break up the tedium
of a quiet inn on a stormy night. 


Fei gestured them back toward his own table, as it had more
clear space, and planted his elbow on the surface. “You may choose your
contender.”


They argued back and forth for a moment, trying to choose
the strongest, and Fei kept his face as bland as possible. It truly didn’t
matter to him who they chose as it was obvious that the outcome wouldn’t
change. If these men, combined, couldn’t beat Wolfinsky then they certainly
didn’t have the strength to win against Fei single-handedly. 


Finally one of them sat down, locked grips with Fei, and
grinned. “On three. One, two, three.” 


Deciding in the last second it would be wise to spare the
man’s pride, he didn’t just slam the back of the hand against the table. It
was, in fact, harder to make it seem like an effort to win. Were these men
truly enforcers or just laborers that looked the part? Fei was starting to
wonder. 


Giving it another three seconds, he finally had enough and
put his opponent’s hand to the table. The five groaned and threw their hands
into the air, stating loudly that they should have done it instead. Fei did not
smile, as he did not want to either win a grudge against himself or encourage them
to think that they could try again. He’d rather not repeat the farce. 


Leader glared at Fei. “You knew you’d win.”


“I spar with Wolfinsky regularly,” Fei responded with a
slight shrug. “He cannot beat me. I cannot beat him. If you could not win
against him, the odds were in my favor.” 


“Che.” Spitting on the floor in disgust, perhaps in a
little humiliation, he turned and resumed his seat. His crowd of friends did
the same, quieter now, but no longer in the mood to start trouble. 


Fei gave it a few minutes to make sure that they would
really play fair and not try to ambush him. When he was sure, he sat again as
well, although he did not take the same chair as he did not think it wise to
leave his back to that group. As he sat, Grae took the seat next to his, a
plate of hot food in his hands. 


“You’re good at pre-empting fights,” the Pathmaker observed.
“It’s a strange talent for an enforcer to have.”


Tsking him gently, Fei corrected, “A good enforcer knows how
to stop a fight before it becomes one.”


“Teach Wolf that skill,” Grae pleaded. “He seriously doesn’t
know how to do that.”


Chuckling, Fei promised, “I shall try.” 










Chapter Eight


Grae’s dire prediction fortunately did not come true. The
storm was indeed a terrible one but at midnight it abruptly stopped except for
a few sputtering raindrops. Then it abated completely. The water level was
indeed higher than normal, but by the time they made it the length of Island
Pass and to the Grey Bridge, it had receded enough to make travel to Teherani
safe again. 


It took them a full day to reach Dykes, the first city on
Teherani soil. Like Quigg, or Converse, it had an eclectic population of every
possible race and people. It collected travelers the way most trade cities did,
and the architecture was as varied as its people. Fei had been through here
many times and enjoyed the place more than most cities, as it had a certain
freedom to explore that most places did not. Security was taken very, very
seriously in Dykes. The enforcers here had no sense of humor, not even about
the smallest of crimes, and it was one of the few places in Teherani (or any of
the four continents, for that matter) that a woman could walk about unescorted
without any fear. 


This would be the one city that Fei felt it safe to let his
guard down a little. He couldn’t, of course—that wasn’t part of his job. At
least, not until the caravan was squared away for the evening he couldn’t.
Still, he didn’t have to keep a sharp lookout in all directions either. 


Jacobs was beyond happy to get in as early as they did, as
it gave him two full hours in the market before it closed for the day. He was
quick to offload some of his wares and start bargaining. It fell more to
Deepwoods to get the rest of the caravans actually settled at an inn. Fei
followed the wagons themselves while Siobhan dealt with the drivers, making
sure that everything was tucked away securely for the night. Retrieving his own
bag, he headed into the inn. It was a popular one for caravans to use because
of its large stableyard, so he had been here multiple times before. It was
clean and spacious with the wonderful aroma of dinner preparations wafting from
the kitchen. 


Fei looked around, trying to spot someone from the guild.
Beirly and Grae were settled at a table near the door, and there was only a
tankard in both man’s hands, suggesting that they weren’t settled on staying in
for the evening but were intending to go out. Perhaps they had plans to
sightsee or do a little trading of their own? 


He headed for them, intending to ask their plans, when he
realized that both men kept casting nervous looks toward the ceiling. Strange
behavior. Drawing out a chair, he sat next to Grae and asked, “Is something
wrong?”


“Wolf’s in for it.” Beirly didn’t so much as glance at Fei,
eyes glued on the ceiling as if he could see through it. 


That did and didn’t answer his question. 


Fortunately, Grae elaborated. “He got into one of his
overprotective moods. Siobhan’s temper snapped.”


“Overprotective,” Fei repeated in confusion. “But it’s
Dykes.”


“That’s exactly why Shi’s temper snapped,” Beirly responded
sourly. “Only half the time is it the place that sets Wolf off. The other half,
we don’t know what it is that gets him acting like this. Could be a bad dream
for all we know. But he chose the wrong way to approach her, and now her back’s
up. She’s dragged him onto the roof so that she can yell at him.”


Oh so that was why they were both staring at the ceiling.
Although this was the main floor, there were two floors in between them and the
roof, so why they thought they would be able to hear anything—


A loud roar shook the timbers. Fei actually flinched in
surprise. Just how loud could Wolfinsky yell?!


Another, equally loud burst of words shook the building and
all of the patrons looked around as if wondering what force of nature was
impacting the inn so. Fei was torn. Did he need to go up there and try to
mediate? Would it be better to wait until they broke apart on their own accord
and then speak to them individually?


Grae folded down his fingers into his palm in a noticeable
countdown. “Five seconds. Ten.”


“Oh that’s not good.” Beirly winced. “Yelling is bad, but
silence is worse.”


There was a loud thumping from the staircase, sounding like
an elephant descending. Wolfinsky appeared with an attitude so black it was
like he heralded a mother storm. He spotted them and went straight for their
table, dropping into a chair so hard that it creaked alarmingly. Fei half
expected for the man to be dumped straight to the floor. Without a word, Beirly
slid his own tankard toward Wolfinsky, and it was accepted and drained in one
long pull. 


The drink did not noticeably help Wolfinsky gain his temper.
Neither Beirly nor Grae seemed to have either the words or courage to try and
speak to him. In fact, Grae was doing his best impersonation of thin air. 


Mentally sighing, Fei found the best way to approach the
matter, and spoke calmly, “She is being stubborn, I take it.”


Wolfinsky let out a growl like an injured wolf. “Always
stubborn.”


Fei had to bite down on the words, ‘Look who’s talking.’ It
would be exactly the wrong thing to say in this moment. “She wishes to go out?”


“Something at the market that she wants.” She doesn’t
want me going with her was implied by his tone and the blowout argument
that had just ended on the roof. 


It might be a pretext to give herself a little space from
the rest of the guild. One could only be in another’s personal space day in and
day out without wanting a break from it all. “As it happens, I wish to pick up
a few essential while we are here.”


Drawn out of his dark glower at the empty tankard, Wolfinsky
finally looked up. “You think you can finagle it so you can go with her?”


Fei just smiled. 


“I’d feel better about it if you did.” 


“Then I will.” Fei put words to actions and stood, heading
for the roof. It took a little searching to find the second staircase that led
the way to the very top, as before the argument took place, Fei wasn’t aware
that the patrons could actually access the roof of the inn. But he did find it,
and when he came outside, found that it was nothing more than a clear space
with four benches set on either side and a railing that went around the top.
Siobhan was prone on one of the benches with an arm flung across her eyes. Her
breathing was still quick, what he could see of her face flushed, so she hadn’t
regained her temper yet. 


Pausing in the doorway, he knocked against the frame to get
her attention. “Maley-zhi?”


With a deep, cleansing breath she sat up and looked at him.
Anger still smoldered in her eyes but she responded calmly enough, “Yes, Fei?”


Fei had a mother, sisters, and more cousins than he could
count. He knew how to phrase this to not set Siobhan off again. “I am going
into the market to pick up a few things. Is there anything that you need? I can
get them for you if you wish.”


“There are a few things I want to buy, but I need to pick
them up myself.”


“Ah, I see. You are welcome to accompany me, if that’s the
case.”


Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Wolf asked you to go with
me.”


“He did not,” Fei answered truthfully. “I did not ask
because I thought you needed the protection. Shopping is more enjoyable with a
friend, is all.”


“Is that right.” Siobhan didn’t believe him—she was
unaccountably sharp, this woman—but she smiled and he knew that even though she
didn’t buy his story, she would pretend that she did. “Then let’s go shopping
before we lose daylight.”


ӜӜӜ


They made it to Wade without further incident. As Fei’s
contract with Jacob ended there, he was officially at loose ends, but Beirly
reminded him that they still had an agreement considering a hand in place. Fei
was delighted when the whole guild informed him that he was to come back to
Goldschmidt with them and stay for as long as he cared to. The return trip was
done much faster, as they only had one cart and five people to transport. They
returned in two and a half days, a fraction of the time. 


Fei and Beirly started working on the hand the morning after
their arrival, picking up where they left off. This time, Fei tried to keep his
notes on hand, but it turned out to be largely useless, as he was so wrapped up
in the physical learning that he forgot he even had notes at times. Beirly
laughed and assured him he’d help him write it all down over dinner, so Fei
gave up and trusted the man would do just that. 


They stopped for lunch, then again at mid-afternoon to let
things cool, but returned to the workshop right before dinner to make sure the
temperature on the kiln was still correct. Firing metal at the wrong
temperature, or letting it cool too fast, would cause weakness and stress and
would warp the whole thing. It was imperative that the kiln’s temperatures cool
at the right rate. 


Satisfied by the temperature gauge, Beirly stepped back and
assured Fei, “It’s doing just fine. Nothing more we can do tonight. Shall we
continue with your notes while we wait for dinner?”


“That seems the best use of time,” Fei agreed, scooping the
notes up. As they walked into the main part of the Hall, he asked, “Do you know
what she’s cooking? It’s not a scent I’m familiar with.” 


“Smells rather like Shepherd’s Pie, but I hope she isn’t, as
the stove—”


From the back right, there was a yelp of surprise and pain,
then a terrible clatter as metal struck wood and bounced. Fei was through the
kitchen door in a heartbeat, moving so fast that his mind raced to keep up. 


All across the floor were pots and pans, most lying on their
sides, although a few were upside down altogether. No, wait, some of those
weren’t pans. It looked like the stove top eyes, although why…? He set that
question aside and looked up to find Siobhan pressed back against the hutch
with her hand pressed against her heart, eyes wide in a pale face. “Maley-zhi,
you are well?”


“Shi, what happened?” Beirly demanded at practically the
same time, moving toward her. 


“That thrice-cursed stove has to go, Beirly,” she
managed, pulling herself together enough to glare at the stove in question.
“This is the fourth time that thing has attacked me. I’m done with it.” 


“The stove attacked you?” Fei asked, staring at it and
wondering how that was even possible. 


At that point Wolfinsky burst into the room, nearly running
smack into Fei, and had to catch himself on the door jamb to avoid doing
exactly that. “Siobhan?!”


“I’m alright, I’m alright,” she assured him quickly and only
then managed to move away from the hutch. “It’s that benighted stove.” 


Wolfinsky took in the whole scene and gave a disgusted
growl. “Beirly, we need to just replace this thing. I can’t stand the thought
that it might hurt Siobhan.” 


Taking pity on Fei’s confusion, Beirly explained, “The stove
isn’t quite built right. I don’t know if it came that way, or if the previous
owners did something stupid with it, but the stove eyes don’t fit right. If the
stove gets too hot, then the eyes warp and they’ll pop out and send anything on
top flying. It’s happened more than once. I keep trying to fix it, but this is
darksteel, and hard to work with. I don’t have the right tools.” 


“Dinner,” Siobhan drawled, “needless to say, is not
happening at home tonight. Let’s go to the Rose and Crown to get something.
Wolf, go find Grae to tell him. I’ll clean this up.”


Fei silently pitched in and helped settle things back in
their proper places. When the pots were in the sink, he took over mopping the
food off of the floor.  


Beirly and Siobhan talked finances and timelines as they
scrubbed the pots and put them up, which gave him the space to think quietly
for a few minutes. Why had he reacted that way? He wasn’t on duty, he wasn’t an
enforcer in this guild, and yet at the first hint that something had gone
wrong, he’d raced forward. Was it just habit by now? After three years, it was
entirely possible. Or perhaps instead there was a different reason, as it was a
woman that had been in trouble. 


In his mind’s eye, he pictured it being Wolfinsky instead of
Siobhan that had cried out. It almost made him chuckle. But no, even if it had been
Wolfinsky, he likely would have raced in here just the same. It wasn’t because
it was a woman in distress that had made him react so. 


He looked at Siobhan and Beirly as they worked. Even though
Siobhan had been startled badly, almost hurt, she was already back to her usual
good spirits and laughing at some funny comment of Beirly’s. 


Fei did not believe that she needed his protection. She was
a strong woman in her own right, and if her strength ever failed her, then
Wolfinsky would certainly be enough to fight off whatever danger she faced. And
yet….and yet. His instincts were to protect. Not just her, but Beirly. Grae.
Even Wolfinsky. 


How very, very strange. 


Not once had Fei ever considered joining a guild. Even now
the notion didn’t really tempt him. If he was focused on having a safe, more
comfortable life, then he never would have left home to begin with. Saoleord
was infinitely safer than the rest of the world. The people here in Robarge
always gave him that reason for joining a guild, but in truth, it did not sway
him. Siobhan was the first to give him a different reason entirely—he would
gain a family by joining a guild. After three years of separation from all of
the friends and family he had, the notion of having another family around him
was very tantalizing. 


They said the best way to see a person’s true personality
was to go on a trip with them. Or to see how they reacted in a moment of stress
or danger. Fei had seen these people in all of those situations. He knew that
at their core, they were good people, and ones that he had grown to like. Could
he consider them family? 


That really was the question he needed an answer to. And he
couldn’t, not in this moment. 


Fei rinsed out the mop and replaced it in its spot near the
back door. While he had been invited, he did not need to answer this right now,
and he could think on it for a while longer yet. For tonight, he had other
priorities. “Kierkegaard-gui, where should we sit?”


“The head of the table will give us more room. You have
enough paper?”


Possibly not. Fei went and fetched several sheets of paper
from the workroom. Yes, this should be his first priority. That and eating
dinner. The rest of the questions in his head could be resolved tomorrow.










Chapter Nine


Three days passed quickly in Deepwoods Hall. Part of that
was because Fei and Beirly spent a good portion of the day working on
Wolfinsky’s hand. But the other part of it was spending the rest of his time
with the other members of Deepwoods. Fei had erroneously assumed that only Grae
was educated among the guild. He was proven very wrong when several new
contracts and job offers were delivered the second day to Siobhan. He found her
at the table with the lot of them spread out around her, reading through them
as quickly as he himself could have managed. Then, to his surprise, she
consulted Beirly on the contracts and which deal would be the best for them to
commit to. It was only then that he learned that, before Deepwoods was formed,
Beirly had had own his own business. 


Perhaps Fei had made too many assumptions where the members
of this guild were concerned. 


Since no one trusted the stove, and Siobhan had yet to find
one to replace it, most of their meals were bought outside. Sometimes a person
was delegated to go and fetch something back, sometimes they went out as a
group. On the third, and last, evening with Deepwoods, Fei could hear Siobhan
in the main room ordering Grae and Wolfinsky to go fetch them something for
dinner. He wasn’t surprised when Wolfinsky gave a double tap to the workroom
door before sticking his head in. “I’m fetching dinner. Any preferences?”


Beirly paused in stitching leather and looked up. “Isn’t it
clam soup day at the Rose and Crown?”


“Are you sure that you and Siobhan aren’t related?”
Wolfinsky drawled, the corners of his mouth lifting. “Those were almost her
words exactly.” 


“Clam soup,” Beirly said firmly. “Fei, if you have any
sense, you’ll order the same. That’s an amazing soup.”


Fei had learned to eat just about anything in the past three
years, so shrugged agreement. “Then I will have the same.”


“Wolf, before you leave, come here a minute. Try this on.”


Agreeable, Wolfinsky came closer and stretched out his arm.
With deft fingers, Beirly took off the wooden hand and slipped on the new iron
hand. “Anything pinching? Rubbing wrong?”


Wolfinsky turned the hand this way and that, then raised it
above his head before letting it hang at his side. “Seems a mite loose.”


“I haven’t added in the last strap yet, that’s why,” Beirly
explained, studying the arm. “And the side seam isn’t double stitched yet
either. It’ll be as tight as usual. Anything else?”


“It’s fine, but…don’t you normally put cotton or felt inside
as a lining?”


A look of horror spread over Beirly’s face. “Blast and
tarnation, I knew I was forgetting something. Don’t you worry, I’ll get that in
tonight.”


It was just as well Beirly hadn’t done the double stitching
yet, seeing as he had to add in another layer. “Shall I cut out the cloth
pieces as you sew?” Fei asked.


“Bless you, Fei, that’ll speed things along nicely. It’s the
same size, just cut in half a finger width shorter.”


Fei had worked with leather enough to understand precisely
why he said that. If the lining was cut the exact same size, it would be too
large to fit inside the cup and would wrinkle and cause bumps. Nodding, he set
about gathering the patterns into a different spot so that he could work in a
clear space away from Beirly. 


“It’ll be done tonight,” Beirly assured Wolfinsky. “Just
don’t let me work so that my soup gets cold.” 


“Yes, yes.” Wolfinsky let himself out, calling for Grae to
help him as he went. 


“Fei, that black cotton there, that’s what works best,”
Beirly directed, pointing to a back shelf that had folded pieces of cloth
stacked in it. “It’s sturdy enough to hold up to the abuse.”


Fetching it, Fei unfolded and smoothed out the material
before cutting out the patterns as carefully as he could. Cutting it out
correctly here meant not having to make adjustments later, which would hamper
his progress. After it was all cut out, he replaced what was left of the cloth,
then went about sewing the first two pieces together, mimicking what Beirly had
done with the leather. 


The workroom door burst open and Grae tumbled in, out of
breath and with a ruddy complexion that suggested he had sprinted all the way
here. “Fei. Fei, get to the Rose and Crown now. Wolf’s in trouble.” 


Fei was on his feet in an instant, reaching for the sword he
had set aside this morning. “How bad?”


“It started out as a bar fight—”


“Not unusual with Wolf,” Beirly muttered. 


“—but it’s gotten out of control. He’s outnumbered. Even for
Wolf, he’s outnumbered.” 


That was as much information as Fei needed. Shoving past the
Pathmaker, he sprinted for the front door, passing Siobhan as he went. 


“What’s happened?” she demanded in alarm. 


“Ask Masson-jia!” he called back as he ran, not slowing his
pace. 


The Rose and Crown, fortunately, was on the same street,
just a few buildings down from the Deepwoods Hall. Fei reached it in a minute
flat and burst through the main doors, expecting to see mayhem. 


The scene in the main room exceeded his expectations. 


There were broken chairs, tables, and dishes everywhere. Not
one piece of the floor was free of debris. Most of the evening’s patrons had
already escaped, although a few braver souls were lingering around the back
wall to see how the fight would end. Wolfinsky stood in the middle of the room,
using his shield and wooden right hand to fight off people. He had his
greatsword strapped to his back but not once did he reach for it, which told
Fei a great deal. The giant Wynngaardian might be outnumbered but he had no
intention to kill anyone tonight.


But he was indeed outnumbered. There were at least a dozen
men ranging around him that were intent for his blood. Some were picking up
anything at hand and throwing it, making Wolfinsky retreat behind his shield,
and then the men closer to him would try to attack during this distraction. 


Blood boiling, Fei drew both of the long daggers at his
waist, although he respected Wolfinsky’s decision and left the sheathes on. The
sword he left on his back. These were tight quarters and it would behoove him
to err on the side of caution. As silently as possible, he attacked the men
nearest to him, dropping them to the ground with quick efficiency. It took
three falling before the others noticed him, but by then it was too late. Fei
had cut himself a path to Wolfinsky’s side. He darted through and spun, putting
his back to the Wynngaardian’s. 


“Fei?” Wolfinsky said in surprise. “How did you know?”


“Masson-jia,” Fei answered succinctly. 


“Ah, that figures. I told him to run for it. But you didn’t
buy this fight.”


That amused Fei and he smiled. It must have been a scary
expression, as it froze two men that had targeted him in their tracks. “I have
your back, Wolfinsky-gui.”


Wolfinsky let out a laugh of true delight. “You really are a
good man, Man Fei Lei. After this, I will call you a brother.” 


Adrenaline surged in Fei’s system but along with it was
something else, an emotion he could not quite define, but might have been
happiness and peace. “I would be honored to be known as such.”


The group had been surprised at Fei’s entrance but one
person found his tongue enough to shake a sword at Wolfinsky and growl, “Our
grudge is against you, Wolfinsky, not him!”


“You wouldn’t have a grudge at all if you left young girls
alone, you perverted goat.”


Oh, is that what started the fight? 


Wolfinsky apparently was done talking or out of patience
with his attackers, as he let out a roar, the battle cry loud enough to shake
the very frame of the building. Even Fei jumped, almost startled out of his
skin. With people’s ears still ringing, Wolfinsky charged the men directly in
front of him, using his shield like a battering ram. 


Fei focused on his own opponents and flipped low to the
ground, attacking their knees and sending them to the floor before knocking
them unconscious. Feeling someone close in from behind, he spun, leg sweeping
out, and caught them before a knife could slide into his back ribs. 


The fight ended almost before it had truly begun. He and
Wolfinsky turned toward the doorway at the same time and found that only one
man was left standing. 


Petrified, he stood there, a sword in his hand and one leg
already edging for the door. 


“Is he mine or yours?” Fei asked, honestly unsure of how
many men he had taken down. It could have been nine, or eight, he wasn’t sure.
And he hated to cut Wolfinsky short of enemies, it wasn’t sporting. 


“Since you came in late, he can be yours,” Wolfinsky assured
him. “I had a good fight before you came.”


“Are you certain?”


“Aye, it’s fine.” 


This civil discussion of who would take him on unnerved the
man more than a straightforward attack would have. Cold sweat on his skin, he
threw a curse at them, spun around, and high tailed it out of the door. 


“Aw. He ran.” Fei had a notion of running him down, but
really, what would be the point? Aside from his own satisfaction.


“Drunkards tend to do that.” Wolfinsky gave a sage nod, as
if he had accumulated wisdom and experience in this department. Which, judging
from his demeanor in this situation and Beirly’s comment earlier, he apparently
did.      


Wolfinsky turned and gestured to a dark haired man that had
been hiding in the corner. “Roskin. It’s safe enough to come out. Sorry for all
of this.”


Roskin, who Fei belatedly recognized as the innkeeper,
stepped into the light and came closer, although he had to pick a path to
manage it. “Sorry? Don’t you apologize to me, Erik Wolfinsky. It was my
daughter you were defending. With one of my enforcers sick and the other one
out because of an injury, she was defenseless until you stood up for her. So I
won’t take apologies from you.”


“Fair enough.” 


Fei stood by as they discussed what to do with the men, and
who would pay for the damages. A pretty young woman of about sixteen with
blonde hair came up to Wolfinsky and thanked him profusely, which Fei took to
be the girl he’d defended. He stood silently by and watched it play out, his
thoughts turning at high speeds. 


The situation had happened because the two enforcers that
usually worked in the inn were not there. Fei had not once thought of this
before, but Deepwoods only had one enforcer. What happened if Wolfinsky was
injured? Or ill? Or simply couldn’t be in two places at once? What then? There
was no one else that had the necessary skills to fill his place. That was
obvious enough because when things had gotten dangerous, Grae had come to fetch
him. Not anyone else. 


Another, even more uncomfortable thought surfaced. What
would have happened tonight if Fei hadn’t been here? Grae had been right—a
dozen people were too many for Wolfinsky to handle at once. He was strong, yes,
but not invincible. 


The question had been there all along of whether he needed
to join Deepwoods or not. But now Fei realized that this was the wrong
question. In fact, he should have been asking himself exactly the opposite. 


Wolfinsky turned to him. “Roskin says he’ll pack up dinner
for us and send it over. So let’s go back for now. Are you hurt?”


“Not at all. They were slow. And their reflexes were poor.”


“Can’t argue that. I’m glad you held back, though, as
Blackstone frowns on killing people because of scuffles like this. It would
have gotten you in trouble.” 


Fei took careful note of that. 


They walked the short distance back to Deepwoods Hall in
companionable silence. When they entered, they found Siobhan with a black bag
in her hands, laying out several medical supplies. When the door opened, she
whipped around, demanding all in one breath, “You’re both alright? No injuries?
What happened? Wolf, I specifically told you not to get into any fights
tonight!”


“Group of perverts was going after Roskin’s youngest,
Alice,” Wolfinsky answered calmly. 


That stopped her dead and a look of outrage spread over
Siobhan’s face. “She’s not even sixteen yet! What were Roskin’s enforcers
doing?”


“They’re both out tonight because of either injury or
sickness.”


“Oh that poor girl. Then good work, Wolf. Is Roskin upset?”


“With them, not us. In fact, we get dinner for free tonight,
as soon as the kitchen remakes it. Ours met an unfortunate end.”


“Not the first time this week.” Dismissing the last part as
unimportant, Siobhan turned to Fei with a warm smile. “Thank you so much, Fei,
for jumping in like you did. I do worry for Wolf sometimes because he gets
overwhelmed and he doesn’t always have someone at his back. I appreciate you
fighting with him.”


That seemed like a good opening to him. Taking a breath, Fei
said firmly, “Maley-zhi.”


“Yes?”


“I think I will accept your offer and join the guild.”


Siobhan fumbled what was in her hands, nearly upsetting it
entirely, before catching the bag at the last second and placing it squarely on
the table. Only then did she turn, revealing a wide smile. “Truly?”


“I have come to the conclusion that I wish to stay.” More
like, he needed to stay. The one thing that this guild lacked was a peacemaker
and they sorely needed it. He could also admit that out of every guild he had
ever met, this was the one that he was drawn to the most. The people here were
honorable and talented. He respected them. 


Siobhan launched herself at him, arms tight around his
shoulders, enough so that it almost cut off all circulation. “I absolutely will
not let you take that back.”


Not expecting a reaction quite this strong, he froze for a
second before patting her tentatively on the back. “You wish for me to join
that badly?”


“Do you know how rare it is that I find a fighter as strong
as Wolf?” Finally, she stepped back a foot, beaming. “Besides, I was truly worried
about you going out on your own. You’ve done it for three years, but honestly I
feel like you were just tempting fate. You’ve had incredible luck so far to get
by unscathed.” 


Perhaps he had, at that. When he thought of what he was like
at fifteen, so naïve coming into Robarge, he had to wonder just what it was
that safeguarded him. Fighting skills alone could not account for it. That she
worried for him warmed Fei’s heart. “I am glad to stay,” he added honestly. “I
have grown fond of all of you.”


“And we of you. Aside from liking you, I need you. You
mediate when fights break out, which is something that I’m not always able to
do.”


So she’d caught that, ne? He shouldn’t be surprised—not much
got past Siobhan. “Then, if you will accept me as a member?”


“Absolutely.”


“Offices are closed at this hour of the day,” Wolfinsky
pointed out.


Siobhan growled in frustration. “So they are. Then we’ll do
the paperwork the minute they open tomorrow.”


“So you’ll be my brother in truth then.” Wolfinsky settled
into a satisfied expression. “Good. I’m glad.” 


So was he. “Since that is the case, I must change how I
address both of you. It is no longer appropriate. I will call you Siobhan-ajie
and Wolf-ren.”


Siobhan paused, not quite knowing how to react to this. “Ah,
you never have explained how your honorifics work., ‘Ajie’ is for…?”


“An older sister or relative.” Seeing that she looked
pleased but confused, he elaborated quietly, “Deepwoods is a family, is it
not?”


“It is,” she agreed, expression softening. “It is indeed.” 










Epilogue


“And that is the story of Man Fei Lei.”


“It was a good telling and I thank ya for it.” Rune paused,
ruminating on it. “You’re wrong. It was an interesting story.”


Fei didn’t see how. “Why do you think so?”


“Because even though ya weren’t looking for a guild, they
still charmed ya into joining. Did ya really join because it felt like they
needed ya?”


“I truly did. It was that more than anything that drew me
in. Well, and I really did long for that sense of ‘family’ again. I had not
tired of traveling, or learning new things, but not having a place to rest or
people to rely on had worn thin. If Deepwoods had not been an escorting guild,
I’m not sure if I would have made the same decision. With them, I could pursue
all of my desires without sacrificing anything.” 


Rune nodded in complete understanding, as well he should, as
he had more or less reached the same conclusion that Fei had for almost the
same reasons. 


“You see now, don’t you, why I said we are very alike?” Fei
asked, watching Rune’s reaction from the corner of his eye. 


“We both weren’t looking for a guild to join,” Rune said
slowly, the light starting to dawn. “We both only joined in the beginning
because they needed us, but we stayed because we could see more of the world
with them and they felt like family to us.”


“Precisely so. It is why I said that at our cores, you and I
are not very different.”


“Well.” Rune didn’t quite know how to react to that. He went
back to scrubbing dishes. “I thought it was because we like to sit up high and
sneak behind people.”


“And that,” Fei agreed, chuckling. 


Rune scrubbed some more. Without looking up from his hands,
he said quietly, “It’s good ya joined. I wouldn’t have known how to belong in
Deepwoods without ya.”


That was literal truth. Fei had spent many a night coaching
the ex-assassin and then spent a good majority of the day running around
pacifying people when Rune did step on toes. “I am this guild’s peacemaker,
after all.”


“Even now?”


“Always.” 


 










The Story of Tran Amar and Sylvie Waverly










Prologue


After two solid days of stone gathering, Tran was ready to
admit to himself that he felt like an old man. His back was trying to settle
into a semi-permanent hunch, his knees protested whenever he bent them, and his
hands were dry and cracking. After dinner dishes were washed, he put his hands
against his back and arched backward, trying to straighten out his spine. As he
did this, he saw Rune smirking at him. He scowled back. There was about ten
years difference between them, which wasn’t much in the long view of things,
but a nineteen year old’s recovery powers were much better than a thirty year
old’s. 


He’d make the kid suffer for that smirk later. 


They’d spent the day gathering stones for both Pathmakers,
still building the path toward Saoleord. Grae had asked Tran to teach all of
the different Way Songs to Rune as they worked. Having nothing better to do,
and knowing that their future safety depended on Rune’s knowledge, he had done
so. The kid now had five songs stuck firmly in his head and another half-learned.
Tran judged that by the time they had this path built, Rune would know all of
the major routes. The other Way Songs, the ones that led to the more obscure
places, he could teach him slowly over time. 


Siobhan clapped her hands loudly, calling for people’s
attention. “Let’s mix up pairings a little. Wolf, you and Conli take first
watch. Tran, you and Rune take second. Beirly and Fei take third. Sylvie, you
take fourth.” 


Sometimes Tran didn’t understand how Siobhan’s mind worked.
She was obviously trying to mix up who was taking watch so that the same people
weren’t losing sleep every night. Of course, the enforcers drew the short straw
on things like night watch. They were the ones that really needed to be on
guard. But why mix up the pairings like that? 


Well, it didn’t matter. Shrugging, he gave her a nod of
consent before shaking out his bedroll and rolling himself into it. It felt
like he had just closed his eyes before Conli’s hand landed on his shoulder and
shook him awake. 


“You up?” Conli murmured in a low tone. 


Tran grunted something unintelligible.


“I’ll take that as a yes.” Chuckling, Conli moved off to
find his own bed. 


Resigned to being awake for a few hours, Tran sat up,
pushing the blanket off, and got to his feet. Finding his boots by firelight,
he laced them up and then put both swords back on. 


Rune, not having any weapons, was ready before him and
patiently waiting by the fire. When he saw that Tran was ready, he signaled him
with a beckoning gesture and started off for the outer perimeter. Tran,
stifling a yawn, followed.  


They walked in peaceful silence for a while, the grass
rustling against their boots, with the perfect ocean breeze caressing their
skin. It was nights like these that Tran enjoyed most. 


“Last night,” Rune said in a quiet voice, “I asked Wolf-dog
ta tell me how he came into the guild.”


Tran blinked in surprise. “I thought you knew how he came
in.”


“I knew the basics,” Rune corrected. “I knew Siobhan bought
him off a black market. I knew he was in a dark guild before that. But that’s
not a full story.”


After living with Wolf for nearly eight years, Tran fully
understood that the Wynngaardians valued having the full tale, not just
the bare bones of it. One of the few things they could both agree on was the
value of a complete story. “Ahh. He told you, then?”


“He did.” Rune sounded satisfied, like a man remembering a
feast at a banquet. “But I’m just as curious about everyone else. I don’t know
how the rest of ya came into Deepwoods either. So, Tran Amar, will ya tell me
your story?”


Tran grinned at him. “I’d be pleased to.” 










Chapter One


What to do now? Tran looked around him, taking in this
foreign city. He’d passed Goldschmidt twice now, briefly stopping once to stay
overnight, but he couldn’t say that he’d spent time here before. Since
leaving home, he’d been all over Wynngaard and Robarge, but while familiar with
most of it, he couldn’t claim to know any part of it well. 


Tran scratched at the stubble on his chin, looking both ways
and trying to figure out where the nearest job board would be. He’d signed on
as a temporary caravan guard simply because it was the only work to be had, but
the job had ended once they’d reached Goldschmidt. It left him in an unfamiliar
city with no work. Worse, it was approaching the winter season; if he didn’t
find something to do, he’d soon run out of money entirely. For a man as large
as him, skipping meals was simply not an option. 


He was in the livestock markets now, and the odds of there
being any job boards nearby were slim. Not knowing where to go, he struck out
blindly, hoping to go more towards the center of town. Hitting a pocket clear
of people, he stretched out into a slow run, enjoying the feel of it. He’d been
forced to walk for several months now, keeping pace with the caravans, and had
missed running. 


Seven years he had been doing this, going from one caravan
to the next, acting as a guard. Once he had been employed by the same trader
for nearly two years, until a bad accident had put the man permanently out of
business. When he’d left home at seventeen, he’d never imagined he’d lose all
stability in his life by doing so. At first it had been thrilling, exciting to
never know where he was going to end up, but that had worn off fairly quickly.
Funny how the adventure stories had never described being short on money, or
having to scrounge for meals and a place to sleep. Tran didn’t mind roughing it
now and again, but he was a man that appreciated the home comforts. 


Maybe it was time to find a guild to join. 


He’d toyed with this idea before, but had never reached a
definite conclusion one way or another. Most of the guilds that he’d come
across were very stationary by nature, or they didn’t have positions open for a
man of his skills. The stationary guilds, the ones that never left a city, were
of no interest to him. There was too much of the world he hadn’t seen yet. He
wouldn’t be content staying in one place the rest of his life. The crafting
guilds, and supply guilds, and anything of that nature wouldn’t have a use for
him anyway. He would need a trading guild or an escorting guild, and few of
those had positions open. 


Tran would have to come across a brand new guild, one that
was still short on members, and that was a hard thing to find without knowing
someone that knew someone that could point him in the right direction. He had a
letter of recommendation from his previous three bosses in his bags, and that
would help, but only if he found a guildmaster to give them to. 


Goldschmidt lay directly on the main trade route in Robarge.
Surely here, of all places, he could find a few escorting guilds or trading
guilds that were looking for an enforcer? If not, maybe one last job that would
take him to a city where he would have better odds of finding winter work? 


A particularly sharp gust of wind cut through the city
streets, making a shiver race along his skin. Hissing at the force of it, he
snugged his jacket up a little tighter underneath his chin. It was October now,
so they had another month until the winter snows came in. If he was to find
work, he’d best be quick about it. 


Finally, he hit a main street and got out of the market
area. There were clothing shops, shoe shops, trunk shops, and things of that
ilk. If he’d had the spare change for it, he’d like to get that hole in his
left boot patched, but things like that would have to wait until he had another
job. Ducking his head against the force of the wind, he trudged along, hoping
he was going the right way. In this cold weather, most people were quickly
darting between buildings, leaving the streets empty. Only a few people passed
him, and none were inclined to stop and answer questions. More’s the pity. He
could use a few answers right now. 


“I said go!”


Tran’s head snapped up. The tone behind that command was all
wrong. It spoke of fear and panic, and a desperate determination to not sound
either. The voice was high, sweetly feminine, although from here he couldn’t
tell exactly where it had come from. Somewhere up ahead. 


“Now, sweets, we’re concerned for you,” a male voice
responded. The man must have chewed gravel every day to have a voice like that.
The sneer and lust in the voice made the fine hairs on Tran’s neck stand on
end. 


Whoever that man was, he was no friend of the woman’s. It
didn’t sound like she had any help nearby, either. Tran wasn’t one to turn his
back on a situation like this, so he lengthened his stride, trying to follow
his ears so he could find her before things got out of hand. 


“Listen to me,” she commanded, the scrape of a boot heal on
stone accompanying her words. “I’m from a guild. My enforcer doesn’t have any
sense of humor when it comes to the women being hurt. If you do something to
me, he will hunt you down like the dogs you are.”


“But we’re trying to help you, lovey,” a different male
voice crooned. 


Two men? No, three, as someone else laughed like this was
funny. Three men and one woman? Those cowards. They truly were like a pack of
wild dogs, cornering their prey. 


Two thoughts ran through Tran’s mind, one after another. If
the girl was part of a guild, and had an enforcer in it, where was he? And if
Tran saved her, would she repay him by introducing him to a guild that needed
an enforcer? At the very least, surely she could tell him where the job boards
were. 


He rounded a corner and finally found them. A dark,
stunningly beautiful brunette was pinned against the wall. She had a dagger in
one hand, but from the way she gripped it, she knew it wouldn’t do her much
good. Arranged in front of her were four men, all of them seedy looking, and
even from here he could smell the cheap alcohol. Four men against one woman.
Tran shook his head. Unbelievable. 


Tran planted his feet shoulder-width apart and cleared his
throat loudly to get their attention. It worked. The girl gave him a glance
that became an outright stare. He more or less knew why. His pitch black skin
and hair marked him clearly as a Teheranian, which was rare in Robarge. To top
it off, he was a veritable giant among these people. He got reactions like this
all of the time. 


The men looked him over from top to bottom before exchanging
uneasy glances. Even four on one, they weren’t sure they could take him. It was
a good assessment—they couldn’t. 


One of them, braver than his comrades, said slowly, “We’re
not in a sharing mood.”


Tran gave him a smile known to make lesser men tremble. “I’m
not in a tolerant one. Four men against one woman? For shame.”


The shortest among them took a step forward, swaggering with
false bravado. (Or maybe he really was that drunk.) “Move on with you!”


Ignoring him, Tran turned to her and said, “I need
information. If I get rid of this scum, will you answer some questions for me
and introduce me to a good guildmaster?” He’d help her regardless, but he
wasn’t above using the situation to his advantage when possible. 


The brunette’s eyes lit up. “Deal.”


Well, this day was looking up already. With a feral smile,
he cracked his knuckles against both palms. “Boys, your luck just went sour. I
am now this woman’s bodyguard.”


They swore at him in a stupidly repetitive fashion and then
charged, like four bulls after the same red flag. He hadn’t faced four
opponents at once in quite some time. Laughing, he waded into the middle of
them. Ducking low—well, for him it was low, it put his head at about waist
height—he swept a leg out and knocked one man to the ground. His head made a
meaty thunk as it hit the cobblestone. Not focusing on him, Tran kept moving,
hands lashing out and finding bones to break. 


His opponents were drunk and on top of that, poor fighters.
He broke arms, noses, and a few ribs without trying to do any real damage. In
fact, he had to stop cold and back off three steps before he accidentally
killed someone. When he did retreat, he made sure to put the pretty brunette at
his back. No need to leave her open to danger. These four might strike upon the
idea of using her as a hostage, and that always got messy. 


However, when Tran backed off, the four were in too much
pain to be interested in anything but escape. Gathering each other up, they
helped the more injured to their feet and limped away. Tran, watching this,
spat in disgust. Weaklings. That hadn’t been a fight at all. He wasn’t even
breathing hard yet. 


“Phew.” The girl at his back slumped against the wall, her
hands shaking. “I’m so glad you came along.”


“So am I.” Tran turned to face her. She was a little thing,
not even reaching his collar bones. Close up like this, he could see she had
the type of stunning looks that would draw trouble like bees to honey. What was
she doing out here alone? 


From the way she looked up at him, even though they had a
deal, his sheer size was scaring her. Hoping to put her at ease, he offered a
hand and introduced himself. “Tran Amar.”


Hesitantly, she grasped his arm and returned, “Sylvie
Waverly of Deepwoods.” 


“Pleasure.” Tran grinned and tried to look friendly. It must
have worked, as she smiled back at him, although it was a little timid.
“Deepwoods is your guild?”


“Yes, that’s right. Um, you said you wanted information?”


“I do.” Looking up at the sky, Tran judged he had only a few
hours of sunlight left. “But let’s walk and talk. I’ll take you home.”


Sylvie didn’t seem entirely comfortable about this idea, but
even she realized that trying to fight off one man was better than running into
another group of them. And he, at least, hadn’t tried to do anything to her
yet. Giving him her tentative trust, she ducked her head in agreement. “This
way.”


Tran fell into step with her, subtly studying her as she
moved back onto the main street. She was dressed well, clothes not necessarily
new but they were clean and in good repair. He’d never heard of the Deepwoods
guild, but it must be a decent one if their members could dress like this. 


“What is it you need to know?” Sylvie asked. 


“Ah, I’m looking for work as an enforcer. Do you know of any
guilds that have an opening? I’d like one that’s either an escorting guild or
trade guild.”


She blinked up at him, startled. “You’re looking for an
escorting guild to be an enforcer for? Now that’s a coincidence. My guild is
a—”


“SYLVIE!”


They stopped dead at this hail. Sylvie seemed relieved, so
whoever it was, she knew him well. Tran studied the man coming toward them,
eyebrows climbing. The man was a giant, at least as large as he himself was.
But this was no Teheranian—with that ice blond hair and fair skin, he had to be
Wynngaardian. And was that an iron right hand he had? 


Tran had no chance to ask questions as between one heartbeat
and the next, the blond stranger was on him. The first punch was entirely
unexpected, and Tran felt the pain of it explode in his stomach. It actually
sent him a full step backwards, the force of it was so strong. He hadn’t
encountered another fighter like this in years. 


A familiar thrill of adrenaline shot up his spine and he
felt his pulse quicken. Finally, a real fight to be had!


“Wait, Wolf—” Sylvie started, sounding dismayed. 


Neither man really noticed her. Tran was already putting his
guard up, and the next time that deadly punch came his direction, he blocked
it, caught it, and sent the blond reeling backwards. 


“Wolf, he wasn’t—” Sylvie’s words were lost as they went for
each other once again. 


Tran found it hard to parry all of the attacks flying in his
direction. He was just as glad that neither of them had room to draw the swords
at their hips, as their fists alone were capable of dealing serious damage. He
was a beat too late in guarding his face and that deadly iron hand grazed his
chin, making his head snap back. 


Blinking, a little dazed, Tran moved on instinct and ducked
low, leg snapping out to catch the other man in the gut. It didn’t quite
connect, but it made his opponent leap back to avoid the kick, which gave him
some breathing room. 


“STOP RIGHT NOW!” 


Both men stopped dead and looked at Sylvie in surprise. Tran
had honestly forgotten about her. The expression on the blond’s face made him
think he’d done the same. 


Panting under the force of her shout, Sylvie put both hands
on her hips and glared up at the blond. “Wolf, will you stop jumping to
conclusions? This man did not attack me, he rescued me. In fact, he was
very kindly escorting me home.”


“Oh.” The man called Wolf looked a little sheepish. 


Tran eased back up to his full height, not sure if he needed
to still be on guard or not. The ferocity of their exchange only a moment
before made him think that this man, whoever he was, had real fighting
experience. Tran hadn’t encountered that kind of bloodlust before except for
the one time he’d run into a dark guild. This was not someone he would take
lightly. 


Sylvie seemed to think that the fight was over, however, as
she relaxed and made civil introductions. “Tran Amar, be you known to Erik
Wolfinsky. He’s the enforcer in my guild. Wolf, this is Tran Amar. He’s looking
for a guild to join.”


Tran held out a hand, which Wolf grudgingly clasped. “Sorry
for before,” he said, the voice surprisingly smooth from a man that large. “Sylvie’s
known to attract trouble when she goes out.” Letting go, Wolf gave her a
meaningful stare. “Which she is now forbidden from doing.”


“I just wanted to get some potatoes,” Sylvie complained,
throwing her hands into the air.


“If you step outside of the Hall, you take me.” Wolf gave
her a look that didn’t leave any room open for argument. 


Since she had already gotten into trouble, and had been
saved by Tran, she really didn’t have any ground to stand on. Sighing in
resignation, she let her shoulders slump. “Yes, I understand. Master Amar, I’m
sorry about this. You’ve now gotten into two fights because of me.”


“Two?” Wolf muttered, perplexed. 


Sylvie ignored him and continued, “Why don’t you go back
with us?” She sweetened the invitation with a particularly winsome smile. “You
can stay at the Hall for tonight. You wanted an introduction to a good
guildmaster, right? Well, ours is the best in the city.”


“Is that right.” Tran glanced at Wolf and, no surprise,
found the man scowling. But a good enforcer wouldn’t react any other way. The
enforcers should always be the last to trust a stranger, especially in their
own Hall. Partially to rib the man, partially because he had no other place to
go, Tran gave a shrug. “I accept.” 


“Good!” Having gotten her way, Sylvie spun on her toes and
led off. 


Wolf kept in step with him as they followed her. Tran didn’t
find this behavior surprising and patiently put up with it. But while they
walked, he might as well get some more information. “So, this guild of yours,
what type is it?”


“Escorting,” Sylvie responded over her shoulder. 


Oh? That’s why she was surprised earlier. “Are there many
escorting guilds in the city?”


“I think we’re the only one.”


“We are,” Wolf confirmed. 


“But we have a Pathmaker, that’s why.”


A Pathmaker? Now it made perfect sense why they were an
escorting guild. But if they were the only one, then trying to find another
escorting guild was not an option here. Maybe they had a position available?
Tran’s eyes cut to the side to look at Wolf. Although being in a guild with him
might not be the best situation. 


“We’re a small guild,” Sylvie continued, volunteering
information. “There are only six of us. It’s new, too. It’s only been in
business a little over two years. I’ve been with them now for about three
months. I wasn’t jesting, earlier, about our guildmaster being the best in the
city. Siobhan Maley is her name, and I’ve never seen another like her.”


A woman guildmaster? While not unheard of, it was somewhat
rare. 


“Here we are.” Sylvie pushed open a heavyset door made of
wood and waltzed inside. 


Tran got a better look as he stepped through. Two story
building made of stone and wood, the construction of it sound and in good
repair. The place was clean, too, and had a feeling of warmth and welcome. He
liked it instantly. 


A redheaded woman looked up at their entrance. She was
striking, in a different way than Sylvie, with clear green eyes and fair skin.
“Sylvie!” she greeted, a definite accent audible. “Wolf, welcome back. I see we
have a guest?”


“I was in a bit of trouble earlier, and he rescued me,”
Sylvie explained. “This is Tran Amar.”


The redhead—Tran assumed this to be the guildmaster—stood,
and he realized with a start that she was unusually tall. The top of her head
would reach his chin easily. She extended a hand, and he took it, finding her
grip pleasantly firm. “Pleasure.”


“Pleasure is mine, Tran Amar,” she returned. “I’m Siobhan
Maley, Guildmaster of Deepwoods. Welcome, and thank you for protecting one of
mine.” Concern tightened her eyes and she canted her head, getting a better
look at his face. “You’re injured.”


His jaw throbbed under the reminder and he couldn’t quite
conceal a sour glance at the man that had hurt him. “Somewhat.”


The woman was sharp—Siobhan’s eyes went back and forth
between them. “Wait, Wolf hurt you?!”


“I didn’t know he was protecting Sylvie at first,” Wolf
responded defensively. 


Siobhan rolled her eyes expansively toward the ceiling,
hands splaying out as if she were saying a silent prayer. “Wolf. Just once, can
you try asking first and beating up people after getting the answer?”


“I’ll do that next time,” Wolf drawled. 


“Mercy preserve us, that’s what you said last time,” a
ginger-haired man said wryly from the table. From the way he chuckled, Wolf’s
behavior was not strange or unprecedented. 


“Beirly, get me the kit,” Siobhan requested. She barely got
the words out before the ginger-haired man was moving. “Well, Master Tran, I’m
sorry you were hurt by one of mine while defending someone else from my
guild. To help make up for that, why don’t you stay for dinner?”


“He’s actually new to the city and looking for work,” Sylvie
put in. “I promised him he could stay here tonight?” The question was in a more
uncertain tone. 


“Of course, of course,” Siobhan said. Putting a hand on the
back of his arm, she encouraged him to come in further. “Come, sit. Let me tend
to that jaw. Are you hurt anywhere else?”


“A few scrapes and bruises, nothing to be concerned about,”
he assured her, warmed by the kindness and hospitality he was receiving. The
chairs seemed a mite small for a man of his size, but when he sat in one, it
held him. Relaxing, he turned his head more to the side so the guildmaster
could get a better look at it. 


“How did this happen?” Siobhan asked in concern. 


Obligingly, he and Sylvie took turns telling the story.
Wolf, he noticed, did not say a word but stayed well within reach of the group.
He had perched himself on the edge of the table, legs crossed at the ankle,
appearing totally at ease. Tran wasn’t fooled. That man could explode into
action in a split second and was poised to do just that, if Tran proved
untrustworthy. Personal feelings aside, he could acknowledge the Wynngaardian
as an excellent fighter and a good enforcer. 


Siobhan heard them out patiently, only stopping Tran long
enough to clean the wound on his chin and put some salve on it. When they
finished, she said, “Then thanks are in definite order. Master Tran, I will do
what I can to repay you. Now, you said that you’re new to the city and looking
for work. Work as an enforcer or guard?”


It was the obvious conclusion to come to. No one saw Tran
and thought of him as intelligent. With three long braids reaching to his
waist, the scars on his visible skin, and his massive build, he resembled a
thug. It took time before people realized there was more to him. “Yes,
Guildmaster.”


Sylvie had a sardonic smile on her face as she piped up.
“Siobhan, he said that he’s actually looking for a guild to join. In fact, he
wants to join an escorting guild as an enforcer.”


“Does he now.” Siobhan put her chin on both hands and leaned
forward over the table’s surface, looking at him squarely. “Master Tran, you
realize that this guild is an escorting guild?”


“Sylvie tells me it’s the only one in the city,” he
confirmed. He wasn’t quite sure how to react in this situation. Did Sylvie
bring this up to somehow recommend him for joining? “Are you, ah, looking for
another enforcer?”


Wolf made a strangled noise in the back of his throat. 


“I am,” Siobhan admitted bluntly. Her head cocked,
acknowledging that she heard Wolf’s protest, but was choosing to ignore it.
“The more enforcers I have, the better. I’m especially intrigued by you,
Tran Amar. There aren’t many men that can fight Wolf and come out intact.”


Yes, he bet that was the case. Deciding to test the waters
slightly, he crossed his arms over his chest and riposted, “As for that,
Guildmaster, there aren’t many men that can fight me and come out
alright.”


Siobhan’s eyes went wide and then she threw back her head
and laughed outright. “Is that so! Tran Amar, I think I like you.”


“Siobhan!” Wolf growled at her.


She waved him down irritably. “Oh, don’t get your pants in a
twist. How many men would act as he did? Coming immediately to Sylvie’s rescue
is one thing, and offering her an escort home another. To top it off, he’s got
the skills to fight you. You expect me to pass him up? Not likely.” 


“You know nothing about him!” Wolf protested, no longer in
his relaxed stance, but coming to loom over her.


Far from being intimidated, she leaned back in her chair and
met his eyes with a challenging stare. “And how much did I know about you, when
we first met?”


For some reason, that stopped Wolf cold. He opened his mouth
to say something, but closed it again without a single sound escaping. Heaving
out an irritated groan, he went back to his perch and slumped against the
table. 


Tran sensed quite the story there. He’d have to get it
later, though, as he recognized this was not the time. Instead, he drew his bag
into his lap and fished out the letters. “I do have recommendation letters from
my last three employers, if you’d like to see them?”


“I would,” Siobhan agreed, holding out her hand for them.
Taking all three, she unfolded each with a practiced snap of the wrist and then
read through them with astonishing speed. Tran was still not used to writing,
as his people didn’t believe in it, and it had taken him years to learn to read
and write. He still struggled with it a little. To see her read three letters in
five minutes was impressive. 


“They speak highly of you,” she commented, folding them back
up. “In fact, the only complaint they had was that you like to brawl too much.”



Tran shrugged. He had no defense to that.


“Well, I already have one brawler in the guild.” Siobhan
didn’t look at Wolf, but they both knew who she was referring to. “I don’t
think another will break me. But let’s do this: Tran, why don’t you stay here
on a trial basis? I can’t hire an enforcer that can’t work with Wolf. Prove to
me that you can protect this guild and work well with him during the winter. If
you can do that, I’ll offer you a permanent position.”


It was a generous offer. At the very least, it would carry
Tran through the winter. So without hesitation, he extended a hand. “Deal.”


Siobhan took it, her grip firm, smile satisfied. “Good.
Sylvie, show him the empty rooms and let him choose one. Tran, welcome to
Deepwoods.” 










Chapter Two


Tran was of the mind that getting up late in the day wasted
precious daylight hours. He rose early, no matter where he was, and trained
first thing. In this guild, they had a small training yard in the back, a bare
space that gave him privacy and a few wooden posts to beat on. It wasn’t much,
but he was used to nothing but an empty field while on escorting duty, so it
was better than the usual. 


When he wandered out that morning, he found that he wasn’t
the only one to train this early. The other enforcer, Man Fei Lei, had beaten
him there. 


He’d met the other man the night before and hadn’t quite known
what to think of him. It was extremely rare to meet someone from Saoleord.
Well, he said man, but really Fei looked more like a boy to him. If he had
actually hit his twenties, Tran would be very surprised. He was small, almost
dainty, with slick black hair and almond shaped eyes set in pale skin. When
Siobhan had introduced him as an enforcer, Tran had almost laughed in
disbelief. 


Now, watching the boy train, he was glad he hadn’t. 


Fei gripped a sword with both hands and moved like
lightning, weaving in and out of the morning sunlight with such speed that it
looked like his shadow was constantly trying to catch up with him.
Shadow-fighting. That was what it was called, right? Tran had heard of this
before. It was impressive to watch. This was a fighter that depended on speed
and technique to overpower his opponent. Was he strong? Tran had no doubt of
that, not after watching this display, but it wasn’t brute force he used to
win. 


Fei did one more arcing slice through the air and then
stopped abruptly, barely breathing hard, before bowing to an invisible opponent
and re-sheathing his sword. He was in profile to Tran and without looking, he
greeted quietly, “You rise early.”


“As do you,” Tran responded. So, he’d been noticed, but
still Fei finished his form before speaking? Such was the behavior of a true
master. It made him respond formally: “I learned much from watching you. I am
grateful.”


He didn’t smile, but the Saoleordian’s expression softened
into a more content expression. “You are welcome. Siobhan-ajie told me that you
are a strong fighter, like our Wolf-ren. If we are to work well together, I
must see how you fight myself. Would you care to spar?”


Part of this offer was no doubt curiosity but Tran had to
admit it was a valid point. They needed to know how the other moved to be able
to partner up well in a fight. “Of course. Weapons, no weapons?”


“No weapons,” Fei denied, already taking his sword off and
setting it aside. “For now. We have a job to take on tomorrow and cannot risk
injury.”


A wise precaution. Tran stretched his arms above his head,
then twisted his waist back and forth, limbering up some as he stepped into the
center of the yard. Fei patiently waited for him to finish before falling into
a fighting stance, arms up in a defensive position. Tran settled himself into a
wide stance as well, arms raised, and grinned at him. “Back to the ground
decides the winner?”


“Agreed.” Fei launched himself forward, front foot flying
out. 


Tran barely dodged. He’d expected that flying attack, and he
still barely dodged. This kid could certainly move. Stepping half back,
he tilted his torso back, barely dodging again, then deflected a series of
strikes with his palms. The impact was strong enough to make tremors run down
his arms. Man Fei Lei was small, yes, but not weak. Not in any sense of the
word. 


A grin stretched from ear to ear, Tran stopped defending and
started attacking. It took time to see the pattern, the rhythm of the fight,
but he eventually felt like he had a tenuous grasp on it. Enough to respond in
kind, at least. They were almost equal in force, certainly equal when it came
to fighting ability, and if there was anything lacking, it was experience. Fei
did not know how to brawl like Tran did, that was obvious in his fighting
style, and it was that lack that would be his downfall. 


Tran grabbed his leg this time instead of just blocking it,
taking it in an iron grip, intending to end the fight by putting him on the
ground. 


Fei didn’t dangle like he was supposed to but instead used
Tran’s grip like a support to lift his other leg up and around, aiming for the
side of Tran’s head. He was forced to let go or suffer getting a heel against
his cheek. Swearing, he did, then jumped back to avoid a punch aimed at his
gut. 


Alright, so, the kid knew more about brawling that he’d
thought. He seriously had to stop underestimating him. 


Flipping back to his feet, Fei grinned at him. “Thought to
catch me?”


Tran snorted. “It would have worked, if you weren’t as agile
as a monkey.”


That made the boy laugh briefly. “You’re strong. No one else
has been able to hold onto me like that.”


“I doubt anyone could keep up with your speed long enough to
catch you, either,” Tran drawled. “Should we stop here? I think we’d have to
seriously hurt each other to determine a victor.”


“Siobhan-ajie would not be pleased if we went too far. I
have a good understanding of how you fight now. I am satisfied.” Fei gave him a
proper bow. “My thanks for the training.”


Tran, not used to bowing, gave a nod instead. “It was a good
bout. We can train like this again, I hope.”


“Any morning you wish to,” Fei assured him as he retrieved
his sword and put it back on. “For now, breakfast?”


“Sounds fine to me. Ah…I didn’t see anyone in the kitchen
cooking?”


“We have a cook that comes in for dinner, but breakfast is
up to our own devices. I know of a bakery on this street that offers good
rolls.” 


That sounded like an invitation to Tran and one he was
willing to take the boy up on. “Lead the way.” 


Armed, and with jackets on to avoid the morning chill, they
walked down the street together. At this hour there was quite a bit of traffic
as people went to work and the stores opened. Tran was impressed with the order
of the city. Whichever guild ran the place knew how to run a tight ship. 


Fei turned into a little out of the way place that smelled
like baked heaven. Tran’s mouth watered from the aroma alone. When they stepped
inside, there was a counter displaying all sorts of rolls and breads, three
tables with benches, and a perky young girl with braids behind the counter. She
straightened with a knowing smile at Fei. “Your usual, sir?”


“Four of them,” her regular customer requested. “And two
mugs of hot cider.”


“Coming up.” 


Fei nodded him toward a table, so Tran sat, arranging his
long legs out comfortably to the side. There were not many tables he could put
his legs underneath. With them seated, he couldn’t help but indulge his
curiosity a little. “Man Fei Lei, I’ve never met someone from your city before.
How did you come to be this far south?”


“I left home some years ago and came here with a caravan.
Since then, I was guarding, going from place to place, until I met
Shiobhan-ajie. She took a liking to me and asked me to join.” Fei spread his
hands as if to say that was the entirety of the tale. Tran didn’t believe that
for a second. “You, too, are far from home. I have never met one of your people
either.”


Hoping to get the boy to open up a little more, Tran
responded more frankly. “Among my people, it’s customary to make a decision
when you’re fifteen on what you want to do in the future. You choose a career
and whether you want to stay in your hometown or not. I chose not to, as I
wanted to see more of the world. It took three years of training—mostly in
languages—before they deemed me knowledgeable enough to go out on my own. I
left seven years ago and haven’t been back since.” 


“Hmmm,” Fei hummed with a look of intense interest. “You
cannot go back, or choose not to?”


“It’s customary to stay with your choice until you’re
roughly thirty years old,” Tran explained patiently. “At that point, you can
re-evaluate your choice and decide if you want to do something else instead. So
far, I haven’t regretted the choice. I’m not the type to enjoy always staying
at home.”


“That is interesting. You say that you had to learn
languages…?”


“Trade languages, mostly, although I did have to learn how
to read and write as well.”


Fei blinked. “You were not taught growing up?”


“No.” Now that was an interesting reaction. Not all of this
world was educated; in fact, the majority of it wasn’t. “You were?”


“Oh yes. My people are firm believers of education.”


“Really? Well, so are mine, but they believe more in the
oral tradition. My language has no written form. We rely on memory and
recitation to pass along information and history. I was only taught to read and
write because my elders were certain that I would be at a severe disadvantage
in the other continents otherwise.” It turned out they were right to think that
way. 


This shocked Fei so much that he looked like a gaping fish.
“You pass down whole histories verbally? How are you certain that nothing gets
forgotten?”


“We have very strict training on that, to make sure that
nothing is lost from one generation to the next.” Tran could see the kid didn’t
quite believe him. “Shall I recite a short history for you?”


“Do so, please,” Fei requested, eyes sparking to life. “I am
very curious.”


Yes, he could see that. Tran felt like he had just connected
to his new guildmate by hitting a hidden switch. Now, the question was, what
story to tell? He settled on the creation story of how the four continents came
to be and launched into it. The Teherani tradition didn’t just teach the next
generation the words of a story, but the nuance, the gestures, the overall feel
of it as well. Everything he said, did, even the way he said it was an exact
replica of how his master had taught it to him. 


Fei sat spellbound, hanging onto every word. It took a
moment for Tran to realize that the little girl that worked there was equally
spellbound and stood frozen three feet from their table, a tray of their
breakfast in hand. Tran finished with a (slightly) more flourished ending than
usual and grinned at them. 


“I have never heard the creation story told in such a
manner.” Fei’s hand twitched, as if hungering for pen and paper. “Everyone in
your country can do this? Recite it like that?”


“Exactly like that. The tone, the gestures, all of it is
taught and is part of the story. So, you see, we cannot lose anything when it’s
passed down to the next generation.”


“Remarkable.” Fei leaned back in his chair and then looked
around, blinking, as if suddenly realizing that he was still lacking his
breakfast. 


Their waitress realized the same thing in the same moment
and scurried over, quickly putting their plates and mugs down before drifting
back behind the counter. 


Tran was hungry after the training of this morning and he
took a generous bite into the roll, finding it filled with meats, cheeses, and
vegetables in a gooey and wonderful concoction. Mouth happy, he consumed the
rest in four bites and went for the second roll. 


Fei watched this play out and remarked, “I think you have
the appetite of Wolf-ren. I did not order enough.” Turning his head, he
requested, “Four more, please.”


Not remotely full, Tran appreciated the additional order and
restrained himself from grabbing the other man’s share. “Tell me how escorting
jobs work in this guild.”


“It is simple, really. We depend on Grae-ren’s pathmaking
skills to take on jobs. This job is a caravan that is going to Vellshire, in
the southern part of Robarge. The size of the caravan is quite large, so we
likely will need to split it into two or three parts in order to take it on
path.”


This wasn’t unexpected and something that Tran had
experienced many times before. Even the most advanced path had limits and
couldn’t take a fully loaded caravan all at once. It was common to break it up
into smaller groups and take a section at a time. “How many groups?”


“Grae-ren calculated it to be three. It is part of the
reason why Siobhan-ajie is so pleased that you came when you did. This job
would be difficult with only two enforcers.” 


Two enforcers and two beautiful women in the guild with
three sections of a caravan to guard all at once? Tran could see why it would
be a problem. Not that he didn’t doubt Siobhan was able to protect herself, not
with those twin swords on her back. But he also clearly saw from the
interactions last night at dinner that Wolf didn’t let the woman out of his
sight for long. There was a very strong, almost overprotective, bond between
those two. “I can see why. Man Fei Lei, tell me honestly, who needs the most
protection?”


“Sylvie-jae and Grae-ren,” he responded promptly, mouth
kicked up on one side. “For different reasons. Sylvie-jae, as you’ve experienced
for yourself, is too beautiful and attracts the wrong types of men. Did anyone
explain to you that she is our trader?”


“No, actually, I didn’t catch that part.” 


“She has not been with us for long but we have made several
excellent deals because of her skills. Tomorrow’s job is one of them. But it is
not wise to let her out of sight for long. Please mind this.”


“I’ll keep an eye on her. Why Grae?”


“Grae-ren is extremely absentminded when he is thinking.”
Fei’s eyes rolled up in a clear prayer for patience. “And the man is always
thinking. He attracts pickpockets like a carcass would flies. Here, in
Goldschmidt, we do not have much trouble. Wolf-ren’s reputation is such that
most do not care to cross anyone in Deepwoods. Our trouble comes about because
of visitors to the city, not the residents.”


Meaning the four fools that had attacked Sylvie were
newcomers to the place or people passing through? That did make sense. “But
outside of Goldschmidt, he attracts trouble, I take it.”


“Indeed. Please keep an eye out for him as well. Beirly-ren
and Siobhan-ajie can handle themselves well in a fight as long as they are not
unduly outnumbered.”


“Understood.” Tran flashed a smile at the girl as she set
down four more rolls and he promptly picked one up. 


Fei opened his mouth as if to say something, only to visibly
change his mind before speaking. “Wolf-ren is fighting a nasty head cold at the
moment. I am trying to take on the harder tasks so that he does not overdo and
grow worse.”


Granted, he’d seen the man cough last night, but… “He can
fight like that while sick?”


“Imagine what he’s like well.” 


It made a shiver of anticipation go up his spine. “Does he
like to spar?”


“You have to spar with weapons when going up against
Wolf-ren,” Fei warned seriously. “That iron hand of his is a weapon in and of
itself. I nearly broke an arm trying to spar with him hand-to-hand.”


That was a very good point. “He nearly broke my jaw with
it.” In fact, the bruise still ached if Tran’s mouth opened up too wide. “How
did he lose the hand to begin with?”


“The Teherani and the Wynngaardians have something in
common: they both enjoy a story well told.”


In other words, ask the man himself if he wanted to know.
Right. Tran pushed aside his curiosity and reached for another roll. “Anything
else I should know?”


Fei shook his head. “The way we are going is a familiar one
to us, a route well-traveled. Grae-ren checked the path on the way back three
months ago, so we do not anticipate problems. Just keep an eye out for the
safety of the guild and we should be fine.”










Chapter Three


His new guildmaster was a woman that believed in getting up
early. Tran barely had his eyes open and clothes on when she gave a quick rap
at his door and called through, “Hope you’re up!”


“I am, Siobhan-maee.”


“Good. We’ve got breakfast waiting downstairs.”


Was that the typical routine, to have breakfast prepared on
the day of departure, instead of everyone being in charge of their own? Tran
slotted his feet into new boots—courtesy of his new guildmaster—grabbed his pack,
and headed downstairs. 


Everyone was up, gathered around a table, although only a
few were sitting. Tran recognized a variety of breakfast rolls, likely from
Fei’s favorite bakery, and people were consuming them with gusto. Siobhan
spotted him and handed him a plate and mug of steaming tea that smelled good if
unfamiliar. “Good morning.”


“Good morning,” he returned. “The caravan?”


“We’ll meet them at South Gate.” She continued without
prompting: “They came in from Stott, and I believe camped just outside East
Gate last night. By the time we get out there, they’ll be ready to move out.
Now, Fei mentioned that he told you the breakdown. Grae confirmed it this
morning that we’ll have to split into three groups. We’ll travel to Turton and
stay there overnight.”


Tran brought up a mental map of the world and frowned. “We
can’t go directly to Vellshire?”


“Ohhh, I’m impressed, you know your geography. You’re right,
the cities are more or less in a straight line, but there’s a hiccup. First, no
path is strong enough to go that whole distance, not with the weight we’re
taking.”


Grae, who was standing right behind her, swallowed what was
in his mouth to add, “And there’s water in between the cities. It’s a small
enough river to not show up on a world map, but large enough that it takes a
ferry to cross over into Kalvaar Woods. By the time that we have taken all
three parts of the caravan to Turton, then ferried over to Kalvaar Woods, we’ll
have lost all daylight. Safer to stay in Turton overnight.”


The logistics now made sense. Tran roved his eyes over the
group as a whole. Fei looked as bright eyed and bushy tailed as he had
yesterday, Beirly was munching through breakfast methodically while fixing a
buckle at the table, Siobhan and Grae both were eating in a hurry as if they
wanted to get out the door quickly, Sylvie was jotting down something on a pad
of paper, breakfast half-ignored at her elbow, and Wolf…uh-oh. Fei had
mentioned yesterday that Wolf had caught something and whatever it was had
definitely gotten worse overnight. The man was almost visibly swaying on his
feet, face unnaturally flushed. 


Siobhan must have noticed his stare as she leaned in and
whispered, “He’s not doing at all well this morning. He went and got medicine
yesterday but it hasn’t done much good. Tran, I hate to ask this, but try to
take up his slack. I can’t afford to leave him home on this trip, we’re barely
making do with the hands we have, and he wouldn’t stay even if I tried to
strong arm him into it anyway.” 


No, with what little Tran knew of the man’s protective
nature, he wouldn’t. “I’ll try, Siobhan-maee.”


“Thank you.” Raising her voice, she said to the lot of them,
“Eat quickly. Grae and I are going ahead to start organizing them.”


Wolf was instantly on his feet. “I’m ready.”


Siobhan pointed a stern finger at him. “You finish
breakfast. Fei’s done eating, he’ll come with us.”


Fei didn’t take any umbrage at this abrupt command, only
gave Wolf a reassuring look before taking up his pack and sword, following his
guildmates out the door. 


Judging that he had maybe a minute before Wolf would take
off in pursuit, Tran finished off his roll, tea, and grabbed another roll
before taking up his pack. 


Everyone else seemed to be of the same mind, as they all
finished their breakfasts quickly and shouldered their gear before heading out
the door. Beirly turned and locked the door soundly behind them. As Tran barely
knew the layout of the city, he fell into step beside Sylvie, who confidently
led them out. Besides, with her near him, he could keep an eye on her. 


“Sylvie-maee, it comes to me that I might need a signal with
you.” He had been thinking about this ever since his talk with Fei over
breakfast and that was the conclusion he’d reached. 


“A signal?” she repeated, glancing up at him. “Why?”


“I’d rather not wait for things to escalate to the point
where a fight breaks out. Not while we’re traveling like this. But with you,
it’s hard to tell if the men are just flirting, or if they’re putting unwanted
pressure on you. If you can give me a signal that you want a rescue, before
things get out of hand, that would be best.”


“Like a secret code?” She gained a sparkle in her eyes,
excited by the idea like a five year old would be. 


He hadn’t quite meant it that way, but…his mischievous side
fired at her excitement. “Sure. Why not?”


“You do scare lesser beings just by standing there and
breathing. I should take advantage of that, somehow.” She fell to thinking,
lips pursed. 


Tran saw part of the problem in that moment. He knew,
without a doubt, that there wasn’t an ounce of anything sensual in Sylvie’s
mind at that moment. She was contemplating something, and that was all. But
with that particular expression on her face, it looked like she was doing
sultry teasing. Fei was right. She really could turn a corner and find trouble
with men. Her looks alone guaranteed it. 


“Let’s have degrees,” she finally declared. “Something that
says I just need your help, and something else that says I think I’m in trouble
and to come now.”


Smart. “It would help me, yes. What shall it be for the
first level?”


“I think I’ll just call your name.”


“Simple and effective. I like it. For the second level?”


Sylvie gave him an outrageous grin. “I call for my husband.”



Startled, he choked on a laugh. “Husband? Really?”


“Think about it,” she urged, nearly giggling. “Would you
want to tangle with another man’s wife, especially if he looked as big and
strong as you?”


She made a very good point. “I take it I need to loom over
them and look jealous and possessive.”


Putting a coy hand to her heart, she fluttered her eyelashes
at him. “Only if you want to.”


What a conniving woman. Tran strangely liked her because of
it. “Jealous husband it is. If I put an arm around your shoulders, it’s play
acting, but it’s also to get you away from them. So play along, alright?”


“I will,” she promised. 


They were early enough that there was light traffic on the
streets and they could move as a group without having to dodge any other
pedestrians. South Gate, as it turned out, was only about seven streets down
and one over. There were four men on gate duty and they exchanged amiable good
mornings as they passed through, although the four gave Tran a sharp once-over.
If he had been alone, he would have been stopped and questioned. It was only
his inclusion in this group that gave him the go-ahead. 


Tran went out four steps and took in the whole scene with
raised eyebrows. When they said it was a large caravan, they hadn’t been
kidding, had they? Just from where he stood, he counted twenty-four wagons, all
of them being pulled by draft reinmals. 


“Sylvie.”


She turned and looked up. “Yes?”


“Does the guild normally handle caravans this big?”


“Not normally. Only about three or four times a year. We’re
one of the few guilds in northern Robarge than can take clients like this on.”


So Grae was that good of a Pathmaker? Tran had worked with
many a Pathmaker for seven years and he had rarely seen one that could handle a
caravan of this nature. Even splitting it up into three groups would mean a lot
of weight. His initial estimate of the quiet man rose a few notches. 


Siobhan grabbed a wagon wheel and used it to prop herself up
a few feet. “Tran!” Waving an arm above her head, she sought to get his
attention. 


Tran had to slip around several people to reach her side. “Yes,
Siobhan-maee?”


“This is John, the driver in charge of the second group,”
she introduced. A stout man with a thick neck and ruddy skin ducked his head in
greeting. Tran nodded back. “John, this is Tran Amar, one of my enforcers. His
fighting skill is on par with Wolf’s, so I’m leaving you in capable hands while
we’re separated.”


John let out a low whistle. “Wolf’s a legend in this group,
so that’s saying something. Nice to meetcha, Tran Amar.”


“Likewise.” He wondered at the introduction, but was it Siobhan’s
way of smoothing things over with a new face? John now seemed more inclined to
trust him than he had in the first ten seconds. Tran was used to having to win
people over because of his thug-like appearance, and this easy-going greeting
was abnormal. 


Grae got the first section of the caravan on the path and
the rest of the guild fell into their places like a well-oiled machine. Even
Sylvie, who had only been with them a short time, did not hesitate or seem at
all uncertain. Was this because of Siobhan’s leadership? 


From prior experience, Tran knew that taking that first
section of caravan to the city would take at least two hours. Distance like
that, even by path, would take an hour to cross and then it would take another
hour for Grae to return. Tran spent that time going to each driver and
introducing himself, talking to them, and getting a general feel for his group.
If something went wrong, he wanted to be able to call the driver by name. 


Wolf’s group went next, then his, and Tran was very impressed
with the smoothness of the path. He had been on some that seemed jerky, or the
air felt oppressive, or it seemed as if the very path was shaking from
instability. Grae’s path was as solid as a rock and while the air felt slightly
humid, it was nothing compared to his hometown. Tran also appreciated just how
quickly the time went by as it barely felt five minutes to him before the walls
of Turton were in view. 


The time estimate that Grae had given was dead-on. By the
time they had gotten all of the caravan to the walls, it was early afternoon.
They wouldn’t have the time necessary to get across the river and into Kalvar
Woods. Besides, why would they? No one would choose to camp next to the woods
(where there were known bandits living) when they could have the comfort of a
bed and a hot meal instead. The enforcers especially were glad to not have to
be on duty all night against possible bandit raids. 


Tran had never been in this direction—he only knew of the
place because of a world map he had seen once—so he took the time to really get
a good look. 


Turton was not on any particular trade route and the lack of
stable income showed. The walls were in need of repair, the tops of it
crumbling, and there was a single enforcer standing guard at the main gates. Siobhan
stood at his elbow, clearly waiting on the rest of the caravan to arrive, and
she ushered them through with the guard’s bored nod of approval. 


Siobhan motioned Tran over and said to him in a low voice,
“Our inn is dead ahead on this street, The Lingering Mouse. I’m taking charge
of Wolf and making him go straight to bed.” Pointing to the caravan, she asked,
“See if they need any help settling in, but I think they know where they’re
going and what to do.”


Wolf had been stubbornly standing this whole time even
though he was weaving on his feet. Tran tapped his heart twice in
understanding. “Vaah.”


She gave him a strange look. “What does that mean?”


“I understand,” he translated. 


“Oh? I’ll remember.” Chin up, shoulders squared, she marched
towards Wolf. 


 Tran obeyed orders and went to his drivers first, as they
knew him best, and asked if there was anything he could help with. A few took
him up on the offer, using his height and strength to do some of the heavier
lifting, but most were capable of settling in without an issue. 


With nothing else to do, Tran headed for the inn. Someone
had taken his bag ahead with them, but he had no idea what the room assignments
were, and he wouldn’t mind a mid-afternoon snack. 


Siobhan’s directions were right on target and he found the
inn without any trouble at all. It wasn’t much of a place, at least the look of
it from the outside would give a man pause, but upon stepping inside he found
that it was decent enough. The floors were swept clean, there was a hearth fire
going, and the smells coming from the kitchen would make a dog roll over and
beg. 


His guild was more or less gathered around a table in the
main section of the room and he weaved his way toward them, greeting them as he
came. “The caravan is settled.”


“Good work.” Siobhan handed him a room key. “Yours is the
fourth door on the second story to the left. We threw your bag in there
already. The master says dinner will be available in about an hour but until
then he’s offering rolls and beverages to tide us over.”


Grae scraped his chair back from the table. “In that case,
I’ll take the time to go check the path. I’ll be back by dinner.”


Tran watched him go with a frown. The man might be brilliant
at his craft but he was not a fighter. His heart just wasn’t in it. Unless the
opponent was at his strength or weaker, odds were the gentle Pathmaker was
going to get hurt. Wolf was likely upstairs resting, leaving him and Fei as the
only enforcers left and in that moment, he felt it better to go with Grae than
to stay with Siobhan and Beirly. Those two were decent at fighting and Tran
frankly felt sorry for anyone that crossed Siobhan. Her attitude alone made her
a worthy opponent. 


He caught Fei’s eye and the other gave him a questioning
look. He silently indicated the door and Fei nodded in understanding and
agreement. 


Getting up, Tran scooted his chair back with a boot and
followed Grae out the door. He was barely ten steps behind and catching up
quickly, due to his longer legs, but something made him pause. Coming up behind
Grae was a pickpocket. Oh, the man was slick, he looked like he was just about
his own business with not a nefarious thought in his head, but that sidling
move he was making made it obvious what his profession was. 


And Grae was completely oblivious. 


Sighing, Tran lengthened his stride and caught the thief at
the wrist, yanking and twisting hard at an unnatural angle. Not hard enough to
break a bone but certainly enough to give the man a nasty sprain. The thief
caught back a cry behind his teeth and landed awkwardly on the paving stones
beneath their feet. He didn’t dare glare up at Tran—no thief would—but instead
held his injured limb to his chest and scurried off. 


Yes, he had definitely made the right decision to follow
Grae. How had the man not noticed a thief right behind him? Shaking his head,
he once again looked for a dark head of hair. Ah, there he was, fifteen strides
ahead. Quickening his pace again, he tried to catch up, only to be cut short as
yet another pickpocket headed straight for Grae. Tran stared at the young boy
incredulously. Seriously? Two pickpockets in a minute flat? Were the guards of
this city a joke? 


Tran didn’t hurt the very young, not unless he had very good
cause to do so, and this certainly wasn’t the case. He grabbed the boy by the
scruff of the neck and held out an imperious hand. “The purse. Now.” 


The boy’s eyes were wide in his face and a fine sheen of
sweat started on his forehead. Tran had that effect on a lot of people and it
didn’t bother him. He just waited until the boy had found his wits to hand over
the purse he’d stolen and then he dumped him unceremoniously on the ground
before moving on. 


Why hadn’t Grae heard him? Was he that lost inside of his
own head that he had tuned the outside world out completely? Shaking his head,
Tran moved on, this time going into a half-jog. Grae was barely ten steps
ahead, but if he didn’t catch up to Grae quickly and act as a deterrent, he’d
have to fend off every thief in this city. Did Grae wear some sign about his
neck that read ‘Easy pickings?’ 


He must have, as two other pickpockets went for him, almost bumping
into each other in the attempt. The only reason why they were foiled was that
Grae’s purse was still in Tran’s hand. 


This was beyond ridiculous. 


Tran was so focused on Grae that he almost missed it when
someone came up behind him, just on this side of being too close, and a light
pressure tugged at his vest pocket. Tran’s hand snapped around with lightning
speed, caught the offending appendage, and broke the bone without a second of
hesitation. 


There was a scream of pain and Tran dropped him before
glancing back. Another thief, this one middle-aged. Surprised, he stared down
at the man for a long moment. Tran could count the number of times that someone
had tried to steal from him on one hand. People just didn’t think of him as a
handy victim, not with the way he looked. Were the pickings so slim in this
city that the thieves had become desperate? 


If that was the case, he really had to get to Grae. Now. 


Stowing Grae’s purse safely in an inside pocket, he tried to
run forward, but was quickly thwarted. The streets were just too narrow here,
there were too many pedestrians and street stalls, he couldn’t go five feet
without tripping over someone or something. The someones were mostly thieves
intent on getting at Grae. 


Tran grew increasingly frustrated as he moved and people
blocked his path. He started shoving people to one side, no longer interested
in being thoughtful as he fell further and further away from Grae. Never mind
that he knew where the man was going, it was him getting there safely that was
the issue. Worried, he popped up on his toes to see better over the crowd. Ah,
there he was. Tran could catch him if he cut through that gap in between the
wagons. 


At that moment, the unthinkable happened. Two beefy men with
more brawn than brains tackled him, hitting him hard in the stomach. Tran gave
an oof as all of the air left his lungs and staggered back a step. He
fell into a guard stance automatically even as he studied the two in open
confusion. These weren’t pickpockets, or the garden variety of thieves, so why
were they blocking his way? 


They gave him no chance to ask questions, just came at him,
one of them aiming for the purse in his inner vest pocket. If they thought that
he couldn’t handle the two of them at once, they were dead wrong. Tran’s fists
lashed out, hitting them both in the solar plexus, driving all the air from
their lungs and sending them flat on the ground. They fell so hard they took at
least one other man with them, a baker who lost half of the bread on his tray
to the cobblestones. 


Tran eyed them with a squinty glare. “You two are guildmates
with all of these pickpockets, I take it.” 


One of them gave a groan that sounded like a yes. At least,
Tran took it as a yes, because there was no other sound reason for anyone coming
after him like this. 


If that was the case, then Tran sent a prayer heavenward
that this was a small guild. Otherwise he was going to have quite the fight on
his hands. 


Of course he had barely finished the thought when he heard
the two men he just felled talk to someone else in a loud voice. A loud,
whining voice. Daring a look over his shoulder, Tran felt his heart sink. The
guild was large enough to have even more enforcers and they had their eyes
trained on him, hands already flexing and reaching for weapons. It was no
longer a matter of him having two purses on him. It was a matter of revenge. 


He was in for it now.










Chapter Four


Tran returned to the inn an hour later sporting a few new
bruises and vowing up and down that he would never, ever, let Grae out alone.
He was worse than Sylvie. Sylvie, at least, realized what could happen to her
and took precautions. Grae was so lost in his own thoughts that the world
around him could explode and he wouldn’t notice. 


His blood was up, partially because of the fight, partially
because of frustration, so of course he walked right into another vexing
situation. Two men were flanking Sylvie on either side, basically pinning her
against the bar. Tran could tell she had no idea what to do about this, as she
had a bundle in her arms but no weapon in sight. 


“That doesn’t look good,” Grae said, sounding nervous and
worried. 


He was inclined to agree, but it could be that it wasn’t as
serious as it looked. Sylvie wasn’t hurtling insults or screaming for help, so
it could be the men were just being determined flirts. Tran decided to test the
waters by calling out first, “Sylvie?”


Her head snapped around, eyes lighting up with relief.
“Husband!”


That answered that question. Tran put a hand on Grae’s
shoulder and ordered brusquely, “Go straight upstairs.”


“I’ll get Siobhan.” Grae immediately bolted for the
staircase. 


That wasn’t at all what he’d meant, but Tran wasn’t about to
correct him, as someone would likely need to alert the guildmaster what was
going on. Weaving through the tables, he went directly to her side, extending
an inviting hand as he did so. “Come, wifey.”


Sylvie lost no time in accepting that invitation. She went
directly into the circle of his arm, her own wrapping around his waist,
nestling into his side like a kitten. Tran folded his hand around her shoulders
and gave the men a flat, unamused stare. 


One of them looked crestfallen, the other suspicious. Before
they could think too hard on it, Tran flapped a hand dismissively at them.
“Shoo.”


Discouraged and disappointed, they turned and left, flinging
one last look at her as they went. 


Sylvie huffed out a breath, sounding relieved. “Thank the
heavens you came in when you did.”


“How bad was it?” he asked, concerned. 


“They were just reaching the point where they weren’t taking
‘no’ as an answer. Always bad when that happens.” 


It was then that he noticed her hair was wet, and the bundle
in her hands was dirty clothes wrapped up with a towel. “You were in the
baths?”


“I was,” she confirmed. “Fei escorted me down, but I think I
got out too fast, as he’s usually waiting for me in the hallway. By the time I
realized he wasn’t out yet, they’d caught me, and I was stuck.” 


Just a case of bad timing, then. Tran was loathe to let her
be until Fei was back out, as Wolf was still upstairs and probably asleep by
now. 


Siobhan came thundering down the stairs, took them in at a
glance, and all of the tension abruptly left her shoulders. “It looks like you
have things well in hand here. No fighting?”


“They lost heart pretty quickly,” Sylvie explained then
beamed up at Tran. “Our signal worked wonderfully.”


“It did,” he agreed, returning the smile. “Siobhan-maee, I
have her. Go back to what you were doing.”


“Bless you, Tran, I will.” Siobhan promptly went back up the
stairs without a backwards glance. That action alone stated clearly just how
much she trusted Tran. It warmed his heart that not for a moment did she doubt
him. 


“If you want to go up, I’ll take you,” Tran offered. “Or if
you want to sit down here, in front of the fire, we can wait for Fei to come
out of the baths.”


“That might take a while,” Sylvie warned. “Fei’s addicted to
soaking in hot baths. I think it’s a carryover of his culture.” 


“I don’t mind.” He truly didn’t. “I haven’t had a chance to
hear about where you come from, or how you joined Deepwoods.” 


“Oh, that’s true. Well, I have questions for you as well,
and it’s true that sitting by the fire will help my hair dry faster.” That
settled the matter with her, as she left his side and went directly for the
two-seater bench in front of the fire. Sitting sideways, she tucked one leg up
underneath her knee, placing her back to the fire. 


Tran tentatively settled in next to her, ear cocked to make
sure that the wood would support his weight. When he didn’t hear any ominous
creaking sounds, he settled in more securely. “So how did you come into
Deepwoods.”


“You never did get the story on that, did you?” Sylvie idly
ran her hands through her hair as she talked, shaking out the locks to help
them dry a little faster. “I’m from Coravine, Orin. Do you know much about the
place?”


“Only rumors.” Not good rumors.


“It’s just as bad as they say it is. The economy has never
been good, and making a living there is very difficult, so I decided at an
early age that I wasn’t going to stay there. My parents were very, very against
it, but I got on a ship as soon as I turned eighteen and headed for the nearest
port out of Orin. That happened to be Converse. I was there in the city for
about two months, but in truth, it was difficult to get hired there. And I
didn’t like that there wasn’t a guild in control of that city. I’d heard good
things about Goldschmidt, and knew of several reputable trading guilds based in
the city, so I went there to try my luck.” She lifted a shoulder in a shrug as
if this story wasn’t anything spectacular. “There were several positions opened
on the job board, and I applied to a few places, but then I met Siobhan.
Deepwoods just seemed to have everything I was looking for. There was a female
guildmaster—rare in and of itself—and two men that were kind by nature. I don’t
think Grae could hurt a fly unless severely provoked.” 


Tran grunted agreement on that one. In fact, even provoked,
Grae wouldn’t likely retaliate.


“Wolf was the one that scared me, at first.” The way she
laughed said plainly enough that she realized now her fear had been foolish.
“Like you intimated me at first. You’re just both so massive. What did
you eat as a child?”


“If I said whole cows, you’d believe me, wouldn’t you?”


Her eyes crinkled up in a charming way. “I certainly would.
At least you’re talkative and try to put people at ease, though. Wolf just
growls and stalks about most of the time. I really didn’t know how to react to
him the first month I was in the guild. And then one night, I was out later
than I expected doing a trade, and he came looking for me. He just looked
so…relieved, to see me in one piece. And then he scolded me, like he would
Siobhan, about being reckless and not taking precautions. I understood then that
he didn’t say much, but his actions spoke volumes. I fancy I’ve learned how to
read him a little better since then.” 


 Tran could completely understand why Sylvie would choose
Deepwoods. But… “Did they really take you in without any questions asked?”


“Not quite. Siobhan had me work with them for a week while
we tested the waters with each other. I stayed in the Hall—I was grateful for
that, it was a safe place to sleep—and I brokered several deals for her in that
time. I think, really, she was relieved to have another woman in the guild.
Sometimes, no offense, but you men just don’t get things.” 


“None taken,” Tran returned easily. “You women are
confusing.”


“Are not,” she sniped back, wrinkling her nose at him
playfully. “Anyway, Siobhan was happy to turn the trading side of the business
over to someone else. I was happy to join a small guild that knew how to look
out for each other. And frankly, Wolf and Fei’s protective natures were a
welcome surprise for me. They go beyond what most guildmates would do. And
Fei’s knowledge is amazing. I learned the first week that if there’s something
I’m uncertain of, to ask him first. He might not know the answer, but odds are
he’ll know where to find it.” 


Tran made a mental note of that one. He knew Fei to be educated,
that was obvious from the man’s bearing and how he spoke, but he hadn’t
realized just how much so. 


“Fei mentioned to me that you’ve been out of your home for
seven years. Why did you wait so long to find a guild?”


Rubbing at his jaw, Tran thought of how best to answer that.
“In all honesty, in my younger days I was young and stupid. I didn’t want any
constraints on me, which I thought a guild would do. So I went from one job to
another, anxious to see all of the world. About three years ago I realized that
doing this meant I had no steady income during the winter months, which is a
sore trial. I did find steady employment with a trader for a few years until
his health deteriorated and he went out of business.”


“And then you took a job that brought you into Goldschmidt?”


“Right. First time I’d been out this direction. I spent more
time traveling around Teherani and Wynngaard than Robarge. I count it as good
fortune, bumping into you.”


“You like Deepwoods too,” she said knowingly. 


“They’re hard people to not like.”


“I know it. It’s why I stayed. That and with all of the
traveling this guild does, I can make a substantial amount of money.” 


That was interesting to him. “We can do private trading in
this guild?” Some guilds didn’t allow that at all.


“Siobhan actually encourages it. Although she pouts if you
don’t let her know about the really good finds.” 


This was good news. Tran’s pay for being an enforcer in the
guild was a nice salary, but it was expensive buying clothes and gear for a man
of his size, so he’d feel better if he had a side income as well. “Then, what
things are good to buy for trade?”


“Hmm, if you’re coming from Vellshire to Goldschmidt?
There’s actually several really good options. How much money do you have to
work with?” 


They fell to talking about finances, and products, and the
possibilities. Tran was astonished at just how much Sylvie knew about the
market. So it wasn’t just her pretty face and charm that got her such amazing
deals, eh? There was a sharp mind to her as well. 


“Are you thinking of private trading in Vellshire?” Fei
joined them at the fire, dropping down to rest casually on the back of his
heels, dirty clothes dangling between his knees. 


“Why?” Sylvie grinned at him. “You want in on it?”


“Of course I do, Sylvie-jae. Don’t ask questions you know
the answers to.” 


Her eyes narrowed in shrewd speculation. “How much money do
you have to add to the pot?”


“Fifteen kors, why? What are you aiming for?”


“Well, I have twenty, and Tran has six, so if we add in your
fifteen, then that gives me forty-one kors to work with. There’s two different
products that, if I bought them in bulk, we can sell for three times the amount
per unit.”


“Meaning I’d get eighteen kors back?” Tran liked the idea of
this.  A lot. “What are the products?”


“Black pepper and saffron are always sure bets. If we want
to be a little daring…?” she trailed off invitingly, waiting to see their
reactions. “Then we’ll split the money into two investments: saffron and wine.
Vellshire is famous for its dry white wines.”


Tran looked to Fei to see how the other man was taking this.
Fei was already nodding agreement. “I like the sound of this.” To Tran, he
explained, “I have seen saffron and wine both at the market in Goldschmidt.
They are not cheap to buy.”


“If we buy them ourselves,” Sylvie explained, “then we cut
out the middleman and we can offer it at a slightly cheaper rate than the other
merchants. We’ll sell out quickly that way. A quick turnabout for profit is
always the best way.” 


Even if this didn’t turn out quite as well as she expected
it to, Tran couldn’t see how he had anything to really lose. Besides, nothing
ventured, nothing gained, as the saying went. “I’m in.”


“Good. Then when we get to Vellshire, both of you go
shopping with me.” Slapping her hands on her thighs, she said, “But for
tonight, if you want to go bathe, Tran, feel free. Fei will stay with me.”


Fei went alert at this. “Something happened?”


“Pushy flirts,” Sylvie summed up succinctly. 


Tran took her at her word and went for a set of clean clothes
and a towel from his room. As he did so, he turned it over in his mind,
daydreaming. Now, what would he spend his eighteen kors on? A new coat,
perhaps? New straps for his sheaths? The possibilities were endless. Perhaps he
would set some of it aside to invest through Sylvie again. That way he would
have more options in the future. 


Secretly he hoped that everything turned out the way he
wanted it to. 










Chapter Five


The ferry south of Turton had been set up with the
understanding that it had to handle large wagons and caravans. There would be
no way to use paths otherwise. The barges were wide and sturdy, good enough to
handle a fully loaded wagon and its team without too much difficulty although
it was admittedly somewhat cramped. The ferry started up just after dawn and
the caravan boss had at least three wagons ready at the docks, beating out the
competition. 


Tran was absolutely positive that the guild had come this
way before, as they knew the ins and outs of the place, but it also seemed like
this was the first time they’d taken a caravan of this size through Turton.
They underestimated how long it would take to get all of the wagons across. 


In the way of rivers, this one wasn’t particularly wide, but
its depth and speed made it treacherous. It wasn’t something that a wagon could
just cross on its own. The woods were thick and dominant, the size of the trees
giving credence to how old the forest was, even from this distance. But there
was a clear space kept on the shoreline and Tran assumed that was where the
paths were built. 


It was mid-morning before they had the first group all the
way across. Siobhan appeared at his elbow and requested, “Can you call Grae for
me? I can’t find him and I don’t have a loud enough voice to be heard over this
crowd.” 


The place was noisy, what with all of the animals and bored
drivers speaking loudly over each other. Obligingly, he raised his voice,
“GRAE-MAEE!”


Siobhan jumped and put a hand to her heart. “Heavens, man,
you’re loud when you’re of a mind to be!” She was smiling as she said this so
it was meant as more compliment than complaint. “I’m getting you to yell for me
more often.”


He grinned down at her. “Siobhan-maee, this pace doesn’t
seem like a good one.”


“I’m thinking the same,” she responded, pulling a sour face.
“We badly underestimated how much time this was going to take. Our original
plan was to get everyone across and then have Grae take each group, as we had
in Goldschmidt, but I think we’ll run out of daylight if we try to do that,
which will leave at least one group out here camping in the woods.”


And wasn’t that a pleasant thought. “I’d rather not.”


“Me neither. But I think that if we—” she cut herself off as
Grae appeared in between two wagons. “There he is.” Raising a hand, she waved
until he spotted her, then waited for him to come in closer before continuing.
“Grae. We’re not going to make it at this rate.” 


Grae grimaced. “I know it. Do we have a Plan B?”


“We do. You basically have the first group over there
already, don’t you?” 


“Yes, I think they’re all there.”


“Then go ahead and take them the last leg. While you’re
going and coming, we’ll work on getting the second group over. If luck’s with
us, we’ll have the second group ready by the time you’ve returned.”


It was certainly more time efficient to do it that way.
“Then, Fei and…who else should go with him?”


“Beirly, I think. The three of us can handle the second and
third groups.” Siobhan pulled at her chin, forehead drawing into a frown. “I’m
just a little worried about that division. Turton’s docks are well guarded,
more than they had been last year, but the same cannot be said of the opposite
side. And bandits are notorious for lurking in there and waiting for people’s
backs to be turned.”


Well of course they would, that stretch of woods would be
prime pickings. Rich clients coming through, the chaos of unloading and
loading, and the lack of guards would make it the perfect setup for banditry.
“Then should we go over there?”


“I’m thinking so. But let’s ask our client first.” Siobhan
moved off, Grae at her heels. Knowing that those two should not be wandering
around without an enforcer, Tran tagged along with them. 


Siobhan found the caravan boss, a bear of a woman named
Monica, and explained the situation quickly, ending with, “Which do you
prefer?”


“Guard the other side,” Monica responded promptly. “You’re
right, we’ve got enough protection here, it’s the other end that’s worrying
me.”


“Then we’ll go over on the next ferry and concentrate our
efforts there.” With a respectful nod, Siobhan gathered up the two men
following her and issued orders. “Go find the rest of the guild and tell them
what we’re doing. Grae, if it’s a matter of having an enforcer along until
we’ve gotten to our destination, then take Wolf with you on the first leg and
have him stowed in an inn before coming back. He’s too sick to be working the
rest of the day.”


“Of course—if you’re the one that tells him to go. He’s not
going to listen to me.”


Siobhan growled in aggravation but didn’t argue, moving off
to find the man himself. 


Tran watched her go and asked in bemusement, “Does Wolf
really only listen to her?”


“No, that’s not quite right,” Grae denied although the
rueful smile on his face said otherwise. “I mean, of course he listens to the
rest of us and helps out as he can, it’s just that in the rare times like these
when he’s sick or injured, he becomes more protective of her. Of all of us,
really. He feels like the enemy might exploit his weakness if he dares to show
one.”


That made perfect sense to Tran, as that was indeed how an
evil mind would work.


Tran found Sylvie and gathered with the rest of the guild on
the next ferry that came to them. It was a tight squeeze, in between the cart
and the reinmals, and the only room left for people was right in the front.
Even that wasn’t quite free space as there were stacks of coiled rope and of
course the ferryman himself guiding them along. 


Their ferryman was not a friendly sort, and he only offered
them a nod of greeting and used his chin to point them where they should go.
The flat barge had railing on all sides, of course, but it hit Tran mid-thigh,
it was that short. He maneuvered carefully into a corner and braced himself,
both hands gripping the railing. 


Sylvie noted his position and gave him a bemused smile. “Are
you afraid of water?”


“Not quite,” he denied. “Just don’t have a lot of experience
with it. The lakes near my home were leech infested, so….”


“Ah, I see. But you do know how to swim?”


“I was taught, yes. I can keep my head above water and make
it to shore.” With a lot of dog paddling and splashing. He eyed the water under
them with a nervous eye. “The pace of this river is a little fast.”


“It’s not still water,” Grae agreed, joining in as he came
to stand at Tran’s other side. “These coils of rope with the heavy ball weights
on them? I’m told they’re emergency anchors because sometimes one of the lead
ropes will snap. The ferryman will throw these into the water to hold position
until another lead rope can be strung up.”


“Haven’t lost a barge yet,” their ferryman chimed in with a
proud growl. “Came close, though, ’bout twelve years ago.”


That was strangely un-reassuring. 


The rest of the guild packed in, all of them huddled
together like lemmings. The ferryman started off, their pace not particularly
fast but steady. Tran had an eye on the opposite shore and was silently praying
to arrive without incident. He really didn’t want to end up in this river. 


“Will you quit?” Siobhan batted at a reinmal that seemed
intent on nosing her or lipping at her neck. “I’m not edible, you know? Quit!”
Aggravated, she took a step back, leaning her torso away from the animal. 


There was a rattling sound, that of metal rolling across
wood, and then the coil near Siobhan’s feet snapped taut. 


Wolf let out a sound of dismay and panic, grabbed her by the
arm, and jerked her around and into Fei’s direction. The other enforcer,
startled, grabbed her and kept them from both toppling to the deck.
Unfortunately, the disaster was not averted. Tran realized in the same second
that Wolf had simply changed places with her, as his move to get Siobhan had
turned him around and put his own foot squarely in the coil of rope instead. He
had no time to react before the giant Wynngaardian was abruptly jerked over the
short railing and into the river.


  Swearing, Tran planted his butt on the railing, swung his
legs out and around, then jumped into the river after the other man. He had to
clamp his mouth shut as his skin broke through the water’s surface. It was freezing!
Granted, they were in the beginning of the winter months, but it was so cold he
was surprised the water wasn’t frozen. The shock of the temperature kept his
eyes wide and the water was thankfully on the clear side instead of being
murky. He saw where Wolf was going down and set off in strong strokes towards
him. 


The other enforcer was fighting with the rope, trying to get
his foot clear of it, but he was upside down and weak from being sick. The
water’s strong current kept taking him out in a horizontal line, fighting his
every effort. Tran grabbed the line to keep himself from being drawn away,
unsheathed the short knife at his belt, and cut the line free just below Wolf’s
foot. 


Snagging the man around the waist, he brought him close to
his chest and tried to take them both up to the surface, but couldn’t. The
other man was too heavy and Wolf didn’t have much strength or breath left in
order to help. Mentally growling a few choice words, he reached around and
unbuckled the leather straps keeping his iron hand in place. That was harder to
do than it should have been, as the wet leather didn’t want to cooperate. He
finally wrestled it free and let it drop to the river bottom. With that weight
gone, it was a far easier task to haul Wolf’s head above water. 


They broke the surface with twin grasps and found that the
barge hadn’t moved far from them. Someone must have thrown weights off to the
side to keep them from going anywhere. Tran did a side-stroke, swimming for the
side. 


“Go towards the back!” Siobhan ordered, already slipping
past the wagon sideways, heading that direction. 


Tran saw sense in the order as she said it. The back had a
gate to it, so it would be easier to open the gate than to try to haul them
both over the railing. It was also closer than trying to reach the side. He
altered course slightly and tried not to gulp water as he swam. 


Tran was within arm’s length of the barge when Wolf rallied
enough to grab hold of it  himself. Relieved, he took hold on his own and kept
an eye on the other man to make sure he didn’t lose his grip. He didn’t want to
have to repeat that rescue. 


Fei was right at Siobhan’s side and opened the gate wide,
extending a hand to Wolf first. “Grab hold, Wolf-ren.”


Wolf tried, but of course he only had one good hand now, and
his other arm was slick with water. It took the concentrated effort of all
three of them to get him back in the barge, and once there, he just collapsed
and breathed hard. Tran levered himself up with some help from Fei, water
gushing out of his clothes as he moved. 


Sylvie appeared from inside the wagon and handed down a
stack of blankets, which Tran was desperately glad to see. The breeze was mild,
but it was murder on his already chilled skin. Teeth chattering, he looked down
at Wolf. 


The man was looking right at him, an odd expression on his
face. “No one else would have had the strength to pull me out of the water like
that.”


“True,” Tran agreed, grinning in spite of the fact that the
shivers were hard enough to vibrate his words. “You’re welcome.”


Beirly had to suck in his gut but he managed to squeeze past
the wagon and come around. “How are we back here? Everyone in one piece?”


Wolf waved his naked arm in the air with an apologetic
grimace. “Sorry.”


“It was weighing him down too much, I couldn’t get him up
with it on,” Tran explained when Beirly looked at the bare arm with horror.
“Sorry.”


Swearing aloud, Beirly stripped off his boots and jacket and
without a word jumped straight into the river. 


Siobhan groaned aloud. “Really? Beirly, you fool, get back
up here!”


“I am not making him another hand this month,” Beirly
shouted back, still swimming for the area where Wolf had dropped. 


“This month?” Tran repeated, looking down at Wolf. 


“They’re a little fragile,” Wolf explained, perfectly
serious. 


An iron hand was fragile. Riiiiight. “Do tell.”


Fei started chuckling. “We all feel the same way about it,
but he breaks a hand on average of every three months.”


The ferryman called back to them, “Is everyone on board?”


“Not yet!” Siobhan called back. Under her breath, she
grumbled, “Due to various degrees of foolishness. Tran, is he diving in the
right area?”


“Vahh.” 


“Beirly’s our strongest swimmer, aside from Fei,” she said
while keeping an eagle eye on the spot where the man had disappeared. “I’m not
too worried about him coming back up.”


That expression on her face, and the way she leaned toward
the river, as if tempted to join in, said otherwise. Tran turned and kept a
better lookout himself. “If he’s not up in another minute, I’ll go back in
after him.”


Siobhan beamed at him. “You’re a true friend, Tran. Oh,
wait, no need. There he is. I swear, I don’t know who’s more attached to the
hand, him or Wolf. Tran, give him a hand up and call to me when he’s on board.
Sylvie, tell Grae that we’re switching the order around and making Tran go in
with Wolf to the city. The sooner they’re in dry clothes and seen to by an
Apothecarist, the better.” 


“I’m fine,” Tran protested. “Dry clothes are all I need.”


Siobhan was shaking her head before he could get the words
out. “I need someone who can haul Wolf around and you’re one of the few that
can manage it. We can handle things on this end, but make sure he’s seen to.”
Dropping to one knee, she wrapped the blanket more snugly around Wolf. “And
next time,” she chided him gently, “remember that I’m lighter and easier to
haul out of a river than you are.”


“If I think about it, certainly,” he retorted, not in the
least affected by this rebuke. 


Grinning, she shook her head. “You stubborn man. Come up,
Beirly, and let’s get you all to shore so you can dry off.” 


Tran liked the sound of that. 










Chapter Six


Grae managed to squeak the last part of the caravan in
before the sun grew too weak, and so they all made it to Vellshire without any
further incidents. Tran greeted them at the inn with dinner already on the
table. They all thankfully dropped into it, each person beyond tired after
having to cover for two people most of the day. 


Siobhan didn’t even give him a greeting, just piled a plate
high with food and consumed half of it. Tran wasn’t entirely sure she was
either breathing or chewing, just inhaling. Only after she had cleaned the
plate, and had another serving, did she look up and properly greet him. “You
were smart to have dinner waiting for us.”


“I wasn’t sure if you would have a chance to eat anything
until you arrived,” he explained with a wink. “Good thing I did. Wolf-maee is
sound asleep upstairs. An apothecarist came and took a look at him and said the
water didn’t do him any good, but he had a strong medicine to combat it, and
the man’s lungs sound clearer now.”


“I’m relieved to hear it. Grae did relay to me before the
last leg that Wolf was seen to. Thank you, Tran. Honestly, Wolf’s one of the
healthiest men that I know, but when he is down it’s a nightmare. None of us
really have the strength to support him. We would have been in serious trouble
if you weren’t with us today.”


Truly. Tran had strained to get Wolfinsky out of the water
and into the barge, and that was with two people helping. How would they have
managed to rescue him alone? 


Siobhan set her fork aside and focused on him. “Also, it
speaks volumes that you dove in so readily. I heard what you told Sylvie, about
your lack of confidence in swimming, and I saw that you struggled to keep both
you and Wolf above the surface. It was a true risk on your part, going in after
him like that.” 


Tran blinked at her, beyond startled at this observation. He
had not jumped in after Wolfinsky due to some internal calculation. An
enforcer’s instincts were engrained after a certain point. It didn’t matter if
it was a defenseless guild mate or another enforcer. “Of course I had to.” 


This won him a smile, a brilliant one that was like a second
sun. “Thank you. Truly.”


Not knowing what else to say, he smiled at her and went back
to eating dinner. 


“Siobhan,” Sylvie waited until the woman turned to face her
before speaking, “we are staying a day or so here in Vellshire, aren’t we?”


“Perhaps more, depending on how Wolf does. Why?”


“We were hoping to do some trading, pick up some goods
here.”


Siobhan immediately looked interested. “Who’s we?”


“Tran, Fei, and me.”


“What are you buying?”


“Saffron or white wine, depending on the prices.”


Giving the woman a mock pout, Siobhan pointed a finger
towards her nose. “I don’t get invited in on this?”


“You can if you want to.” Sylvie shrugged, saying she didn’t
mind. “We’re heading into the market in the morning.”


“I’m going with you.” Siobhan said firmly. “Grae, Beirly,
what will you do?”


Beirly looked torn. “Grae and I were talking about doing
some shopping of our own. There are a few specialty items down here we both are
wanting.” 


Tran frowned as he heard this. If the men were going out as
well, they would need protection (mostly for Grae) which meant that the
enforcers couldn’t all be in one group. He looked to Fei. “Men or women?”


Fei paused as well, considering. “Beirly-ren, what
specialties?”


“New tools for darksteel forging,” Beirly explained. “I need
Grae to go with me to calculate the weight and make sure I stay in limit.”


“Not to mention he’s promised to make me a few tools,” Grae
put in. 


“Men,” Fei decided. “I also want a look at these tools.”


“You have an interest in forging?” He didn’t know why it
surprised him, it just did. 


“He often helps me,” Beirly stated. “Between the two of us,
we can get a new hand made for Wolf in under three days, we’ve gotten so good
at it.” 


Tran really, really needed to stop underestimating the kid.
“Then I’ll escort the women.” 


“Beirly, Grae, you’re welcome to go in on the trade as
well,” Sylvie offered. 


“Can’t this trip,” Beirly said, but with a smile to show her
he appreciated the offer. “Have tools to buy after all. But ask me next time.”


“I want to pitch in a few kors,” Grae stated tentatively,
gauging her reaction. “But most of my money needs to be saved for tools as
well.”


“That’s fine. We’re looking at triple returns, unless the
market has changed.”


“Then I’m definitely giving you a few kors. When do you need
it by?”


“Morning is fine.”


“Understood.” 


Siobhan stared uncertainly up at the ceiling. “Who thinks
they can be back first?”


“Worried about Wolf?” Beirly’s tone said he already knew the
answer. “I don’t think we’ll take more than one or two hours, truth told. I can
only buy so much because of the weight restriction.”


“Then I’m counting on you to sit on him and make him take
his medicine.” 


“Me?” Beirly asked doubtfully. “Ah, Shi, you realize that
the only person that can make Wolf do anything is you, right?”


“Threaten him with her,” Grae suggested. 


“Oh, now that’s a good idea.”


Under her breath Siobhan muttered, “Why am I always the
heavyweight in this guild. I swear.” Clearing her throat, she raised her voice
back to a normal speaking tone. “Alright, everyone, I’m off to bed. Sylvie, we
meeting here?”


“Sure. We’ll leave after breakfast.” 


“Alright then. Good night, everyone.” 


ӜӜӜ


If women have the promise of a shopping trip to look forward
to, they can be ridiculously early risers. Tran only realized this because his
room was in between Sylvie’s and Siobhan’s and he heard both women get up at
minutes apart from each other. Rubbing sleep from his eyes, he threw on clothes
and came out into the hallway at almost the same time as they did. 


“You’re up,” Siobhan greeted, chipper. “Good. Let’s snag
breakfast in the market, it will be hot and fresh that way.”


Agreeable, he trailed after them, listening as they
conferred on where to go and what to buy. Of course, his eyes roved all around,
taking in the place and looking out for trouble, but he had a smile on his
face, listening to them talk. Hearing happy women was always a kernel of
happiness to men. 


The Vellshire market was not the largest that Tran had ever
seen but it certainly wasn’t the smallest either. It didn’t crowd in on itself
as some did, but instead seemed to stretch in all directions, like a spider’s
web would. Also like a spider’s web, it trapped the unwary, enticing you to buy
things you probably didn’t need or couldn’t really afford. Tran was just as
glad that his money was in Sylvie’s hands because it kept him from several
impulse buys. Mostly food. The smell in this place would make any gourmet beg. 


Sylvie stopped dead in the street, orienting herself.
“They’re usually near here…Tran, do you see a cinnamon bun vendor?”


“Ahead two stalls to the right,” he responded promptly. It
was that smell that was driving him the most insane.


“How about that for breakfast?”


“I’ll need at least six,” he informed her seriously. Six
might not be enough either. 


Siobhan laughed and led the way. “Six it will be. I can
barely eat two, which is a shame, as that never satisfies my mouth at all.”


The vendor had a little bit of a line, but he had plenty of
rolls, so he handed over a dozen to their group without any haggling. Tran
didn’t think the girls had bought that many in case his six didn’t tide him
over to lunch. Likely, they thought to bring at least a few back for the other men.
It was very, very hard to restrain himself, though, as six filled his stomach
but did not curb his mouth’s impulses. 


They ate and walked, for all the world appearing like
nonchalant tourists. Sylvie stopped several times, fingering something, or
asking questions, before she took them off to the side and lowered her tone to
a more confidential one. “Bolts of fabric are cheap here.”


Both Tran and Siobhan leaned in, immediately interested.
“How cheap?” Siobhan pressed. 


“Almost dirt cheap. I just remembered that they have a great
many cotton fields southeast of the city. That’s likely why. But I’m seeing
bolts here going for a fraction of the cost in Goldschmidt. Even if the market
has fluctuated while we’re gone, we’ll still make a very nice profit from it.” 


Siobhan chewed on her bottom lip. “It’s true the cloth would
be easier to transport. Less fragile.” 


“Also not as heavy. I also haven’t seen much selection of
wines so far. I wonder if they had a bad crop this past year?”


“They might have.”


Sylvie turned to peer down the street. “Really, when
investing, it’s best to diversify as much as possible. Two products are good,
three are better. Besides, if we buy cloth here, that means we can set two or
three bolts aside and make Tran some better clothes.”


Blinking, he stared down at her. “When did we decide I need
new clothes?”


“When I realized I haven’t seen you wear one thing that
doesn’t have either a mended tear in it or a frayed hem,” she responded
promptly. 


“There’s no way that you will be able to find ready-made
clothes to fit you,” Siobhan stated confidently. “I know this because of Wolf.
He’s impossible to shop for. But there’s a tailor near our Hall that can whip
up a set of clothes quickly. If we bring him bolts as payment in kind, we can
likely get at least three new outfits sewn up for you at a fraction of the
cost.” 


“Three?” Sylvie gave her guildmaster a dismissive snort.
“Who do you take me for? I can get at least five. Especially if we bring him
glass buttons too.”


“Oh, now there’s a good thought.” 


Tran knew when he was outmaneuvered. And it was true that
most of his clothes were becoming rather threadbare. Besides, it made him happy
that both women had not only noticed what he was dressed in, but thought enough
of him to do something about it. “This, I take it, will cut into my
investments?”


“Only by a little,” Sylvie promised. “Not even a half a kor,
I think.”


That cheap? “In that case, I’d be a fool to pass it up. Are
you sure, though?”


“Positive,” she assured him, patting him on the arm. “Let’s
go back to the second merchant I spoke with. He has the best selection.” 


Tran completely turned into a beast of burden. If something
went down, and he was called to protect the women, it would take him a solid
minute to put all of the purchases down, and the fight would likely be over
before he could even draw a sword. He ended up carrying a rack of ten bolts of
fabric on his back, plus another five under his right arm. Siobhan and Sylvie
both carried five bolts on their backs as well, of course, as he couldn’t carry
everything. But in his left arm, he had two cases of dry white wine that Sylvie
had somehow managed to get for a song. Siobhan carried two large bags of
saffron in her arms like a mother would her children. Sylvie kept her hands
free until the very last minute, then she darted into a kiosk and bought a
variety of glass buttons that sparkled in multiple hues. 


Siobhan stopped before they left the mercantile section of
the market completely. “Sylvie, can you carry one more bolt?”


“I think I can, why?”


“I think I can as well. Maybe two. It just hit me that
Wolf’s wardrobe isn’t faring any better than Tran’s. Perhaps we should buy a
few more and get him outfitted this winter as well.”


“It’s a good thought,” Sylvie agreed. “Guard my buttons,
I’ll be back in a moment.” 


“Get blue!” Siobhan called after her. 


Tran shifted so that he was in between both women, not ten
feet away from Sylvie, ready to drop the cloth if he needed to in order to
react. 


Siobhan frowned in growing concern. “I realize she’s not
far, but the crowd is getting thicker. I can’t even see her.”


“I can,” Tran assured her, eyes locked onto the brunette’s
back. “Although I don’t like the look of things. Siobhan-maee, can you get that
bag of buttons?”


“Yes. Do we need to get closer?”


“Just in case.” Tran’s instincts said to move now, but he
couldn’t leave Siobhan behind. He didn’t think that way just because Wolf would
kill him for it later. 


It took a little pushing to forge a path through all of the
people. Tran was five feet away and closing when Sylvie thrust a hand up into
the air. “HUSBAND!”


Swearing, he bulled his way through the rest of the people
without care for who he knocked over, not stopping until he’d reached Sylvie’s
side. 


Unlike the previous times, it was not a driver or some other
caravan worker that was trying their luck with a pretty woman. This was another
enforcer from the looks of him, and while not as tall as Tran, he had a wide
girth of strapped muscle that matched the battle axe at his side. He sized up
Tran with narrowed dark eyes. Tran returned the look and judged that he could
probably take the man although it wouldn’t be a quick or easy fight.


“Husband?” he repeated suspiciously. 


Sylvie found an open spot on Tran’s chest and pressed up
against him, a pout on her face. “Darling, this man won’t leave me alone.”


Siobhan, behind them, coughed suspiciously as if she was
suppressing a laugh. 


Tran tried to roll with this new twist on their signal and
glared at the man in what he hoped was a jealous manner. “He’ll do that now. He
doesn’t want to tangle with a married woman.”


With a huff of frustration, the enforcer turned and melted
into the crowd. 


Only after he left did Siobhan lose control and start
chortling. “Husband? Darling? Wait, when did you agree on all of this?”


Tran blinked, then realized that when he and Sylvie had done
this before, Siobhan hadn’t been a witness to it. “We talked it over in
Goldschmidt.”


“Right before we left,” Sylvie elaborated, stepping back
from Tran. “Because he can’t always tell if men are just flirting with me or if
it’s about to become a sticky situation. So when I think he needs to help me, I
call for a husband.”


Siobhan seemed highly amused at this, her grin stretching
from ear to ear. “Can I do it too? Please?”


Tran was absolutely certain that if Wolfinsky caught her
calling Tran ‘husband’ that the other enforcer would start a fight on the spot.
“Of course you can.” 


Delighted, she chortled again, bouncing on her toes in a
happy rhythm. “I almost wish someone would hassle me now.” 


“I know, right?” Sylvie agreed, evil hilarity in her face.
“It’s quite fun.”


Before they could actually go find some hapless victim to
play with, Tran decided to re-direct them. “Ladies, cloth?”


Sylvie gave him a look that suggested she had actually
forgotten her original purpose for a moment. “Right, right. Let’s get more.
Siobhan, you said blue, but there’s about four different shades of it.”


Tran let them confer over things, turned sideways to watch
both them and the crowd, and hoped they would be able to get out of the market
before the women loaded him up to the point that he could no longer see in
front of him. 


Fortunately, they made it back to the inn before Sylvie
could buy out half of the market. They’d ended up with a total of thirty bolts
of cloth, two cases of white wine, two bags of saffron, a bag of glass beads,
and seven large spools of thread that Sylvie was positive would sell instantly
on the market. He loaded it all into Sylvie’s room with a sigh of relief before
going back down the stairs and heading straight for a table in the main room.
He needed lunch desperately. His stomach was threatening mutiny if he didn’t
feed it soon. 


Basically everyone was at the table except Wolf, who was
likely still recovering upstairs. 


“I ordered lunch while waiting on you,” Siobhan volunteered.



“Bless you,” he responded fervently as he took the seat next
to her, which made her smile. “Shopping with you two is hungry work.”


“You were very patient with us. I do appreciate that.” 


“I stand to profit handsomely from today,” he pointed out,
reaching for the bowls in the middle and loading up his plate with what looked
to be delectable food.


“And arranging a signal with Sylvie, pretending to be a
husband to her when she needs protection, is that because you’ll profit as
well?” There was a knowing tone in her voice. “Jumping into a cold, swift river
to save a man when you yourself are not a confident swimmer, I suppose that’s
also for your own profit? Tran, I do not need a month to evaluate how you will
fit into this guild. If you want a place here, it’s yours.”


His mouth flapped open and closed, lost for words.
Uncertain, he glanced at the other faces around the table. 


“You had my vote from the get-go,” Sylvie informed him,
grinning. 


Grae didn’t say anything, just smiled and inclined his head
toward Siobhan, silently stating that he agreed with her. Fei nodded,
supporting this, although with his mouth full he didn’t try to speak either. 


Beirly was on his right side, and he clapped a hand on
Tran’s back. “The way you fight and work, we would be at a loss without you. So
say you’ll stay, Tran.”


Feeling warm, truly warm, for the first time that day, Tran
beamed at them. “I’ll stay.”










Epilogue


In the spirit of Wynngaardian story-telling (which this
was), Tran ended with, “And that is the story of Tran Amar.”


“It was a fine telling, and I thank ya for it,” Rune
responded promptly. He mulled it over for a moment before offering, “Was that
really all there was to it? They liked you because you were as big as Wolf-dog
and were quick to react?”


“That and I got along with most of the guild just fine,”
Tran admitted easily. “They were desperately short on enforcers, especially
when taking on the larger jobs, and Siobhan was willing to take any decent
fighter that would be good to her people. The fact that I wasn’t lecherous with
Sylvie, or cowed by Wolf, helped cement my position with them. Of course, the
real trick after Siobhan offered me a permanent place was to figure out how to
work with Wolf.”


“Ya fight alongside him all the time,” Rune observed
doubtfully. 


“That took time,” Tran denied. “At first, the easiest method
we found was that we divided duties and didn’t step into each other’s
territories. It took a few years before we figured out how to fight back to
back like we do now. Shi-maee almost despaired we’d ever get to that point.”


Rune’s brows were twisted up in a dubious manner. “But I’ve
seen the two of you go out together?”


Tran chuckled. “Yes, we do. Shi-maee sometimes complains
that she liked it better when we didn’t get along as well. Less expensive that
way. Of course we all know better. And it’s not like Wolf and I go looking for
fights.”


“Sometimes fights just find ya,” Rune stated with perfect
understanding. 


“Exactly.” Tran walked in companionable silence for a few
minutes. “If I hadn’t joined the guild, I might have gotten tired of this life
by now. I really do like having a place to return to, and a family to spend
time with. As much as I enjoy seeing the world, I wouldn’t have been able to
keep working as a caravan guard forever. At the end of my Learning, I might
have chosen to return home if not for Deepwoods.”


“Your learning?”


“The Learning,” Tran corrected. “It is what my people call
it, roughly, although there’s not a Robargean word that carries the same weight
or meaning. It is what we call the period of time when we choose, as teenagers,
what path we want to follow. We train in that area and live it out for a decade
or so. At thirty, we are given the opportunity to evaluate how we feel about
our life and if we are content, we stay. If not, we are given the chance to
change to a different path.”


Rune followed this closely. “Aren’t you thirty-two?”


“Indeed I am, this winter. So I must find the time to write
home soon and tell them of my decision. I am at the end of my Learning, after
all. I kept thinking we’d travel that direction, and I would be able to tell
them myself, but apparently that won’t happen soon. I’ll have to write to
inform them.” He glanced toward the sleeping camp. “As long as Deepwoods
exists, I will not return home. This is my path.”


A deeply contented sound rumbled out of Rune. “I
understand.”


“Yes,” Tran gave him a small smile, “I thought you would.” 










The Story of Denney Icean and Conli Rorona










Prologue


Denney brought a sack of rocks to Rune’s side and dropped
them at his feet, grateful to let go of the thing. “How close are we?”


“Another two thousand ta go,” he told her with a tired
grimace. Dropping his voice, he admitted, “Don’t tell anyone this, but I feel
like an old man when I stand up.” 


Considering he had been heckling Tran last night about
moving around like a crotchety old man, that was rich. Not that she didn’t
understand why he felt that way. After spending two straight days hunched over,
she felt about eighty herself. As she had been working all morning without a
break, she flopped onto the grass and drew her canteen out of its side pouch,
taking in a healthy swallow. “If this is what it feels like to be old, I’ll
pass.”


“I’m with ya.” Rune also sat back, then went flat
altogether, groaning as he did. “Owww.”


“Muscles in your back knotting?” she guessed, although it
wasn’t much of a guess—that’s what hers was doing. 


“And calves.”


“And the insides of your feet, right?”


Rune opened one eye to look at her. “It’s like ya know.”


Unable to decide whether to laugh or groan, she did both. “I
do. Trust me, I do.”


Siobhan called out to the whole guild, “Take a break! Who’s
on lunch duty?”


Fei and Sylvie raised tired hands. Then, realizing why she
asked, started shuffling in that direction. 


“Thank all mercy,” Denney sighed, also lying flat. “I
thought she’d never let us stop.”


They lay in silence for a moment before Rune spoke, tone a
trifle hesitant. “Denney. Can I have your story?”


Denney had grown up in her formative years in Wynngaard. She
fully understood what Rune was asking. “I don’t mind. I heard Tran mention that
you asked his story last night. Are you collecting all of ours?”


“Part curiosity,” Rune offered, turning his head to look at
her. This close, she could see every light blue speck of his eyes mixed in with
the darker blue. “But mostly because I feel like I know ya all better after I
hear the story.”


It was true, Rune was missing a lot of backstory. Of course
that couldn’t be cured in a single day, but telling him how they each came into
the guild was likely to be very helpful. Denney also recognized his question as
an embryonic attempt to grow closer to all of them. This expression of
curiosity was a new one and not one she’d seen much of before. Prior to this,
he only asked if it was pertinent to the situation. It delighted her to see the
change. “Then let me tell you the story of Denney Icean.” 


 










Chapter One


Denney hated traveling. Hated it. Because of her mixed
heritage, she was uncomfortable in both Wynngaard and Teherani. People saw her
milky brown skin, blonde hair, blue eyes, and assumed the absolute worst about
her. So far, Robarge had been kinder, but even here they’d had trouble. The
people in Converse had not been unkind, just unwelcoming. Widstoe hadn’t been
much better. 


Her uncle’s skills were such that they were always in high
demand no matter what city they lived in. But he didn’t want to join just any
guild. Conli had to be able to trust that the guild they joined would be kind
and protective of her. That was hard to do with the larger guilds, as no
guildmaster could keep an eye on every single person when they had over fifty
people in their charge. Conli kept hoping for a smaller guild, one with a good
reputation, but so far luck hadn’t been with them. 


They’d been in Widstoe for over a year and felt more
uncomfortable with every passing day. Conli asked around and found an open
position in Goldschmidt, which was a much larger city, and thereby had more
guilds to choose from. He told her to pack up, which she did, and without a complaint.
It’s just that moving meant traveling. Denney didn’t mind seeing new
places, but the only safe way for them to travel was to join a caravan and it
always seemed like there were a few bad apples in every caravan. Being forced
to deal with them for several days without any real way of escaping made her
beyond nervous. 


Conli was a skilled surgeon and Apothecarist, but he wasn’t
much of a fighter. He did his best to protect her and usually got hurt in the
process. It killed Denney every time it happened. For his sake, she hoped the
rumors about Goldschmidt were true, and there really were good guilds over
there. If they didn’t find a place to call home, Conli was going to continue to
be hurt defending her. 


Denney hovered just outside the travel board, keeping a
close watch on their luggage, and waited for Conli to return. He’d gone to talk
to the caravan boss in person several minutes ago, leaving her under the charge
of a Widstoe enforcer. The place was more than crowded as it was spring now,
early spring, which was the start of trade season. People were jammed in front
of the board, trying to read over each other’s shoulders, hoping to join some
major trading company or another. 


Thankfully, Conli was back within a few minutes, a relieved
smile on his face. He went directly to her, picking up two of the heavier bags
with a slight grunt of effort. “I found one. Better still, they hired an
escorting guild out of Goldschmidt that has a Pathmaker.”


She perked up hopefully. “Does that mean we can go straight
there?”


“Not quite,” he denied, “as apparently no one is going
directly to Goldschmidt. But there’s a caravan that needs to go to Goodliffe
and the escorting guild is returning home to Goldschmidt after that. There’s a
lake and stretch of desert in between us and our destination, and pathmaking
won’t cross those. It’s a roundabout method, but because we’ll travel by path,
we’ll still come out ahead in the long run.”


Denney let out an excited squeal and bounced on her toes.
“So how long will it take?”


“About six days, barring any incidents.”


That was so, so much better than what she’d feared it would
be. “When does it leave?”


“In about an hour. They’re forming up now. In fact, I barely
secured a spot for us.” Conli shifted from one foot to another, anxious to go.
“So we better load on quickly.” 


She stuck close to him, using her uncle as a trail blazer as
he led the way to the caravan. They had to go outside of the town, because of
course there wasn’t enough room to form it up inside the town itself. Once
outside, she took in the long line of wagons with a startled blink. 


“That’s a very large caravan. A Pathmaker can handle that
many wagons?”


“I’m wondering that myself,” Conli admitted. Looking around,
he spotted who he was looking for and turned that direction. “Guildmaster
Maley!”


A rather pretty woman with fair skin and red hair turned.
Seeing who it was, she waved him forward, although she kept talking to the
giant of a man standing next to her. Denney felt a wave of apprehension sweep
over her. The man had to be Wynngaardian. Ice pale skin and light blond hair
was purely from that continent and nowhere else. He was huge. He’d block
the sun if she stood next to him. 


Conli paused when her steps faltered, eyes taking in the
same man she was staring at, and dropped back to whisper to her, “I met him.
His name is Erik Wolfinsky. I don’t think you’ll have trouble from him.”


So her uncle had been aware of this man and still signed on?
Denney prayed Conli was right and bolstered her courage enough to walk forward.



“A top of the morning to you,” Siobhan greeted with a
business-like smile. “Master Conli, you’re good to your word, which is helpful.
Is this your companion?”


“Yes, this is Denney. Denney, meet Guildmaster Siobhan
Maley. She’s in charge of the escorting guild for this trip. And this is Erik
Wolfinsky, one of her enforcers.”


“More like my right hand,” she corrected with a more genuine
expression of open affection. “Pleasure, Miss Denney. We cleared a space in our
own cart for your bags, so put them there without a worry. I have two other
enforcers wandering about and another three guildmates aside from them helping
to organize things. We’ll introduce you to all of them as we can.”


“Thank you.” Conli hesitated before asking, “Can we really
travel by path with this many wagons?”


“Ah, that? We’re still waiting on Grae to give us the
answer. The way he was muttering, it likely won’t be possible. We’ll likely
have to split the wagons into two groups. But that’s done easily enough and
will only lose us about a half a day’s travel time.”


That wasn’t too bad. Denney could live with that. 


“Wolf, show them where to put their bags. Excuse me, will
you, I want to make sure we’re forming up right and get an answer from Grae.”
Siobhan inclined her head and walked off. 


“This way,” Wolfinsky directed and led them the opposite
direction. As he walked, he rumbled in a low voice, “There might be trouble
from some of this lot. They hired on temporary drivers, so we’re not sure if
they’re good men or not. Miss Denney, I’ll introduce you to our other enforcers
after we get your bags stowed, as well as our trader. Our Sylvie’s like you,
too pretty for her own good, so it will help if the two of you can try and stay
together or with one of the enforcers. It makes it easier for us to keep an eye
on you that way.”


The way he said this was not flattery but a sincere warning
and guidance. Denney blinked up at him, surprised by this unsolicited concern.
Was this attitude because it was his job?  


“I do appreciate that,” Conli offered with a glance back at
her. “I’d rather not take chances with her safety.”


“Understandable, Master Roroana, and you have my sympathy.”
The man unbent enough to mock-complain, “I have two beautiful women to
protect, after all.”


Conli grinned up at him. “I can relate.”


“Here, this is our cart.” Showing a surprising amount of
courtesy, Wolfinsky turned and grabbed the bags out of their hands, lugging
them in one-handed with no noticeable strain. This was astonishing to Denney,
as one of those bags weighed more than she did. So those muscles of his weren’t
just for show, eh? 


“We’re glad to have you,” Wolfinsky informed Conli bluntly.
“We’ve no one to tend to injuries on this trip, and while we’re familiar enough
with this route, it’s still better to be prepared.”


“I quite understand,” Conli assured him, “And I’ll be happy
to help whenever I’m needed.”


“Good man. Then, come this way.” Wolfinsky led them off and
toward the front of the caravan, or what was becoming it as things were
organized. Drawing air into his lungs, he bellowed, “TRAN!”


Another giant turned at his hail and Denney’s taut nerves
started to fray. A Wynngaardian was bad enough but this man was Teheranian and
as large as his guildmate. He looked rough, too, with scars on his arms and
three long braids dangling down his back. The man looked perfectly capable of
crushing boulders as a warm up before breakfast. In a deep, mountainous voice,
he called back, “WHAT?”


Wolfinsky impatiently waved him closer, not stopping himself
until they met in the middle. “This is Conli Roroana, an Apothecarist and
surgeon. He’s bought passage with us and will go the full distance to
Goldschmidt. With him is his companion, Miss Denney.” Jerking a thumb,
Wolfinsky finished the introduction, “This thug is Tran Amar, one of our enforcers.”


Without pause, Tran slugged Wolfinsky in the arm for the
insult, which made the other man laugh. That playful punch would have knocked
Denney flat. He took in the pair of them from head to toe in a quick sweep,
eyes widening only slightly to show his surprise at Denney’s appearance, but he
greeted them civilly enough. “Nice to meet you. If you come across trouble,
come to me. I will deal with it.”


Denney believed him. There wasn’t any amount of trouble in
this world that that man couldn’t handle. Especially if Wolfinsky joined in. 


“I extend the courtesy to you,” Conli returned sincerely.
“If there’s any way I can help, let me know.”


Tran was about to say something then paused and visibly
changed his response. “Actually, there might be. Wolf, did you warn him?”


“About what?”


“Fei.”


Wolfinsky snapped his fingers. “I forgot. I don’t think
Siobhan remembered it either. Master Roroana, we have one member who has bad
reactions to food sometimes. We’re not sure what it is exactly, we can’t find a
common thread, but he’ll eat something and act like he’s drunk afterwards.”


“It’s our other enforcer, Fei,” Tran added. “He’s not the
type to drink, we know it’s not that, but you wouldn’t think it the way he
reacts. If he does it on this trip, can you check him over and see if you can
find the cause? He’s an entertaining enough drunk, but we’d rather him not go
out of control at random like this.”


 Conli’s eyebrows rose to kiss his hairline. “He becomes
drunk after eating foods? I’ve never heard of something like that before. Yes,
certainly, I’ll be glad to take a look at him.”


“Good, thank you.” 


“Tran!” a light, unfamiliar voice called. 


Tran frowned and gave them a quick bob of the head before
striding quickly in that direction. 


Wolfinsky stared in that direction as well, forehead
gathering. “That sounded like Sylvie. It better not be someone hassling her.” 


“That happens often?” Conli ventured. 


“Sylvie’s the type of beauty that can turn a corner and find
trouble.” Wolfinsky stayed planted for several moments more, listening hard,
but none of them heard anything out of the ordinary. “Huh. She must have just
needed help. Alright then, let me see if we can find Fei.” 


They walked up the caravan some more. Denney took note of
the drivers and animals as they went. Most were preoccupied with getting things
underway, or double-checking their wagons to make sure that nothing was amiss.
The few that did notice the trio walking by gave double-takes, and she wasn’t
sure if it was because of her or Wolfinsky. The man was intimidating enough to
make anyone flinch back, especially with that iron hand of his. 


Before they could find the last man, the wagons started
moving forward. Wolfinsky stopped dead and growled in frustration. “Already
moving the first group out, eh? Sorry, introductions will have to wait until
tonight when we arrive in Vellshire.”


“Quite alright,” Conli assured him.


“We’ve got about two hours before our part goes through. So
you can move about until then. When we’re ready, go back to the cart and sit
tight,” Wolfinsky instructed. “Don’t move out of the cart at all on the path,
and don’t get down until Grae tells you it’s safe to do so. He’ll be the thin
man with brown hair and bookish look to him.”


“We understand. Thank you.” Conli led the way back toward
the cart, letting the other enforcer go back to his duties. As they walked, he
lowered his voice to a confidential tone. “I didn’t expect there to be a
Teheranian as well. It seems to be a very culturally diverse guild.”


“I’ll say. But he didn’t do more than just blink at me in
surprise.” That was by far the mildest reaction that Denney had ever garnered.
“And the other one, Wolfinsky, was gruff but seemed professional enough.”


“Yes, indeed. I have a good vibe from these people.
Hopefully it will be a smooth trip.”










Chapter Two


“So you’d be Miss Denney, then?” 


Denney turned and shifted around on the cart to look behind
her. A startling beautiful brunette stood at the cart’s back edge, a pleasant
expression on her face. She wasn’t dressed in any elaborate manner—in fact she
was in a sensible outfit of tan pants and a red shirt—but she looked like a
wealthy man’s pampered wife. Denney had to find her tongue to respond, “I am.”


“I expected so, judging from Tran’s description of you. I’m
Sylvie, the trader for Deepwoods.” With that introduction done, she levered
herself up and into the cart. “Oh, a handsome man is here too. Are you the
surgeon?”


“Conli Roroana,” he introduced himself, extending a hand and
blushing a little at her sideways compliment. 


Sylvie took the hand in a firm, professional clasp. “Sylvie
Waverly. Charmed, sir. We’re glad to have you as Tran and Wolf are famous for
finding trouble, whether they’re looking for it or not. Have you been spoken to
about Fei?”


“Ah, yes, your enforcers brought it to my attention.” 


“Good. He’s with the first part of the caravan now, so I’ll
introduce you to him when we arrive in Vellshire.” Turning, she patted Denney
on the hand in a friendly way. “Now, Miss Denney, you feel free to stick with
me. Our enforcers are good at protecting people but there’s only three of them,
so it’ll make it easier on them if we move together.”


Sylvie said this with such charm and sincerity that Denney
found herself smiling. “I will. Thank you.”


“Good. I understand that you’re going towards Goldschmidt?”


“Yes. We’re hoping to find a guild to join there.” 


“A small one,” Conli tacked on, pausing in rearranging his
luggage to engage more actively in the conversation. “We don’t do well in large
guilds.”


“A small one, eh?” Sylvie put a finger against her bottom
lip and played with it as she thought. “Most small guilds won’t have a position
open for a surgeon. The ones that do will be escorting or trade guilds, and
you’d be doing a lot of traveling.”


“The traveling we don’t mind,” Conli assured her. “As long
as we have good people to work with.”


Sylvie seemed to hear what he didn’t say. “Good enforcers,
you mean, to protect the pair of you. That’s exactly what I was looking for
when I joined Deepwoods.” She canted her head, thinking hard. “I do know
Goldschmidt rather well, but I can’t think of a guild off-hand that will suit
you. Are your hearts set on that city?”


“No, not at all,” Conli denied. “We’re considering Goodliffe
too. Both cities were recommended to me from various sources and they have good
reputations.”


“Truly, Lone Hunter runs Goodliffe with an iron hand. As
cities go, it’s one of the safer ones to live in. But Goldschmidt and Winziane
are run just as well, I think. For that matter, I think very well of Island
Pass.”


Conli gave her a sad smile. “I thank you for the
compliment.”


She blinked, not understanding for a moment. “Oh. Is that
where you’re from?”


“My hometown, yes.”


“No wonder. I kept thinking your accent was familiar. Well,
if you’re choosing not to return to Island Pass…” she trailed off invitingly. 


If Sylvie wanted more of their history, she was to be
disappointed as Conli responded succinctly, “We’re not.”


“…then I would consider Goodliffe as well as Goldschmidt.”


They had never been inside that city before, just knew of it,
so Denney wasn’t sure what to make of this advice. Conli didn’t either. He
asked Sylvie more questions and received very good answers in return. The way
she responded with facts instead of general descriptions lent more credence to
her words. 


Two hours passed in a blink and there was a loud call, “GET
IN THE WAGONS! READY TO MOVE OUT!”


Denney made absolutely certain that not even a strand of
hair was outside of the cart. She had been on a path once before and it had
been a strange, alien experience. Not uncomfortable, per se, but discomfiting. 


What eased her nervousness was Sylvie, who barely batted an
eye at this order, and did nothing more than shift further into the cart to
make room. Within moments, the guildmaster and Wolfinsky appeared and climbed
in, squeezing over so that both had a solid seat. Siobhan did pop up and look
ahead, making sure that all was in order before sitting down again. “Master
Roroana, Miss Denney, I failed to explain a few things to you earlier. Someone
told you the rules of being on the path? Yes? Good. Now, for when we arrive in
Vellshire, I have two inns booked for our use. We’ll stay there overnight and
then leave out again early in the morning. If there is something that you need,
I highly suggest you take the time to buy it in Widstoe. We will have to travel
for a half-day to get around the lake just west of the city before we can use a
path again, which will take us to a small village.” 


Denney found this instruction to be somewhat confusing. “Um,
Guildmaster? We can’t just use a path to get around the lake?”


“Paths don’t bend,” she explained patiently. “They only
travel in straight lines. Believe me, if it was possible, a Pathmaker would
already have figured this out and it would make our lives a lot simpler. But
the way a path is constructed, you can only determine distance and the size of
cargo, not the angle.” 


 “A fact of which I wasn’t aware.” Conli mentally filed that
away. “After Vellshire?”


“We can travel by path up to a stretch of desert land just
south of Goodliffe. That will take us roughly five or six days to cross and
then we’ll arrive at the city. I say desert, but it’s not all sand and
cactuses, just dry ground and a blazingly hot temperature. Since we’re
traveling in early spring like this, it shouldn’t be scorching—oh.” She cut
herself off as the path activated. 


Denney looked around her with open mouthed wonder. The air
was dense and slightly moist, and it warped in pretty, abstract patterns of
blues and greens. The cart was moving, she could feel it do so, but it was a
very smooth motion. 


“Miss Denney?” Sylvie bent her torso sideways to catch her
eye. “Have you not been on a path before?”


“I have, once before.” Denney couldn’t help but look around
her once again. “But it wasn’t like this.”


“Truly, your Pathmaker is superior to the last one that took
us on a path,” Conli agreed, an expression of open delight on his face. “That
trip was jerky and felt highly uncomfortable, like we were breathing water.” 


“Bart Hammer was your Pathmaker.” Wolf’s tone was statement
and not question. 


Denney and Conli both stared at him in mild surprise. “Yes,”
Conli confirmed, “he was. You know him?”


“Oh, we all know him,” Siobhan groaned. “We’re pretty sure
he slept with someone to get his license.”


“Or he’s got blackmail on someone,” Sylvie added darkly.
“The man’s a disgrace to the profession. Only people very new to traveling use
him, as they don’t know his reputation. Last year he actually lost part
of a caravan and we were hired as a rescue.” 


“Took Grae a full day to figure out where they had landed,”
Wolfinsky remembered with a grimace. “And another two days to get them all back
out again, because of course the idiot had tried to cross a desert with a path.
Fortunately no one was hurt due to his incompetence.”


“The only time I’ve ever heard Grae swear is when Bart
Hammer is involved,” Siobhan told them. “Please, if you do want to travel in
the future, contact us. We’re not exclusive to caravans, you see, we’ll take on
smaller groups as well.”


“After hearing all of that,” Conli waved a hand to indicate
their surroundings in general, “and experiencing this, I wouldn’t dream of
using someone else. This is by far the most pleasant experience I’ve had on a
path.” 


Siobhan beamed at him. “Do tell my Pathmaker that. He adores
compliments.” 


“I will.” Conli visibly tore himself away from staring at
the path to ask her, “Your trader tells me that if I want a small guild that
can use my skills, an escorting guild would likely be my best bet. Does
Goodliffe, Winziane, or Goldschmidt have escorting guilds?”


“They do,” she answered readily. “In this business, we get
to know each other rather well. There’s one that works out of Goodliffe, and it
has roughly fifty or so members. It grows every time I’m there. They have two
Pathmakers directly connected to the trading companies. They only handle the
large caravans.”


Denney didn’t think that was quite what her uncle was
looking for but held her peace. 


“Winziane has two escorting guilds, both of which have
excellent Pathmakers, and we’re on good terms with both guilds. If you wish for
a letter of introduction, I’d be happy to write one for you. As for
Goldschmidt, we’re the only escorting guild in the city.”


Conli’s head drew back in a gesture of confusion. “But
you’re on two major trade routes.”


“Surprising, isn’t it?” Sylvie agreed. “We’ve only been in
business a few years, too, and before Deepwoods formed there wasn’t one at
all.”


“It’s the lack of trained Pathmakers that does it,” Siobhan
explained. “And even we’re not originally from that city, but from Widstoe.
Well, to clarify, Beirly, Grae, and I are.”


“You’ve got at least one representative from each continent
in this guild,” Sylvie noted. “Me and Fei from Orin, Tran from Teherani, Wolf
from Wynngaard.”


“How did that happen?” Denney couldn’t help but ask. It was
so rare to see a guild with that many cultures in it, especially one that was
apparently comprised of only seven members.


“Oh, they’re all quite the story,” Siobhan said, warming up
to the subject. “We’ve got an hour on the path until we arrive, whose tale do
you want first?”


 It did not feel like they spent an hour in the cart.
Siobhan started off with the creation of the guild, and she was quite the
storyteller, engaging to listen to. Then Wolfinsky joined in, and even though
he kept his story somewhat brief, the tale he related blew Denney’s mind. He
had been a slave? Then no wonder he treated her kindly. He knew exactly
what kind of life she must have led, what prejudices she had to fight against
from day to day. Denney’s heart ached in sympathy for what he must have lived
through but she also smiled in seeing him now, a man that did not linger on his
scars but instead took happiness from being in his guild. Sylvie’s and Tran’s stories
were not nearly as dramatic in comparison. She was glad to know of them,
though, and to hear that it was Tran’s protective instincts that won him a
place in the guild. 


The feeling of humid air faded and the swirl of patterns
transformed into more solid scenery of green grass and city walls. They had
arrived in Vellshire. Siobhan popped up again, using Wolfinsky’s shoulder to
keep her balance. “Are we clear?” she called ahead to the front of the line. 


Tran came toward them, saying in a booming voice, “You’re
free to get down!” he didn’t stop repeating this until he reached their cart.
“Fei is at the gates and helping to settle in the rest of the caravan,” he
reported. 


“Good, good. Tran, will you take these two to our inn and
make sure they have the right gear for the desert? We’ll be tramping across it
for at least six days after all.” 


“Certainly.” Tran reached into the back and grabbed two of
their heavier suitcases. He didn’t seem to notice the weight at all, but then
he was likely as strong as Wolfinsky. 


Denney followed him toward the city, sticking close. Sylvie
shouldered her own bag and came along with them as if it was the most natural
thing in the world to do. Tran got them past the gate guards—with nothing more
than a show of his guild crest and their names, which were jotted down in a log
book—and then he showed them down the main street and over two. 


She looked around her with wide eyes as she walked, as this was
one of the most prosperous cities she had ever seen. Quigg seemed to be larger
but it wasn’t nearly as organized as this place. Vellshire had straight
streets, all of them well maintained, and the buildings were not only unique in
architecture but pretty to look at. People seemed to like tiled roofs and brick
buildings here. 


“As cities go,” Sylvie said casually, “Vellshire is one of
the safer ones to travel to. People just don’t hassle each other here as a
rule. There is a poorer section on the far side that you should steer clear
of—it’ll be obvious as the buildings and roads aren’t as maintained—but
normally the only trouble you find here is from fellow travelers. It’s not from
the residents.” 


“That said, we have an ironclad rule in the guild that if a
woman is traveling with us, she is not to walk about unescorted,” Tran added
in, tone firm. “Miss Denney, if you need to step out of the inn for whatever
reason, you must call on me or Wolf or Fei to go with you. We’d rather do that
than face trouble later.” 


“I’m under the same rules, no matter where we go,” Sylvie
informed her cheerfully. 


“Sylvie,” Tran drawled with a dry look in her direction, “do
you know how many men we’ve had to fight because of you?”


Sylvie put a finger to her bottom lip and thought about it.
“I don’t, actually.”


“Even with my memory, I don’t either. That’s how many men
there’ve been.”


Raising her hands to both cheeks, she pretended to blush and
look innocent. “You say the nicest things, Tran.”


Tran rolled his eyes. “I pity your future husband, I really
do.” 


She seemed to find this funny, as she laughed, and skipped
ahead. “Here’s our inn.” 


The inn looked respectable. Not fancy enough to break a
man’s purse strings, but a comfortable place to stay. It stood three stories of
red brick and white shutters, with a wraparound porch that had tables set out
for outside dining. Sylvie stepped inside, calling as she did so, “Deepwoods
party!”


“Right-o!” an average looking man with a slight pot belly
called back. He wiped his hands on the apron tied around his waist and came
toward them, dodging other patrons as he did so. “How many rooms?”


“I’m splitting with my guildmaster, so I’ll take her key. We
need one more room.”


He shifted a large ring of keys on his belt and pulled four
free. “You choose who gets what. Bathing room is ready, so go in as you please,
but it shuts down at ten. Dinner will be up in a half hour and runs also until
ten. What time are you leaving in the morning?”


“An hour after sunrise.”


“I’ll have breakfast ready for you by sunrise, then.” He
gave a long look at Denney and a frown gathered on his forehead. Then he turned
to Tran. “You’d be the enforcer?”


“That’s me,” Tran confirmed easily. 


“You want to keep a close eye on your young lass here. We
had a caravan come in just ahead of you, and the boss of it’s a good woman, but
she hired mostly Wynngaardian guards for it.” 


Denney felt ice flood her veins. Wynngaardians all the way
out here? No, this was caravan season, anything was possible. But why here
today?!


Conli’s warm, firm hand settled on her shoulder and gripped
her in silent reassurance.


Tran barely glanced in her direction. “I’ve got her,” he
assured the innkeeper. “Are they all in this inn?”


“Party was too big,” the innkeeper denied, “and I already
had a reservation from your guild. We split them up between here and the inn
across the street.” 


“I see. Thanks for the warning, Master.”


“Not at all, I don’t want trouble under my roof.” The
innkeeper focused on her and said more gently, “You stick close to your enforcer.
Even a Wynngaardian will stop and think twice about crossing the likes of him.
You’ll be safe enough at his side.”


“Thank you,” she managed. 


Sylvie handed Conli the key and they trudged up two flights
of stairs and found the room to be towards the back. Denney was relieved to
find that all of the rooms were right in a row, so Tran was literally next
door, in between her and Sylvie’s rooms. He seemed glad of that as well as he
could respond instantly if there was trouble. 


Tran hefted their bags into the room and then left them to
settle in. Conli closed the door to give them a few moments of privacy and
heaved out a breath, settling his back against the wood. “I’m ever so glad that
we signed up with this caravan and not the other one.”


“Truly,” Denney agreed fervently. “Did you almost do that?”


“They were one of the options, yes. But I felt good about
this guild because it had a female guildmaster as well as a respected
Pathmaker.” He turned blind eyes on the wall dead ahead of them. “Did you get
the feeling earlier that Guildmaster Maley and Miss Sylvie deliberately steered
the conversation so that they could tell us about each member of the guild?”


Now that he said that…. “It did sort of feel that way.”


“I think they were trying to put you at ease. It was obvious
that Wolfinsky and Tran both unnerved you.” Conli gave her a rueful smile.
“Even I found them a little unnerving at first. Mercy, I didn’t think men could
grow that size.” 


“They’re giants,” she agreed fervently. “But apparently nice
giants. They’ve both reassured me several times that I’ll be protected.” 


“Yes, I’m very grateful for that.” Levering himself off the
door, he went to one of his trunks. “I like the inn. It’s a very clean space.” 


Denney looked about her and smiled in agreement. The twin
beds were wider than usual, which her uncle would appreciate, and were both
covered with thick quilts that looked new rather than worn. There was plenty of
space in between the beds to maneuver, and it even had a window that let in
lots of natural light. “I wish all inns were like this one.”


“Truly. Well, dinner or bath first?”


There was a knock at the door and Denney opened it to find
Tran. “Sorry to interrupt this fast, but I have to ask, do you have something
to protect your skin from the sun? How many water canteens do you have?”


“We have one canteen for each of us,” Conli replied,
straightening from his suitcase, “and I can likely make up a salve for
protection. Is this about the desert crossing?”


“Yes,” Tran confirmed. “You’ll need at least one canteen for
each day, or at least a barrel of water that you can use to fill up the
canteen. Also, I’d pick up some travel food if I were you, as the hard tack
that the caravan boss considers ‘food’ is a little…questionable.”


Conli looked at her. “Should we shop, then, before getting a
bath and dinner?”


“Probably the best option, we don’t want the shops to
close.” 


“Then let’s do that. Master Tran, can we go now or do you
need to help with the caravan first?”


“Caravan’s settled,” Tran denied. “I can go now. In fact,
Sylvie prefers that as she needs to pick up a few things as well.” 


“What about the rest?”


“Ah, Siobhan, Grae, and Beirly are all having dinner with
some business associates this evening.” 


That’s right, the guildmaster had mentioned that on the way
here. “They’ll stay there?”


“No, just for dinner,” Tran explained simply. “They’ll be
back tonight.” 


Sylvie popped in under Tran’s arm. “I’m going too.”


“Of course you are,” Tran drawled. “When do you ever miss a
chance to shop?”


She grinned and didn’t deny it. 


Denney hadn’t unpacked anything or taken off her coat, so
she was ready to go. She and Conli stepped out of the room, locking the door behind
them, and followed their guides down the stairs and out of the inn. 


With a complete air of confidence, Sylvie led the way,
straight into a market that looked somewhat lean of goods. Then again, it was
late in the afternoon, most of the wares should be sold at this point. 


Tran verified that neither had any experience with desert
crossing, then took them under his wing and showed them the best things to
buy—everything from hats to food. Sylvie piped up whenever she had a good find,
then ruthlessly chewed down the merchants until they bought things for a song.
She did it with such charm, in between teasing Tran, that Denney found herself
warming up to the pair of them. They acted like siblings—which they obviously
weren’t—and were equally kind to her. 


Conli took the opportunity to buy several herbs and lotions
that he didn’t have, then promptly opened up one of them and stayed Sylvie with
a hand that didn’t quite touch her. “Miss Sylvie. I noticed earlier a rash on
the back of your neck. How long as that been there?”


“A week?” she offered with a grimace. “I got bit by
something earlier and it swelled up on me. It’s gone down, though; it’s only a
minor aggravation now.” 


“If you will permit…?” he held up the jar and with her nod,
dipped in two fingers and smeared the white substance on liberally. 


“I recognize the smell,” she mentioned to him. “And while
that does help, it doesn’t make anything better.”


He stayed her again, this time with a hand on her shoulder.
“Wait. I’m not done.” Corking the bottle, he drew out a different pouch and
picked out two dark green leaves. They were flexible and shiny and somewhat
familiar to Denney as she had used these before. He placed them directly onto
Sylvie’s skin, the lotion almost gluing them in place. 


“Ahhh,” Sylvie sighed in bliss. “That’s wonderful. Feels so
much cooler. What did you do?”


“Tarragon leaves have a cooling effect against bites like
this, but only coupled with this lotion,” Conli explained, tying the bag closed
again. “The properties blend well together. Try not to move your neck much and
let the leaves sit for a good hour. By morning, it’ll be faintly red, but the
irritation will be gone.” 


Sylvie turned and regarded him with narrowed eyes. “I think
we need to keep you.”


Conli blinked at her, head drawing back in surprise. “Keep
me?”


“I’m growing rather fond of the pair of you,” she said,
expression not changing. “And we certainly would like to have a man with your
skills.”


“Truly,” Tran agreed. 


Her uncle was obviously flattered by this, as was Denney,
although neither was sure how to react. “Well, but that’s your guildmaster’s
decision, isn’t it?”


“Siobhan charms people into doing what she wants. She hasn’t
asked you anything yet, but it will come.” Sylvie gave a sage nod, not in the
least doubtful of her own words. “But we’ll let that go for now. Thank you,
Master Conli, for the treatment. I do feel better. Tran, do we have everything
we need?”


“I think so.”


“Then let’s return to the inn. I’m famished.” 










Chapter Three


At dinner, Denney finally met Man Fei Lei. She had never met
anyone like him before. He looked different than most people, his eyes slanted
upwards at the corners, hair a pure sleek black, skin tone more yellow than
pale. He greeted both of them with quiet courtesy and then sat at the round
table, piling food onto his plate. 


Sylvie sat next to her and leaned in to whisper, “Fei’s a
bit shy with strangers. He’ll warm up to you.” 


Was that the case? She understood, then, as she wasn’t very
good with strangers either. Determined to not let it bother her, Denney also
dug into her dinner, which was quite sumptuous. The beef stew was thick and
filled with vegetables, rolls light and sweet, and the lemonade offered was
freshly squeezed and tart. She found herself smiling as she chewed. 


“I think at this point the only two you haven’t met are
Beirly and Grae.” Sylvie leaned forward enough to snag another roll from the
basket. “Beirly you’ll adore, at least I do. He’s like this short, redheaded
bear that you want to cuddle with. He’s one of the best big brothers a girl can
have.”


“He’s also our fixer in the guild,” Wolfinsky inputted,
slapping Tran’s hand away from the basket. “Will you quit that, man, you’ve
already had four.”


“And I want a fifth. Problem, Wolf?” Tran had a challenging
look in his eye that said he was ready to go right then and there. 


“Boys,” Sylvie reproved with a speaking look. “Over a roll?
Really?”


Fei stood and offered, “I’ll get another basket.” 


Watching him go, Wolfinsky said slowly, “He looks a little
unbalanced to me.”


Everyone at the table immediately went on alert and turned
to stare hard at the man. 


“He is weaving a little,” Conli agreed, pushing his chair
back from the table, although he didn’t stand. “Is that the initial sign?”


“Fei’s got more inherent balance than a cat,” Tran
explained, not taking his eyes off the shorter man. “So when he starts
tottering to the side like that, odds are he’s eaten something he shouldn’t.”


“We’ve weeded it down some to foods he knows he can have,”
Sylvie explained, “as he didn’t have this reaction when he was growing up. So
if he sticks to his native recipes, he’s fine. But when we’re on the road like
this, he has to eat what’s available, and we regularly have problems.” 


Fei came back to the table and dropped more than sat in the
chair. His face had a distinct flush to it. 


Reaching out, Sylvie put a hand to his forehead. “You’re not
feverish. Oh dear. Fei, I think you need to stop eating.”


“Still hungry,” he protested, with a completely childlike
pout on his face. 


“Then I’ll find you something different,” she promised in a
croon, “But don’t eat this anymore, alright?”


“Still hungry,” he repeated, more stubbornly, and before
anyone could stop him he crammed a whole roll into his mouth. 


Frustrated, Sylvie yanked his bowl away and shoved it to the
other end of the table. “You get so stubborn about the silliest things when you
get drunk.”


Conli rose and went to her side. “Perhaps if we can get him
upstairs? I’ll do a full examination.”


Tran left his seat to help. “You think you can figure it
out?”


“Likely not tonight, but it’s important to get a baseline
and start gathering information.”


Eyes bouncing between people as they spoke, Denney failed to
realize that she had caught Fei’s undivided attention. At least, until the man
left his chair in a swift movement and clamped his arms around her shoulders,
hauling her out of her own chair so he could comfortably cuddle with her, head
next to hers. 


“Eeeek!”


“Whoa, Master Conli,” Tran urged, catching her uncle by the
arm. “He’s not going to do anything to her.” 


Conli gave him a look that begged otherwise. “You call this
doing nothing?”


“No, see, it’s like this—”


“I love you,” Fei sighed against her hair. “Your hair is so
blonde, and eyes are so blue, and you smell nice.”


…Come again? 


“What’s your name?” he asked her seriously, blinking as he
tried to focus not an inch from her face. The effort was comical to watch and
almost had her laughing despite her taut nerves. 


“Denney,” she managed. “And, um, can you let go of me?”


“I can’t, because I love you.” So saying, he went back to
hugging her, although he now stroked a hand down her hair. 


“When Fei’s drunk,” Sylvie explained with a long sigh, “he
loves everybody. The worst is Siobhan, he literally won’t let go of her, and he
sings poetry to her about her red hair.”


“Off-key,” Wolfinsky grumbled. “So it could be worse.” 


Denney felt very trapped in the man’s arms, although
strangely not threatened. His touch was strong but not hurtful. In fact, he was
being very gentle, just stubborn. 


“Fei, brother dearest,” Sylvie came around to be more in his
line of sight. “I thought you loved me?”


“I do love you, Sylvie-jae,” he assured her gravely. 


“But you’re not hugging me.” Denney couldn’t see her, but
there was a distinct pout in the woman’s voice. 


The ploy worked and Fei abruptly let go of her, throwing his
arms around Sylvie instead and hugging her tightly. “Your skin is so pale, and
your hair so silky, I want to sing a song to your hair.” 


“I will be glad to hear it,” Sylvie responded soothingly,
already turning him for the stairs, “but let’s go up to your room so I can hear
you better. It’s noisy down here.”


“Very noisy,” Fei agreed with a face, amiably going along.
“Sylvie-jae?”


“You love me?” the woman guessed, not breaking stride. 


“I love you. It’s because you smell nice.”


Denney let out a breath as they started up the stairs. That
had scared her, but now she was starting to see the humor in it. “He really does
say he loves everyone, doesn’t he?”


“It’s mostly the women,” Wolfinsky corrected, rubbing at his
forehead. “He’s a very vocal drunk. Sorry if he scared you, Miss Denney.”


“No, quite alright,” she assured him. “At least he isn’t a
violent drunk. He was quite gentle.”


“Oh, he can be violent,” Tran disagreed. “He got this way
one night about a year and a half ago, and some street thugs tried to attack
us. I’ve never seen a drunk man fight like that. It was impossible to predict
how he would move. He looked like he would fall over any second and then would
land an expert kick to someone’s nose. It was amazing.” 


“But most of the time he’s this poetic drunk that loves
everybody.” Shaking his head, Wolfinsky gestured toward the stairs. “Master
Conli, if you’ll come up with me, I’ll try to get him to cooperate so you can
take a look at him.”


“I certainly will, but…If its food he reacts to, we need to
start compiling a list.” 


Denney had played assistant to her uncle for nearly five
years now, so she knew what to do. “Of course. I’ll get a notebook from
upstairs.”


“No need,” Tran denied. “I’ll go with you and remember it
for you.”


Conli gave him an odd look. “You can remember things like
that?”


“Of course.”


That sounded odd to Denney. Could someone really remember
anything that they were told, just because they wanted to? But Tran said it
with such confidence that she felt it would be rude to question it. Conli
seemed to be struggling with the idea as much as she was, but he waved Tran on,
and they headed for the kitchens.  


In order to get into the kitchen, she had to speak to the
innkeeper first, and he was very alarmed to hear that one of his guests had
reacted badly to the food. Tran, who accompanied her, had to explain the
circumstances twice before the man would settle. Finally, he did call out the
head cook, who was kind enough to rattle off the ingredients. Denney tried to
keep up with the woman, but she spoke very fast. “I’m sorry, can you repeat
after—”


Tran shook his head and assured her, “It’s fine. I remember
what she said. I’ll repeat it for you later. Thank you, Madam, we do appreciate
it. I know it’s a busy hour for you, so feel free to go back.”


“I will, thank ye.” She bobbed a curtsey but paused and
said, “If ye need me to make something up special for that young man, tell me.”



“We will, thank you,” Conli said.  


Denney looked up at Tran with some confusion. “You can
remember everything she said?”


His expression was neutral as he returned her stare. “A
Teheranian’s mind can retain anything that it chooses to. Could not
your…mother? Father?”


“My mother.”


“Mother, then, do the same?”


“She was born in Quigg,” Denney explained. “I don’t think
she ever learned the true culture of the Teherani. If she did, she never passed
any of it down to me.”


“That is a shame. When a man forgets his origins, he loses
his bearings. If you wish, as we travel, I will teach you the stories that you
should have grown up on.”


Denney was delighted by this offer as she had been curious
about many things while growing up, but had had no other resource than her
mother and the other women in the brothel. And none of them would speak of
Teherani at all. 


“I would like that very much.”


“Then we’ll do so. But tonight, let’s focus on a certain
drunk Saoleordian.” 
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By the time Fei settled, Siobhan, Beirly and Grae were back.
Siobhan took in the news of her drunk enforcer with a pained expression and
much sighing. After checking in on him herself, she ordered people to leave him
alone and let him sleep. 


In more or less mutual agreement, everyone gathered up clean
clothes and went down for baths. As a general rule, Denney disliked public
baths because it usually posed a danger to her. It was the one time that she
could not easily have her uncle available, and it was difficult to time both of
them exiting the baths in the same moment. Trouble tended to follow after she
came out. But this time, she felt a little more at ease because of the two
women with her. Siobhan especially was not a woman to be crossed. Denney knew
it just by the way the woman carried herself. 


This late in the evening, the water was only warm and not
hot. She didn’t choose to linger, as Conli wasn’t known for taking long baths,
and so after she had scrubbed up, she got out. The other women also weren’t in
the mood to sit about in lukewarm water and dried off just as quickly. She
might have gotten out too fast. Would the men be out already? If not, she would
have to duck back inside for a while as she didn’t want to cross paths with the
other Wynngaardian enforcers. 


The thought had barely crossed her mind as she stepped into
the cooler hallway. From the corner of her eye she saw a man step out of the
men’s bathing chambers at the same time, pale skin and fair hair. Instincts
screaming, she scrambled away, and in her terror went the wrong direction. It
wasn’t until her back slammed into a corner that she realized her mistake, but
by that point it was too late and he was blocking the exit. 


“Whoa, whoa, Miss Denney! What’s wrong?”


Wolfinsky? Her paranoia had momentarily forgotten that he
was Wynngaardian too, and that it would make sense for him to come out when she
did. “I’m sorry—” she automatically apologized, but her nerves were still
jittery and she couldn’t force herself to move out of the corner. 


His expression was confused but then changed with dawning
understanding and he did not attempt to move. She was very, very grateful about
that last part. Siobhan and Sylvie stepped out into the hallway, took in the
situation, and looked to Wolfinsky for an explanation. He gave them a frown and
a shake of the head that spoke volumes all by itself. 


It was Sylvie that stepped around him and moved to her.
There was an understanding, sad smile on the woman’s face. “It’s bathing that’s
the most dangerous time for us. Even more than sleeping. Our usual protectors
can’t enter a woman’s bathing chamber after all.” Sylvie’s tone said she knew
it all too well. 


“But you needn’t worry, Miss Denney.” Sylvie came right up
to her and put an arm around her shoulders, the gesture strangely comforting.
“For we have a magic phrase in the guild.”


“A magic phrase,” she repeated dubiously. How was a magic
phrase supposed to make anything better?


“Indeed. Tran and I came into the guild only a few months
apart. I told you that earlier, didn’t I? Yes, so I did. When he came in, he
couldn’t always tell in a glance if I needed help or not. Sometimes men just
flirt with me. Sometimes they push it too far. So he and I set up a code so
that I could ask for help before real trouble broke out. Since you’ll be
traveling with us, you can use the code as well.”


Denney felt like this was a little too good to be true.
Traces of fear still rattled along her nerves but started dissipating under
Sylvie’s forthright words. “You just say this phrase and he’ll show up?”


“Just like magic,” Sylvie responded, perhaps a bit of evil
in her smile. “Actually, he’s not the only one. Wolf’s started to do it too.
Fei comes in as well. But the one that reacts the fastest, always, is Tran.”


“That’s because the man’s been conditioned to drop
everything and run to you,” Siobhan observed. “He’s better trained than a dog
in this respect.”


Wolf snorted agreement. 


Seeing their agreement, Denney felt more than a little
curious. “So what’s the phrase?”


“I need a husband.”


Denney blinked at her. Then blinked again as her mind
refused to accept that she had heard that correctly. “Come again?”


“You heard me,” Sylvie responded, eyes laughing. “It’s ‘I
need a husband.’ Say just that and he’ll show up before you can draw your next
breath.” 


Thinking about it, Tran probably offered this phrase to
Sylvie to reassure her that he would protect her. Denney wasn’t as sure about
this offer extending to her as well. But still, it was kind of the woman to
offer it to her. 


A mischievous glint in her eyes, Sylvie dropped her voice a
notch. “Want to see something fun? Try yelling that.”


“Me?” Denney objected. “But he doesn’t know to come when
it’s me saying it.”


“I will bet you tomorrow’s breakfast that it doesn’t matter
who says it. He’ll still come.”


There was such conviction in Sylvie’s expression that Denney
found herself very curious. Would this actually work? Clearing her throat, she
tentatively started to speak, then realized that she really would have to yell
in order to be heard through the closed door. Taking in a deeper breath, she
tried again, “I NEED A HUSBAND!”


From the other side of the wall, there was a loud clatter, a
muffled curse, and then the thud of two feet sprinting for the door. In a
heartbeat, the door yanked open. Wolfinsky had the presence of mind to skip out
of the way, otherwise Tran would likely have bowled right over him. 


Dressed in nothing but a towel and with a sword in his left
hand, Tran jerked his head in both directions demanding, “What? What’s the
problem?”


“See?” Sylvie purred, satisfied. “He always comes
immediately when he hears that.”


Tran was quick on the uptake. Pointing an outraged finger at
her, he demanded, “Did you just call me to prove a point?”


“No,” Sylvie denied calmly. “Miss Denney called you. It was
to prove a point, though.”


That half-deflated him. “You can get back in the bath,
Master Roroana, it’s just two women messing with a man’s mind.” Glaring,
perhaps blushing a little from his distinct lack of clothes, he spun back into
the men’s bathing chamber, muttering as he went. “Crazy women calling me when
there’s no trouble.”


“But you’ll come again next time, won’t you?” Siobhan called
after him. 


“Of course I will, Shi-maee, but that’s not the point!” he
grumbled back loudly.


Denney marveled at this. Never before had she seen a man
that would literally hop out of a bath and come running. Even when a person he
barely knew called him, he still came running. What manner of man was Tran Amar
that he would always react that way?


Sylvie patted her on the shoulder before letting go. “See?
Now, you have an overprotective husband whenever you need one.” 


Denney’s racing heart finally settled and a slow smile stole
across her face. “I guess I do at that.” She was definitely going to have to
explain this to her uncle tonight, though, so he wouldn’t be confused if she
ever had to use it. Well, maybe not, as Tran was probably half-complaining and
half-explaining to Conli even now. 


“Well.” Siobhan clapped her hands together. “With all that
settled, let’s go to bed, shall we?”
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Denney had been coached by Sylvie on Fei’s probable
reaction, so she sat in the main room of the inn the next morning, lingering
over breakfast. Conli lingered as well, for different reasons than she did, but
the rest of the guild was already out and with the caravan, getting it ready to
move out. 


Slowly, obviously nursing an aching head, Fei came down the
stairs. He didn’t look up from his feet until he reached the main floor and, on
spotting them, grimaced slightly. His memory of the night before was intact,
eh? Still, he didn’t hesitate, but went directly for them. “Miss Denney. My
profound apologies for last evening.”


After twelve hours, Denney now saw the humor in the whole
situation, so she grinned up at him. “Not at all. Thanks to you, I now have a
fun story to tell.”


He winced again, but this time with a spark of humor in his
dark eyes. “Glad to be of service?”


“Sit,” Conli urged, pulling out the chair next to him. “I
spoke with your guildmaster and Miss Sylvie at length last night and they told
me about the dishes that you know are safe to eat. I compiled a list of
ingredients that I think we should use as our baseline. We’ll try adding in
other ingredients every two days and see what effect they have on you until
we’ve figured this out. For this morning, however,” Conli lifted the canvas
cover from a plate, “this should be safe for you to eat. The recipe is not like
your hometown, but the ingredients are.” 


Fei gave him a bow, voice husky. “You honor me with kindness.
Thank you.”


Conli shook his head, negating this. “I can’t consider
myself a man of medicine if I ignore a problem like yours. It might be humorous
most of the time but randomly taking control from you like that is dangerous.
Too dangerous. I will try to help figure this out by journey’s end or at least
give you the means to diagnose yourself.” From a vest pocket, he drew out a
small glass vial with a corked top. “Take this for the headache.”


Without question, Fei took it from him and tossed the contents
down. “This must be wonderful medicine,” he observed dryly. 


“Why?” Conli responded, eyes crinkling up. “Because it
tastes awful?”


“Precisely so.” 


Conli gave him a sage nod, as if imparting some great
wisdom. “We make medicine taste terrible on purpose, you know. It scares the
illness and ailments away, as the body doesn’t want to take it again.”


“That makes a great deal of sense,” Fei intoned, digging
into his breakfast. “I always suspected as much but it is nice to have it
confirmed.”


So the man had a sense of humor after all? Denney was
relieved to hear it. 


In between bites, Fei instructed, “Denney-gui, you are not
to leave the inn without me. I have strict instructions on this from Tran-ren
and Wolf-ren. They explained somewhat why, as apparently there are cultural
prejudices involved, but have you encountered an obvious threat yet?”


He was aware of her situation? And still spoke so politely
to her? Denney warmed up to the man a little more as she responded, “I haven’t.
But then, I haven’t seen anyone from Wynngaard yet and all of the people at
this inn seem intent on going about their own business instead of creating
trouble.” 


“That is good. I will eat quickly, then, before trouble can
find us. You are packed?”


“I think I am.” She looked at Conli, who nodded. “But maybe
we should make one more sweep of the room to make sure that everything made it
back to its bags?”


“Probably wise. After all, we bought several things
yesterday and everything still fit. That’s not a good sign.” Conli stood and
headed upstairs. 


As he reached the middle of the staircase, she abruptly
remembered that in the middle of the night, she’d grown too hot and toed her
socks off. They were still under the covers. Denney hated losing good socks,
they were a hard thing to replace with her narrow feet. So she popped up and
ran to the bottom of the staircase to call up, “I have a pair of socks under
the covers!”


Conli paused at the top and waved a hand to her, silently
stating he’d heard her and would grab them. 


Phew, that had been close. Turning around, she had every
intention of rejoining Fei at the table but was abruptly checked when two men
stepped into her path. They were both Wynngaardian, although not nearly as huge
as Wolfinsky, square jaws and crooked noses, and a hard look in their eyes that
Denney dreaded seeing. She knew what it meant all too well. 


One of them, the older of the two, looked her over in an
exaggerated way. “How much?”


She held onto her temper as much as possible while making
her voice firm. “I’m not a prostitute.”


“We saw you with a daddy like that, and you’re still saying
nonsense?” He snorted, the expression on his face vulgar. 


Shouldn’t these idiots be busy getting ready to leave? They were
the caravan guards the innkeeper had warned her about last night, weren’t they?
So why did they think they could pick her up this early in the morning and do
anything? Were they that desperate, this far away from home? 


From behind the men, she saw a quick shape flit in between
them, and then both men folded as if their knees had been cut out from
underneath them, hitting the ground with their heads jerked back. Fei held both
men effortlessly, hands gripping their hair, and a cold expression on his face.



The younger tried to squirm out of the grip, trying to wrestle
free of the hand gripping his hair. “Let go, you—”


“This woman is under my protection.” His voice was soft and
dripping with menace. “You will leave. Now.” As abruptly as he’d grabbed them,
he let go again, and the men scrambled up to their feet. With sullen looks at
her, they turned and left, not willing apparently to put up a fight to get her.



Denney let out a breath, heart racing. “Really, what do they
think they’re doing, this early in the morning?”


“One of the wagon’s axel broke last night,” Fei explained,
keeping a weather eye on the two. “I overheard them during dinner, saying they
would be stuck here most of today until it was fixed.”


So they thought she was a good way to kill some time?
Lovely. Thank heavens he had been close by. “Thank you, Man Fei Lei.”


He inclined his head to her, his cold expression fading away
into a slight smile. “You are welcome.” 


Conli came back down, a few items in the crook of his elbow,
and took them in with raised eyebrows. “Problem?”


“Not at all,” Fei denied pleasantly. “Shall we go?”










Chapter Four


They left the inn and took their bags directly to the
Deepwoods cart. Denney expected most of the caravan to be formed up by this
point and was surprised to find that wasn’t the case. There was some kind of
chaos as several crates were being quickly unloaded, then stacked into another
cart that did not belong to the caravan at all. Sitting on the cart’s side, she
watched this play out, scratching at her head in confusion. What was going on? 


Siobhan passed by her and then stopped, leaning her back
against the cart so that she could comfortably watch things progress. “Had a
close call this morning.” 


“Oh?” Conli uttered encouragingly.


“Our boss did some trading last night before we all went to
bed, and swapped out some glass panes for some of this area’s wine. Good
vintage, or was supposed to be. Sylvie double checked his trading and found
that he in fact was rooked and had bought a bad crop. It’s all vinegar, or
close enough to that to be undrinkable.” 


Denney’s mouth filled with what she imagined the sour wine
must have tasted like and gagged. 


Siobhan grinned up at her. “Yes, Sylvie’s been making that
sound most of the morning and washing her mouth out every so often. It must
have been foul. Just the smell alone was enough to fell a man. But we’re
delayed a mite while this is taken back and the glass is returned.”


“The merchant hadn’t hightailed off with the goods already?”
Conli asked in surprise. 


“He tried, as I understand it. But we weren’t the only ones
that bought bad goods, and the other caravan boss figured it out at dawn this
morning, so he didn’t have the time to escape. Man was caught leaving the south
gates and hauled back.” Siobhan sounded quite evilly cheerful about the whole
matter. “Between Sylvie and Wolf, there’s not much of the man’s hide left
intact.” 


“Sylvie,” Denney repeated dubiously. 


“Our Sylvie is not much of a fighter, but don’t
underestimate her,” Siobhan warned. “She’s like a cat. She has other, sneakier
ways of getting even.”


Somehow, Denney didn’t have much trouble believing this. 


“I expect the pair of them back any moment with—ah, and
there they are.” Siobhan lifted a hand to cup her mouth and called, “What took
you?”


The crowd shifted and everyone got their first clear view of
Wolfinsky. In his hands were two puppies, both darkly colored fuzzballs with
floppy ears and wagging tails. One of them was enthusiastically trying to chew
on the man’s iron right hand, the other had stretched up on his hind legs and
was licking energetically on Wolf’s ear. There was a pained, patient expression
on the giant’s face as two creatures the size of his spread hands treated him
like their chew toy. 


Sylvie, not at all trying to be helpful, was nearly skipping
along at his side and enjoying the show. Cheerfully, she greeted her gathering
guildmates with, “We were on a rescue. Turns out that thrice-cursed merchant
had a litter of Colliers in his wagon. There were four altogether, and the
other caravan boss said he’d take them as repayment of sorts for the trouble,
but that left these two.” 


“I couldn’t leave them behind,” Wolfinsky said defensively,
as if already gearing up for an argument on why they couldn’t take the dogs
along on the road. “They’re barely two months old!”


“Well, of course you couldn’t—” Siobhan agreed, eyebrows
clear into her hairline, a hand covering her mouth as if trying to hide a
smile. 


Denney’s hands twitched instinctively. She adored dogs,
truly couldn’t resist them, puppies especially. Wolfinsky still alarmed her,
truth be told, but seeing this huge man patiently putting up with being licked
and chewed on was quickly putting some of her fears to rest. If he could be so
gentle with puppies, he couldn’t be a bad person at heart, could he? Without
really making any conscious decision, she hopped off the side of the cart and
gravitated toward him like a moth to flame. “Um, may I…?”


Relieved, he immediately handed them over. “They won’t stop
chewing on me. I mean, you’d think he’d give up after a while at least on my
hand.”


“Teething just comes with the territory with puppies,” she
crooned, nestling both of them into her arms. The puppies were just as happy to
be with someone else and instantly started licking at her cheeks, making her
laugh and squirm. “Oh, you’re both darlings. So sweet. But I’m not yummy,
really I’m not, so you have to stop that.” 


“You don’t sound at all convincing,” Conli drawled, reaching
over to take one of them out of her hands. “Well, Guildmaster, what shall we
do?”


“Truth be told, we’ve been talking about getting dogs,”
Siobhan admitted, eyeing the pair, “as they’d be good watchdogs while we’re
traveling. And Colliers are some of the best dogs in the world, so I have no
problem taking these two on. Not sure we have the means to take care of them on
this leg of the trip, though. This young, don’t they need milk?”


“You can wean them off of that and onto moist food,” Denney
informed her. “They’re old enough to get their teeth in about now. That’s why
they’re chewing everything, they’re cutting teeth.”


Siobhan pursed her lips judiciously. “Is that right. Know
much about dogs, do you? Good, good, I don’t have much experience raising or
training ’em. Tell you what, why don’t you and Sylvie go back to market and buy
what we need. I’ll re-sort the caravan while you’re doing that. Sylvie, you’ve
got a half-hour, so be quick.”


“Understood,” Sylvie said, business-like. “Who can I take?”


“Fei?” The way Siobhan said his name, it was more a question
if he wanted to go or not.


“Of course I can,” Fei agreed promptly. 


Denney understood, intellectually, that it would be easier
to shop if she let someone else watch the puppies for a while. It was just that
her hands wouldn’t let go of him. Settling the puppy more firmly into the crook
of her arm, she set off for the market. 


“You can leave them with us, you know,” Siobhan called to
her back. 


“It will take a pry bar to make her let them go,” Conli
chuckled, trailing along with her. “Don’t worry, I’ll be her hands while they
shop.”


This made Denney flush a little, especially as Siobhan did
nothing but laugh. To their parting backs, the guildmaster called, “And don’t
be naming them while I’m out of earshot!”


“Actually, that is a good thought,” Sylvie admitted,
admiring the puppies. “We do need to name them. What do we have, boys? Girls?
One of each?”


“I’ll have to set them down to examine them,” Denney
responded. “So let’s get into market first and get what we need. We can figure
that part out later.” 
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It was close, but they made Siobhan’s half-hour deadline.
With such capable help, they bought food, another jug of water, small bowls,
leather and buckles that could be made into collars, and two long lead lines
that Denney knew would be essential to keeping the dogs close until they
learned to stay within a certain perimeter of their people. When they got back
to the carts, Denney finally had the space and help she needed to examine the
dogs. They had one boy, one girl, both of them healthy if a little matted.
Denney had everyone feed them a little morsel of food, starting their
relationship with the dogs as ‘nice people that will feed you,’ an important
step in human-dog relationships. 


While on the path, everyone took turns playing with and
petting the pups, which of course the dogs loved, so that by the time the path
ended only Grae hadn’t had real interaction with them. This was something that
the Pathmaker protested. Loudly. 


Grae’s path from Vellshire took them to a small village,
where they stayed most of the night, and then from there they traveled directly
to the desert. Denney’s mother had described a desert to her before, one of the
few times she had spoken about home, and her journey to reach Quigg. She’d
journeyed through the desert for several days before reaching Island Pass.
Denney, now that she faced it, realized that a description didn’t do the place
justice. Saying that it was dry, and hot, and full of nothing but sand and
cactus—mostly sand—didn’t really give the full picture. 


The heat rose from the sand in visible waves. The air was
dry, so much so that it seemed to suck all of the moisture out of her, and she
was still lingering somewhat on the edge of it. There was green visible behind
her. 


“From here, we walk.” Siobhan put hands on hips, arms
akimbo, and viewed the desert ahead with a sort of resigned determination.
“Mercy, but I do hate this leg of the trip. I always get sunburned, no matter
how much of that oil I put on.”


Sylvie reached into the cart and handed her a wide-brimmed
white hat. “Try this.”


Siobhan’s eyes lit up as she accepted it and put it on. It
did not match what she was wearing, not at all, but it did shade her face and
neck very well. “Bless you, Sylvie, that’s already cooler. Master Conli, you’re
about as fair as I am, do you have a hat too?”


Conli pulled out a more masculine version and put it on.
“Miss Sylvie made sure of it.” 


“Good, good.” Siobhan eyed Denney dubiously. “Tran doesn’t
burn with his skin, but I’m not sure about you. Do you burn easily?”


“Not really,” Denney said with a weighing stare at the
desert ahead. “But I’ve also never been in a place like this before.”


“Oil up, just in case,” Siobhan advised, already reaching in
her own pouch for a bottle. “Here, sit still and I’ll do the honors while the
caravan boss gets her people sorted and ready to move.” 


Denney had no idea how to react to this friendly woman that
sat her down, rubbing oil over a person’s face that she had only known two
days. Siobhan Maley didn’t seem to meet a stranger, and she was as comfortable
with Denney as she was with her own guildmates. It was baffling and warming all
at the same time. 


“Now, as you can feel, this place can just suck the life
right out of a person,” Siobhan said as she rubbed. “So you put this on every
time we stop to eat. And drink. Drink lots. Drink when you aren’t even
particularly thirsty. I’ve had people faint on me before and it’s not any fun
to deal with.”


Conli went alert. “Will I be treating heat exhaustion?”


“Hopefully not,” Fei observed, perched at the top of the
cart and with a hand shielding his eyes. “These are all veterans, after all.
But stupid things do happen so I would be prepared just in case.” 


“Be most wary of sandstorms.” Tran had his eyes trained on
the horizon, and he didn’t turn his head towards them as he spoke. “They are a
real concern here.”


“Sand…storm?” Denney repeated the unfamiliar word, turning
at Siobhan’s direction so the woman could do the back of her neck and ears. 


“Scary things, those.” Tran continued the explanation,
although he bounced on the edge of his toes, as if he wanted to already be
moving. “Because we’re somewhat close to the coast, the wind rises, and kicks
up the loose sand. It comes in fast and hard, lasts for several hours, and
disappears just as quickly.” 


“When they do come, there’s no way to outrun or avoid them,”
Fei picked up the explanation. “We hunker down inside the cart, with a steady
tarp tied taut over us to keep the sand out. It’s harsh enough to take off your
skin if you’re not protected.” 


This alarmed Denney and without meaning to she jerked away
from Siobhan’s hands. “What about the animals?”


“We have their heads in with us,” Siobhan assured her,
amused. “Don’t worry. Their hides protect them from the bulk of it. As long as
their eyes, ears, and mouth are covered, they weather the storms just fine.” 


“She loves animals,” Conli explained to the group in
general.


“I can see that,” Siobhan responded, amused. “Turn back
around, Miss Denney, I’m not done yet. If I don’t put oil along the part in
your hair, you will be cursing me later.”


Oh. Right. Denney obediently turned back around. “And the
puppies?”


“We’ve always got extra material to screen with. We’ll just
wrap it around the pair of them and try to keep them still and calm until the worst
passes. But Miss Denney, I’m counting on you to keep an eye on the pups and
make sure they don’t get dehydrated out here. They’ll heat up fast with all of
that fur on them.”


“I will,” Denney promised, already watching them from the
corner of her eye. 


As Siobhan worked, she ordered, “Tran, run ahead and see if
we’re ready to go. We should be by now.”


Tran tapped his heart twice in a quick manner and moved off
with a loping gait. It made Denney’s eyes sting to see that mannerism, as her
mother used to do the same thing all of the time. It had been years since she’d
seen someone do it. 


In possibly the strangest pose ever seen, Fei stood up in
the cart and then put one foot flat on the side, using it to balance himself as
he leaned sideways. It looked so odd, as if he could fall over anytime, but he
stayed rock steady without any apparent strain or worry. 


His guildmaster had apparently seen him do this before as
she casually asked, “See him?”


“He’s waving us to move.”


“Then we must be ready. Fei, which side do you want today?”


“East side, front.”


“Then go.”


With a sideways flip, he leapt free of the cart, long coat
flaring out. As soon as his feet touched the ground, he went ahead of them in a
ground-eating stride. 


“Wolf?” Siobhan asked. 


“Back and east,” he responded, staying firmly planted where
he was. 


“Works for me. Tran will take the west side, it seems. I’ll
take back and west. We should be covered on all sides that way. Beirly, Grae,
both of you keep your eyes peeled for storms. This early in the season, we have
a fifty-fifty chance of getting one on this leg of the trip.” 


The men gave her nonverbal grunts of agreement and sat on
the cart so that they faced opposite directions. 


It was odd. Denney wasn’t sure why she thought this way, but
she had the impression that Wolfinsky knew very well that Siobhan would take
the back side. He had chosen to stay in the back to be near her. She’d seen it
before—if there was a choice, then Wolfinsky always chose to be near Siobhan.
Was it because of how Siobhan had rescued him from being a slave? Did he still
feel as if he owed her something for that? Or was it something else entirely? 


Her uncle fell into step with Siobhan as the whole caravan
started moving. “Guildmaster. I’ve spoken to Man Fei Lei about this already,
but I think the only way to get a diagnosis is to carefully document everything
he eats and drinks for the next two weeks. That will give a baseline of
information about what types of meals he reacts to. From there, you should be
able to break it down to the ingredients, which ones every meal has in common,
and experiment. Take everything out that looks remotely suspicious and then add
each one back in, see how he reacts.” 


“Sounds time consuming,” Siobhan noted, rubbing at her chin.
“And definitely not something we can easily do on the road.”


“No, doing this at home would be better,” Conli agreed. “I
wish I could see this through myself, as it’s a fascinating case, and I’d like
to know the answer.” 


“As to that, sir, I think Fei would prefer it if you could
see it through. He mentioned to me this morning that he’d like to pick your
brain about medicine as you seem much more knowledgeable about things than most
of the Apothecarists we run across.”


Conli flushed and ducked his head. “You flatter me. I don’t
have anything against teaching him, if he’s interested.”


“Very much so. Fei finds the whole world interesting. He’s
just a little shy about sitting people down and grilling them about their
professions.” 


“Is that right.” Conli grinned at her. “I’ll find a way to
corner him and force information on him, then.”


“That’s the spirit.” 


They started walking. Denney found that most of this path
was worn in with hard packed sand. If she veered too far away from the cart,
though, it became loose sand and harder to walk on. In fact, it was loose
enough that if she didn’t watch her footing, she was in danger of turning an
ankle. 


“Miss Denney, come back,” Wolfinsky urged and pointed a
finger to the area in front of him. “Don’t stray too far away. When those
sandstorms hit, I want you close enough to yank inside the cart.”


Oh, right. She obediently went back to walking in front of
him. 


“And drink more,” he added with a frown. “You’re not
drinking enough.”


She took a healthy swallow from her canteen, surprised at
how quickly she felt dry again afterwards. It was like the water was absorbed
from her before it could even properly go down her throat. Denney snuck a peek
over her shoulder and found that he was following his own advice and drinking
as well. She’d thought it was just Siobhan, but really, he did look out for
everyone, didn’t he?


Wolfinsky caught her look and asked, “What?”


Not sure if she should ask, but too curious to leave it
alone, Denney decided to try prying a little. “Do you like guarding the back
over the front?”


“As to that, I do. In front, I can see dangers coming at me,
but it’s harder to see what everyone else is doing. I prefer being in the back,
where I can get the full picture.” 


That did make sense. If Denney was an enforcer, she would
choose to do the same. She hopped onto the side of the cart and checked on the
puppies, but their water bowl was still full and they had found a shady spot to
sleep in. Satisfied, she hopped down again and debated whether to say something
more than she had. Two days earlier she might have let it lie, but after seeing
this giant man being used as a chew toy, she no longer had any real fear of
him. Deciding to push the matter a little, she pressed, “It’s not because your
guildmaster likes to guard the rear?”


“Ho?” His eyes crinkled up into a quick smile. “Caught that,
did you? It’s true, my Siobhan is a people watcher. If she has a choice, she’s
in a corner so she can keep an eye on the whole crowd. I try to stay in the
back with her, as she’s too quick to jump into a situation without calling for
help first.”


“I see.” ‘My Siobhan’ was it. Denney was absolutely certain
of it now. The man was at least half in love with his guildmaster. The last of
her fear toward him dissipated. She still wanted to stay on his good side, but
she now saw that to the people under his care, he was a gentle giant. 


“Where did you grow up, Miss Denney?” he asked her. 


An innocent way of figuring out her heritage? Probably. Most
people ended up asking in one way or another. “I was born to a Teherani mother
in Quigg.” 


A dark thunderstorm swept over his face. “That is not a good
place for a child like you to be.”


Her heartbeat sounded heavy and loud in her ears. He knew.
“How…?”


“I was a slave there for seven years.”


“You poor man,” she breathed, the words tumbling out without
her truly meaning to say them. 


“You’re a sweet girl, you are,” he responded with a gentle
smile. “You know as well as I how bad that city is. How did you escape the
place?”


“Conli came and got me when I was almost eleven.” Denney
never said ‘uncle’ aloud as she didn’t want to bring shame to his him in front
of other people. If they didn’t know the full story, they often came to the
worst possible conclusions, and his ability to work as a surgeon and
Apothecarist depended on his reputation. 


“Fortunate, that.” Wolfinsky glanced over the cart and
ahead, to where Conli and Fei were walking with their heads together. “It was a
relief, meeting him. Master Conli’s a good man, one I can trust around my
girls, and that’s a rare thing. Sylvie especially can tempt most men past
reason.” 


She was a startling beautiful woman after all. That was no
surprise to Denney. 


From the other side of the cart, Siobhan complained, “Wolf,
I’m bored.”


This didn’t surprise the giant Wynngaardian as he drawled,
“Song or story?”


“Song.” 


“Which one?”


“The one where the woman saves her village.”


“You always ask for that one,” he retorted, winking at
Denney to show that he actually didn’t mind this. 


“I like it,” Siobhan protested, sounding amused. “So?”


Wolfinsky wasn’t really planning to sing, was he? He had a
nice enough speaking voice, but Denney couldn’t imagine him singing. 


To her absolute surprise, he did just that. From his mouth
came this beautiful, steady voice that was amazing to listen to. He’d obviously
had some training at some point in his life, as he knew how to carry a tune
very well. 


Also to her surprise, Siobhan joined in, singing a harmony
to his bass, and it was done so well that it was obvious she had done this many
times before. Denney listened with rapt attention as the song told a story of
courage and winning against all odds, complete with a happy ending. 


Wolfinsky ended and said, “You didn’t join in? You’re
welcome to.”


“I didn’t know that one,” she confessed, and was jealous for
a moment that she couldn’t sing with them, as her heart wanted to join in on
the fun. 


“Then let’s sing one you know,” Siobhan suggested, using the
cart as leverage for a moment to pop into view. “Name off some.”


Denney knew few songs that weren’t of the bawdy variety.
Conli wasn’t much for singing, either. It stymied her for a moment. “Today’s
Blossoms? Lady in the Garden?”


“Oh, I know the last one,” Wolfinsky agreed, already humming
the first few notes. “Siobhan, I don’t think you know all the words.”


“I’ll keep up as I can. I want to learn it, anyway. Wolf,
start us off.” 


Wolfinsky sang, Denney singing timidly along, getting more
courage as Siobhan joined in. Beirly and Grae, on top of the cart, started using
the sideboards as a sort of drum to help keep a rhythm. Even the puppies joined
in, barking and wagging their tails, not understanding why the humans were
making such noise, but enjoying it. That set the people to laughing, making it
hard to sing, but they did manage to complete the song despite all the
interruptions. It was the first time she had traveled that Denney found it fun
and not completely stressful. 


After that song, then took a break and drank a great deal of
water, discussing what to sing next. Wolfinsky and Siobhan both taught her two
songs, and then Beirly gave all of their voices a break and started telling
funny stories. There was quite an assortment of those, as apparently Wolfinsky
and Tran fell into trouble on a regular basis. Some of the tales of Fei’s
drunken episodes were just as hilarious and had Denney holding her sides. 


Was this what their group was normally like on trips? If
they weren’t deliberately putting on a show to keep their guests entertained,
then Denney imagined it would be great fun to be a part of this guild. 










Chapter Five


Trudging through a desert with two puppies in tow was no
laughing matter. During the day, Denney was constantly worried about them
overheating, but fortunately the dogs seemed to have the sense to stay in the
shade as much as possible. She made sure their water bowl was topped off every
time the caravan stopped to eat, and between her actions and the rest of the
guild’s doting precautions, the puppies weathered the most brutal section of
the desert just fine. 


After three hours of debate back and forth, they finally
landed on the names of Pete and Pyper. It took another two days for the dogs to
pick up on their new names and to actually respond to it, which Denney found
amazing, as normally it took a little longer than that. What she found
particularly amusing was that the puppies found everyone to be equally cuddly.
She’d settle in with them to sleep, using them as little mini-heaters against
the cold desert nights, only to wake in the morning and find them in Beirly’s
bedroll. Or Fei’s. Or Sylvie’s. Really, anyone was fair game.     


Denney thought she had this whole ‘traveling through the
desert’ thing down pat until the fourth morning. She woke up to a terrible
cramp in her right calf that nearly doubled her over. Gasping around the pain,
she called hoarsely, “Conli!”


Her uncle rolled out of bed with his eyes still struggling
to pop open, turning toward her. Somewhat to her surprise, Fei moved at the
same time, although with more grace and less flailing. 


“Cramp?” her uncle guessed, shifting so that he knelt next
to her legs. “Right or left?”


“Right.” Although her left was giving sympathetic twinges
that might turn into a full blown cramp soon. 


“You haven’t been drinking enough,” he scolded as he pulled
off her sock and stretched out her foot to a straight angle. 


Denney hissed in a breath, as her foot didn’t like that
position at all. 


Clearing his throat, Fei drew their attention to him. “I have
some skill in this.”


“Oh?” Interested, Conli didn’t let up on Denney’s foot, but
did look toward him. “Is this a skill from your hometown?”


“Indeed. If I may…?” gesturing toward her foot, Fei looked
to both Conli and Denney for permission. When it was granted with silent nods,
only then did he move, dislodging Conli to the side as a watcher. 


He did not continue the uncomfortable position, but instead
relaxed her foot and then reached around with his thumb and pressed it squarely
in the middle of the calf muscle. Fortunately, he started off with gentle
pressure, then steadily increased it. “If you press here,” he explained as he
worked, “you counteract the spasm so that it comes back into a relaxed state.
It also helps if you press here,” he moved his other hand to the top of the
foot, settling his first two fingers in the hollow indentation between the big
toe and the second one, “as this is a known antispasmodic point. If you press
here, you must maintain the pressure until the cramp resolves.”


Conli stood long enough to move to Denney’s other side,
stripped off her sock, and then mimicked what the man was doing. “Here, and
here?”


“Precisely so. After the muscle has stopped cramping, then
it is good to bend the foot backwards, toes toward her leg, to increase
circulation for a few minutes.” Glancing up at her, Fei scolded, “You are not
drinking enough.”


Exasperated, she replied, “Yes, that just became clear,
thank  you.”


He found this funny, as his eyes lifted in a smile, nearly
disappearing into his face. 


As soon as the cramp came, it left, which surprised her.
Most of the time when her muscles cramped like this, it would take several
minutes before it eased. At least. 


Not that her impromptu aide would let go of her. Instead, he
bent her foot as he’d described earlier, toes toward her shin, and held it
there for several minutes. Only then was he satisfied enough to let go of her. 


At this hour of the morning, most people were just rising,
and they took in the scene of two men bending over and holding her legs with
nothing more than a curious glance and yawn. Siobhan took the puppies in charge
for a morning walk before breakfast, just going a short distance away as they
attended to the calls of nature. Denney was grateful for the silent support, as
normally she did that herself. 


“How did you learn about this?” Conli asked, finally letting
his victim go. 


“It is standard training in my home. We grow up learning
about acupuncture points, how chakra flows—”


“Chakra?”


Fei opened his mouth, paused, frowned, then offered, “Think
of it as the natural energy of the body.”


Conli developed that look of intense interest that he
normally wore when he had stumbled across something medical he didn’t know.
“You remember all of this still?”


“Of course. As we walk today, we can discuss it.”


“I would be delighted to.” Conli meant every word. 


Gaining his feet in a graceful rocking motion, Fei leaned
over and offered her a hand up. It was the first time that Denney could
remember, accepting the touch of another man, and not finding it
nerve-wracking. Was it because he had just been in physical contact with her
for several minutes? She grasped his hand, felt the strength in which he easily
pulled her to her feet, and looked up into those almond shaped eyes. There was
nothing in them but kindness and intelligence. He was, in fact, a dark-haired
version of Conli in many ways. 


Thinking of him as such, a smile came easily to her face.
“Thank you.”


“You are very welcome. Now, for breakfast, you are required
to drink two glasses of water.”


“At once?” she objected. That would be rather difficult.


“Guzzle them,” he ordered, tone dry. “But drink.”


“You’re too dehydrated, you need at least two,” Conli
agreed. 


Clearly this was not an argument she would win. 


ӜӜӜ


“The two of you need to learn how to defend yourselves
better.” 


Denney blinked, this comment coming out of the blue, and
looked at Siobhan. “I’m sorry?”


“It’s really bothering my enforcers,” she continued, as if
Denney were already on the same page, “that you and Conli don’t seem to know
how to defend yourselves very well. Your reaction outside of the baths
especially has them worried. They keep talking about it when they think you’re
out of earshot.”


Were they really? Denney felt very conflicted about this
information. She felt somewhat happy that the men were worried about her
safety, but also confused by what they expected her to do. “I’m not a fighter.”


“Denney.” Siobhan put a hand on her shoulder, leaning down
to look more directly in the eye. “Grae isn’t a fighter. Sylvie isn’t a
fighter. But if someone came at them, you can bet your britches that they’d put
up a whale of a fight. They’ve got good odds of getting away, too. What you
lack, I think, is the know-how of how to get free of a man if he corners you.” 


Well that too. Denney honestly couldn’t think of herself as
a fighter, though. If someone came at her, even if she knew that she was going
to be hurt, she probably couldn’t bring herself to harm them. 


Siobhan got this look on her face, as if she were
reading the back of Denney’s skull. Whatever it was that she saw, it made her
screw her mouth up to the side and nod to herself decisively. “Fei, I think.”


“I’m sorry?”


“Fei should teach you.” Siobhan didn’t have to shout very
loud, as the man she wanted was peeling potatoes and preparing dinner. “Fei.
Come teach Denney and Conli how to fight.”


Fei perked up immediately. “May I?”


“I’ll take over dinner,” Siobhan stated, already striding in
his direction. “This is more important. What were you planning to make?”


“Hot mash.”


“Oh, a favorite. Alright, I’ll do that. You go teach them. I
don’t want my friends as victims.”


As Fei moved, he gathered Conli with a touch to his shoulder
and a wave. Curious, the surgeon put his bedroll down, half-unrolled, and followed
to a flat spot a stone’s throw from the camp. 


“What are we doing, exactly?” Conli inquired. 


“You are a man of medical knowledge,” Fei stated factually.
“You will use your knowledge to fight. Denney-gui, you are a woman incapable of
hurting others. For now, I will teach you how to hit a man so that he is
stunned and you can run for help.” 


Denney’s mouth parted in growing interest. “Can I do that?”


“Of a certainty, you can. There are many pressure points on
a man’s body where, with the right pressure, he will fold. First, we start with
simple things, ways for you to wrest free of a man’s grasp.”


What followed had to be one of the most interesting lessons
Denney had ever had the pleasure of receiving. Fei patiently taught both of
them how to break a man’s hold, how to grab someone from behind and flip them
over the shoulder, where to kick on the shins to temporarily cripple them.
Denney mimicked him as closely as possible, trying to engrave this knowledge
into her muscles. Fighting, no, she was no good at that. But temporarily
hurting someone in order to run? That she could do. 


Conli learned the same things, but also others, things that
he seemed to grasp more readily than she did. But then, Fei seemed to know what
it was that her uncle was already comfortable with. Talking about pressure
points and chakra and all of that for a full day likely had something to do
with it. 


She repeated the techniques again, several times, until she
could move at full speed and still do it accurately. Not that it meant she
could really escape Fei, of course. He was still faster than she was. But it
still bolstered her courage a little that she now could at least try to
run and have some chance of succeeding. Assuming that her opponents weren’t
much stronger and larger than she was. 


Perhaps her teacher sensed this stray thought. He studied
her for a full moment before turning and calling, “Tran-ren, a moment.”


“Oh, am I playing attacker?” Easy-going about this, he came
over, grinning. 


“Observe us, side by side,” Fei encouraged the two of them.
“Do you see how much disparity there is? I look like a child standing next to
him.”


“You are,” Tran drawled, only to lose his breath a second
later when Fei slammed a hand into his sternum. He got his wind back quickly
enough, chuckling. “I always get a rise out of him when I say that.”


Fei cleared his throat, looking above this. “You are only
six years my senior, Tran-ren. We will discuss this later. At length.”


Tran’s grin became feral. “Looking forward to it.”


Denney, watching the two, was reminded of bandy roosters in
the same hen yard. Did they quarrel with each other just for the fun of
fighting? Even the intellectual Fei seemed prone to doing so. 


“Move at half speed,” Fei instructed. “Tran-ren, grab her.”


It might have been half speed for Tran, but it felt like
full speed to her, as he reached out and grabbed her by the collar with both
hands. Seeing a giant of a man, a Teheranian, looming over her struck a dark
spot in her mind and Denney froze, fear shaking her. 


“Denney, don’t—” Conli consoled, moving toward her. 


Fei stepped into his path, thwarting this, and instead
slapped a hand hard between her shoulder blades. “Do not freeze. Move.”


The pain of it sent adrenaline through her system and it
shook her out of her dazed fear. It also helped that Tran was still standing,
just standing, and waiting for her to react. Hands still shaking, breath coming
out in short gasps, she tried to remember what she had been taught. It took a
full second, but she remembered, and threaded her arms through his hands before
grasping her hands together in a large fist and yanking hard toward the right. 


Tran’s hands sprang free and he nodded approval to her.
“Well done. You hit exactly where you should. Remember, always, to do it just
like that. If you don’t get a hand behind the elbow, it’s only half as
effective.”


Denney stared down at her own hands. That had…worked? “You
were going along with me.” He must have been. It didn’t make sense otherwise—he
was so much stronger than she was. 


“Of course I did,” Tran agreed easily. “I didn’t want my
elbow to get broken.”


Wait, what? “No, I mean—”


“I know what you mean,” Tran interrupted, chiding her
gently. “But it doesn’t matter how big your opponent is, or how strong. You do
that, and he refuses to let go, and it will break his elbow. Why do you think
Shi-maee had Fei teach you? It’s because his techniques were designed so that
the smaller, weaker person could beat a stronger opponent.”


“In terms of brute strength, both Wolf-ren and Tran-ren are
stronger than I am,” Fei informed them both. “But in terms of fighting force, I
am their equal. I, too, use the techniques that I have just taught you on
opponents. They are the simplest way to put space between us so that I have
room to fight.”


Uninvited, Wolfinsky ambled over. “I’m going to be the real
test here. Miss Denney, I’m thinking that it was Teheranians and Wynngaardians
that gave you the most trouble? Yes, thought so. I’m going to attack you in a
moment. This time, don’t let your fear freeze you up. Fight through it, fight
me, and put me to the ground.”


Could she do that? Denney knew this man’s history. He was an
enforcer in a dark guild, he wore a weapon on his right hand at all times, and
he was the person that no one casually took on as an opponent. A part of her
really, truly, wanted to run away from this whole situation. 


Wolfinsky wasn’t giving her that option. He took a giant
step forward and reached for her shirt. Denney kicked herself into motion and
rolled forward, ducking low, low enough that it wasn’t comfortable for him to
reach her. 


“Good, good!” Fei encouraged. 


Spinning on her toes, she reached up, grabbed Wolfinsky’s
left arm, and then put a flat palm on his upper arm. Standing tall, she took a
step forward, leaning her weight into it as much as she could. 


“Whoa,” Wolfinsky exclaimed, slamming toward his knees. “Ow,
owowowowow.”


“Not that much force,” Fei corrected, pulling her gently
back. “Remember, you can break his elbow, or dislocate his arm, if you put too
much force into this.”


“E-even with him?” she spluttered, amazed. 


“Anyone, Denney-gui, with anyone.” 


Denney stared down at this giant of a man that she had
literally forced to his knees. She had never seen anyone larger than Wolfinsky.
Had never actually seen a man his size until meeting Deepwoods. If she could
subdue him, then….


“Can I get up now?” Wolfinsky asked plaintively. 


He really was waiting for her to let go of him. Was this
what confidence felt like? Denney felt like she could fight off a dozen Wolfinskys
in that moment. 


“Come on, Denney, let him up,” Conli urged. He was only
half-serious, as he was enjoying seeing the sight as much as she was. “I want
to try.”


“What am I?” Wolfinsky muttered toward the ground. “A toy?”


“A very fun one,” she surprised herself by saying. Then,
giggling, she let go. 


“I heard that giggle,” he informed the world at large as he
regained his feet. “Fei, you’ve created a monster. If she goes around after
this knocking men to their knees, then I want it understood, I had nothing to
do with this.” 


She’d do no such thing. But she could if she wanted to. It
was that knowledge that made all the difference. 










Chapter Six


“SANDSTORM!”


Denney barely registered the warning before Wolf grabbed her
around the waist and hauled her bodily into the cart. She scrambled to get her
legs under her, and was barely able to move closer to the interior before
Siobhan and Sylvie both hopped inside. Denney tried to squeeze further into a
corner but was thwarted by two different boxes and a large jar of water that
dug into her back. 


In a minute flat, the entire guild was in the cart, the last
being Beirly as he pulled the thick tarps over their heads and tied them shut.
Each person took care of the straps directly over their heads, tying them as
tightly as possible to keep the sand out. Tran coaxed the head of Kit the
reinmal through a specially made slit in the tarp and kept a hold of Kit’s head
with the halter. Denney’s first priority was getting Peter and Pyper into the
wooden crate with the protective wrap around it. Only when they were securely
settled in did she breathe easily. 


“Goggles and masks on, everyone,” Siobhan ordered, already
reaching for the bag and handing them out. “Whoever is done first, help your
neighbor.” 


Denney accepted the goggles and mask handed to her,
recognizing that Siobhan had handed her the very set she’d bought in Vellshire,
and put the goggles on without a problem. The mask, however, tied in the back
of the head and she struggled with it as she kept getting strands of hair
caught into the knot. 


Without a word, Beirly reached over and took it from her
hands, smoothed down her hair with a flat palm, then tied it securely. She bent
her head to give him better access, feeling a little awkward this close to the
man, but grateful for his quick actions. 


Worried about Kit, she looked over and found that while she
wasn’t looking, Tran had put a protective gauze around the reinmal’s head,
covering him completely from ears to nose. With that on, there was no way any
sand could penetrate and cause the animal problems. Relieved, she sank back and
shifted as people stretched out legs and tried to get comfortable. 


“Are we all set?” Siobhan couldn’t really shift much in this
narrow space crammed with people, but she did try and see everyone for herself.
“Yes? Good. Beirly, Fei, check our guests’ masks and goggles to make sure
they’re secure enough.”


“They are, Shi,” Beirly assured her. 


“Good, good.” It was hard to see any expression under the
goggles and mask, but Siobhan was clearly disgruntled judging by her tone.
“Well, we made it five whole days before one hit. That’s something of a record
for us.” 


“Have we ever made it entirely across to Goodliffe without
getting caught by a sandstorm?” Sylvie wondered. 


“Not once,” Grae grumbled. “Although we came very close to
it before you joined us. I think we were literally four hours away from the
city before we got caught by the edge of the storm.”


“That was particularly annoying,” Beirly reminisced,
although he sounded like he was amused at the memory. “Dratted thing lasted all
day, remember that? So there we were, almost in sight of the city, and forced
to camp outside in a sandstorm instead.”


“I remember being hungry all that night,” Siobhan
half-groaned, half-laughed. “No one dared take their masks off in order to eat.
So many stomachs were growling, it sounded like a chorus of ghouls.”


“Is it really that dangerous, to leave your mouth unprotected?”
Conli levered himself up with his legs long enough to scoot more to the right,
gesturing for Denney to get comfortable and branch out a little from her
corner. 


“Very dangerous,” Tran answered somberly. “The sand can be
tiny, so small the naked eye cannot see it, and it will pour through any
opening, mouth or nose. We had stories in my home village of people that had
suffocated because they walked through a sandstorm without protection on.
Without goggles, the eyes can be torn to shreds by the sand as well. It’s why I
insisted you have all these things.”


They felt and heard it when the storm actually hit. It felt
almost suffocating, the air harsher and drier than it had before. Kit’s head
jerked a little, eyes rolling. The puppies started whining too, uneasy and not
at all happy to be in the box away from their people.


“Easy, Kit, easy,” Tran crooned. “You’d think that with as
many sandstorms as you’ve been through, you wouldn’t react to them anymore.” 


The reinmal rolled his eyes again, shifting, head jerking a
little harder on the halter as if he were fighting the urge to run. 


Denney recognized the signs well enough and knew that in a
minute, perhaps less, Kit would do his best to bolt. This was not good, not at
all. She leaned over Beirly without a second of hesitation and grabbed Kit’s
halter to balance herself. Then she reached underneath and found a particularly
sensitive spot between jaw and neck and gave it a good scratch. 


Kit was still uneasy but he couldn’t resist having his
favorite spot scratched. He blew out a gusty sigh and settled more firmly into
her hands, tilting his head for a better angle. 


“Well now.” Beirly shifted to the side so that they could
switch places. “I think it’s better you sit there. How in the wide world are
you doing that?”


“There’s this one spot between his neck and his jaw that he
just loves scratched,” she explained. “I’m giving him something else to focus
on.”


Tran tilted his head to see exactly where she was touching.
“Ahh. I see it. Tell me when your hand tires, I’ll take over.”


“It’s like magic,” Siobhan marveled. “I knew he adored you,
but I figured it was due to the watermelon you kept sneaking him.”


“We bonded over watermelon,” Denney informed her,
mock-seriously. 


“Is that right.” Siobhan shook her head, amused. “Well, keep
that up. I was afraid Kit would bolt in this storm. It’s a little more intense
than usual.”


“What are you expecting with this storm?” Conli asked,
worried by that last sentence. “How long will it be, do you think?”


Siobhan waved to Tran. “I defer to the sandstorm expert.”


Tran grinned, not denying this, and responded, “Most of the
time, they’re a few hours long. They can move quick, but not generally. The
worst storms are fast and last for days but this one doesn’t strike me as one
of them. It moved slow enough for us to get under cover without too much bustle
and it’s barely rocking the cart at all. So, I’d say it’s good for two or three
hours, and then it’ll wear itself out.” 


“I didn’t get more than a peek before Master Wolfinsky threw
me in here, but it was like a wall of sand straight to the heavens was coming
our direction.” Denney had to pause as Kit demanded more of a rub from her.
“Are they always like that?”


“Always. But like I said, this one was slow enough for us to
get under cover. Sometimes they’re too fast and we barely get the top over our
heads. Even if we didn’t have the tarp up like this, it would be rather dark.
Too much sand blocking out the sun.”


“And this is common?” Conli said in dismay. 


“In this stretch of the desert,” Grae confirmed sourly. “The
conditions of the sea wind coming in from the coast, with nothing but flat land
and sand to greet it, means that this stretch of desert gets sandstorms quite
often. It’s a pain going through here. Most escorting guilds avoid this stretch
completely.”


“It gives me a lot of negotiating room when caravans come to
us,” Sylvie added, tone cheerful. “And we can ask the nicest prices.”


Denney had only shopped with her twice, but once was enough
to know that Sylvie got what she wanted for the price that she wanted. Anyone
that entered negotiations with her was to be pitied. 


With nothing to do, people got more comfortable, changing
positions as needed, and storytelling started. Conli surprised her by speaking
up twice, sharing a story from their own experiences, which gathered a great
deal of interest from the rest of the guild. Even Denney switched places
completely, coming in to sit snugly against Tran’s side, as that way they could
both handle Kit if he became restless. Conli gave her several anxious looks but
in truth, while it felt a little odd, she was perfectly at ease where she was.
Tran had no ulterior motives with this position. She knew that without a shadow
of doubt.


The hours did not seem like hours. More like minutes. Denney
scratched at Kit, listened to stories, laughed at the jokes, and felt as if
this whole situation was normal. Bizarre, to be caught in a sandstorm in a
desert, but all the same normal. She didn’t feel out of place with these
people. In fact, it felt more like she had finally found where she was supposed
to be. 


Now wasn’t that a strange thing to think? Crammed in with
people she’d known six days, legs and shoulders overlapping with at least three
other people’s, with sand raging in a storm around her. But Denney couldn’t
think of a time when she’d felt more at ease than this moment. Strangely
enough, not even the storm worried her, as she had complete confidence that if
something happened, the enforcers in the group would do something about it.
Silly thought, that. Were they more powerful than a force of nature? 


Denney gave Tran and Wolf a study from top to bottom, their
muscles especially. Yes, in fact, if she had to place a bet on who would win,
it would not be on the storm. 


They all felt it when the storm ended, as the oppressive
feeling to the air and the battering against the tarp abruptly ceased. Tran
cautioned them to wait a few more minutes, which they did, but then he deemed
it safe and they all climbed out of their protective gear and stood up in the
cart to see how much the landscape had changed. 


The section of road they were on was still somewhat clear,
although there were deep piles of sand mounded here and there. Off the road
section, there were new sand dunes strung out for spans and spans in every
direction that Denney could see. 


“Why is the road still relatively clear?” she couldn’t help
but wonder. 


“It’s the highest section,” Grae explained, already climbing
down. “This became the road because it’s the only part of the desert that
remains mostly clear even after the sandstorms come through.”


That made a great deal of sense. 


“Alright, everyone, check on the caravan.” Siobhan put boots
to ground as she said this. “Miss Denney, if you would, hitch Kit back up and
give him a good drink of water. Then see to the puppies.”


“Certainly,” she agreed, happy to be relied upon. 


Taking Kit’s halter in hand, she tied him to the cart
temporarily and gave him a long drink of water, almost as much as he wanted, although
she made him take mini breaks in between so he wouldn’t founder himself. With
him satisfied, she re-hitched the reinmal to the cart. Only then did she
finally free the dogs, who were beyond happy to be out of that box. They
immediately tried to run around, which was why she had done everything else
first, as it took concentration on her part to make sure she didn’t lose one of
them. When dogs got in their head to run, they could be very quick on their
feet. 


Conli came back to stand next to her, although his eyes were
trained on the stretch of caravan ahead of them. “Everyone seems to have
weathered the storm fine. Then again, they all seem to have experience in this
sort of thing.” 


It struck Denney that she had a rare opportunity to talk to
her uncle without anyone listening, as the whole guild was up ahead and out of
earshot. “Conli.”


“Hmm?” He glanced back, only to turn completely to face her
as he realized she had something serious to say. 


“I know we’ve only been with them for six days, but…” Denney
bit her bottom lip uncertainly. “Deepwoods fits what we’re looking for, doesn’t
it?”


Conli’s expression softened. “You really do like them, don’t
you?”


“More than that.” Denney struggled to put the feeling into
words. “I feel comfortable with them. I feel more of a sense of belonging here
than I’ve ever felt anywhere.”


“They are charming,” Conli agreed, eyes crinkling up. “And
certainly good at protecting you. You don’t feel uneasy at all? Not even around
Tran or Wolfinsky?”


“Not anymore,” she confirmed, meaning every word. “They’ve
both been kind and considerate, and both have taken the time to teach me
something about my heritage, which wasn’t something they needed to do.”


“I saw that. I thought better of them after seeing how they
treat you.” Conli got that taut line in his forehead that suggested he was
thinking hard. “It’s true that it would be safer for you if we had a female
guildmaster. And Siobhan Maley is one of the best guildmasters I’ve ever seen.”


That sounded like a ‘yes’ to Denney, and she couldn’t help
but bounce on her toes in excitement. “Can we ask?”


“It won’t hurt to try.” Spying Siobhan and Grae coming back
their direction, Conli lowered his voice to tell her, “Truth is, I was hoping
you’d become comfortable with them, as I’ve grown fond of this guild as well.”


So it wasn’t just her? This relieved Denney as Conli had
made too many sacrifices for her sake already and she hated the idea of
foisting a guild onto him that he didn’t particularly care for. 


“We weathered the storm better than I expected,” Siobhan
announced. “We’ll be moving again in a moment. Miss Denney, how’s Kit?”


“Perfectly fine,” Denney assured her. 


“Good, good.”


Conli cleared his throat. “This might not be the time for
it, but I have a question for you, Guildmaster.” 


Siobhan’s mouth stretched into a slow smile. “I have a
notion of what it might be. Or hope I do. Out with it, man.”


“By chance,” Conli’s tone was deliberately off-hand, “have
you room for a surgeon and a girl who’s good with animals in your guild?”


“I thought you’d never ask. As it happens, I do.” Siobhan’s
serious demeanor lasted two full seconds before her control broke and she flung
her arms around both of them, bringing them in for a tight hug. “You’re both
staying.”


“Shi,” Grae chuckled behind her, “that wasn’t a question.
You sound more like you’re issuing a demand.”


“It is a demand,” she retorted, not letting go of them. “I
like them too much. They’re not allowed to leave.”


A somewhat nervous giggle escaped Denney, and then she
laughed out loud, hugging the woman back. “So we never had the option of
parting in Goldschmidt?”


“Not after the third day,” Siobhan agreed and finally let go
of them. “We all decided that you two were a fine fit into the guild. Although
we weren’t sure how to charm you into staying with us.” 


Conli had an odd expression on his face. “Then, you weren’t
trying to charm us these past three days?”


“No?” Siobhan cocked her head, puzzled. “Why, did it look
like we were? We hadn’t come up with a plan yet. Hard to plan when you two were
always in earshot.”


“They’re charming naturally,” Denney observed to her uncle.


“Apparently. Well, Guildmaster, if you’re serious, then we
really would like to stay with you. But perhaps you should talk to the rest of
the guild first?”


Siobhan negated the idea with a careless toss of the hand.
“I get complete say in who stays in the guild. It’s always been that way.
Besides, I won’t get any objections with you two.”


That last statement just warmed Denney right to the core.
“Then what do we need to do to make this official?”


“Register you in Goldschmidt and get you both crests. Which
we’ll do after we’ve dropped off a certain caravan.” A demented grin on her
face, Siobhan declared, “But you’re ours now, paperwork or no paperwork. Grae,
spread the word! We have new members.” 


The quiet man beamed at them. “Gladly.” 










Epilogue


“And that is the story of Denney Icean and Conli Roroana.” 


“It was a fine telling, and I thank ya for it.” Rune had
turned over onto his side partway through the story and had his head propped up
on his hand. “It’s true, ya and Conli seem to come as a packaged set.”


“We have ever since he came and got me in Quigg,” she
admitted frankly. “Although since joining Deepwoods, he hasn’t been as fiercely
overprotective as before. Not after Wolf, Tran, and Fei made it clear they
would hammer anyone that looked at me cross-eyed.” 


“Gave him breathing room,” Rune stated knowingly. “Denney, I
do have one question for ya.”


“Shoot.”


“When we first met, ya were nervous about me, too. Was that
’cause I was an assassin or Wynngaardian?”


“A little of both,” she admitted. “And you were so
incredibly hard to read. What unnerved us all was that your mouth would smile,
but your eyes never reflected any sort of emotion at all. We weren’t sure if
you had a heart. That first time you came to my defense, without Siobhan
telling you to, I was so surprised I actually froze for a few seconds. I
realized in that moment that we actually did mean something to you. Before
that, I hadn’t thought we did.” 


“Was that it?” Rune thought about how he was, those early
days with Deepwoods. In truth, even he wasn’t sure if he felt any true emotions
back then. He’d been betrayed and hurt so many times that it was a wonder his
heart was still functioning at all. “I suppose we are alike in this, then.
Deepwoods charmed us into staying.”


Startled, she stared at him for a heartbeat before laughing.
“It’s true! We both reacted the same way. Funny, isn’t it? They don’t think of
themselves as particularly charming, in fact Siobhan says all the time we’re a
motley crew, but after spending only a day with them, you start to wish you
could always stay.” 


With him, Rune wasn’t sure it had been a full day. After
only a few hours of watching how the guild interacted with each other, he’d
become so envious of them he’d nearly been green with it. 


Denney stretched out fully on the grass, her arms high above
her head, smile dreamy. “The best thing that Conli ever did for me, aside from
taking me from Quigg, was to choose Deepwoods as our guild. We would have been
so lost without them.”


Rune was deeply thankful that they had joined Deepwoods as
well, if for entirely different and selfish reasons. 


“Well, now you have everyone’s stories. What do you think?”


He sat on that question for a moment before concluding
aloud, “Siobhan’s crazy.”


Denney didn’t expect that answer and choked, curling over
onto her side as she laughed. “R-really? Is that all you think?”


“I’m grateful she’s crazy,” Rune assured her, tickled to see
her laughing so much at something he’d said. “But think about it. Every one of
us came with a passle of trouble like a dark cloud hanging over our heads. The
only exception of that being Fei. But she took us all on anyway. Makes a man
wonder if that’s a requirement for getting Siobhan’s attention.” 


“Tran wasn’t in trouble when he came in,” she pointed out,
eyes still dancing merrily. 


“He’s worse. He creates trouble.”


Denney opened her mouth in protest, paused, and hummed
thoughtfully. “I cannot retort. It’s true. He’s as bad as Wolf in that aspect.”


Rune would know, after everything he’d seen, and the few
times he’d been called upon to pull both men out of a fight. “Actually, when I
think on it, Fei’s just as crazy for joining. Siobhan’s one thing, but he
actually volunteered to try to keep the peace in the guild.”


“You do wonder just how lonely he was to be drawn into the guild.”
Denney wagged a chiding finger at him. “But that’s not what you really, truly
think, is it?”


“No, I truly think Siobhan’s crazy.” And he was incredibly
thankful for it. He wouldn’t trade a single member in Deepwoods for the world. 


“LUNCH!” Fei called out. 


Groaning, Denney rolled up to her feet. “I’m just hungry
enough to move.” 


“I hear ya.” Rune came up faster than she did, ignoring
twinging muscles, because he wanted to offer her a hand. Denney accepted the
gesture, letting him pull her up to her feet, which gave him a blissful two
seconds of close contact with her. He smiled at her smile and followed her
readily to the cook fire. 


Yes, he was completely and selfishly glad.
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