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THE RELUCTANT GUARDIAN



For Bieja, the whole world seemed to have gone mad.
Chemestúk, the village where she’d lived her entire life, was on fire, and she heard screaming from all directions in the night. Once the soldiers had come riding in, she’d run to take refuge in her little wattle and daub hut, and now the sounds of horses running, flames growing, and the angry shouts of men filled her ears.
Well into her middle-aged years, Bieja had both seen and fought her share of horrors. Part of her longed to grab a pitchfork and rush out to defend her home… defend her neighbors. Another wiser part told her that would be foolish—and futile—and the village was already lost.
She dashed to the open cupboard shelves around her makeshift hearth and shoved dried tealeaves, turnips, flour, and a small bottle of cooking oil into a burlap sack. Then she hurried to her bed, reached under the straw mattress, and pulled out a little leather pouch and an overly creased letter. These she tucked into the neckline of her dress.
Cracking the door, she peeked outside at only fire and chaos. Two soldiers on horses thundered past and one threw a torch at the roof of the village smithy.
Anger flooded Bieja in a wave, but again there was nothing she could do. With a quick breath, she darted out and around the side of her hut, which had thankfully been built on the village’s outskirts, and she ran into the trees.
She was not young nor lightweight nor lithe. She was solid and stout, but she was also strong. Carrying her sack of belongings in one hand, she held up the skirt of her old purple gown and kept running through the forest until the sounds of flames and screams faded behind her. Only then did she stop, lean back against a bare tree trunk, and slide down, panting and feeling like a coward for running.
“There was nothing you could do,” she told herself firmly. Of late, she’d been talking to herself more and more often. “You know that.”
She did know it. There was nothing she could do for anyone who’d remained in Chemestúk, and she cursed herself for not having seen this coming.
Only two days before, soldiers in the light yellow tabards of the House of Äntes had ridden through and conscripted every man in the village under the age of forty. Bieja had heard they even went up to the keep above the village and took the zupan’s son, Jan. Tonight, soldiers from the House of Väränj dressed in chain armor and bright red tabards had come riding in with torches, shouting that all here were “traitors” to their country, Droevinka, and then they’d begun setting fire to the village.
None of it made any sense, and Bieja didn’t even know what these noble houses were fighting over—except probably power.
Now, sitting in the darkness, leaning against a tree, her anger swelled at these selfish men who seemed bent on destroying their own nation. All that mattered to her was that her village was gone, and she was alone. In truth, she’d had few friends there, but Chemestúk had been her home… the only home she’d ever known.
The noises of destruction and anguish grew even fainter, and her anger gave way to anxiousness as she glanced about in the dark.
What now?
With a soft sigh, she reached into her dress’ neckline and pulled out the creased letter and the pouch. She’d never thought to use them, but now…
Several moons ago, her beloved niece, Magiere, had come back to Chemestúk, but Magiere had not come alone. One who’d arrived in her company had roused Bieja’s suspicions right away. With his nearly pointed ears and his white-blond hair, she’d taken him for an imp or changeling, some forest spirit trying to dazzle Magiere’s wits.
And so, quite correctly, Bieja had gone after him with a carving knife. Who wouldn’t?
Fortunately, she’d quickly been proven wrong. He was merely a half-blood, part elven, and it was obvious he loved Magiere, and she him. At first, Bieja wasn’t sure what she thought of feeding supper to some pointy-eared foreigner, but her opinion of Leesil improved upon his better acquaintance.
Magiere had been taking a side-trip before heading off to the east, but before she and her companions departed, Leesil had come to Bieja and given her a letter. She couldn’t read it, as it was written in Belaskian instead of her own Droevinkan, but along with the letter he’d left her six silver sovereigns of his and Magiere’s new homeland. That was more money than Bieja had ever seen firsthand in her life.
Leesil asked if she would consider traveling on her own all the way to Belaski’s coast, to a little port town called Miiska, to live in a tavern there called the Sea Lion that he and Magiere had purchased. He told her that if she’d wait for them there, they would finish their own journey and head back to meet her.
Though touched by his offer, Bieja had no intention of leaving Chemestúk. Dark and filthy as the place might be, it was her home. It always had been.
Disappointed by her answer, he’d still understood.
“If you change your mind,” he told her, “travel to Miiska and ask for Karlin or Caleb and show them this letter. Either should recognize my scrawl, and it tells them that you’re Magiere’s aunt. They’ll get you settled at the Sea Lion. And this isn’t charity. Caleb could use the help.”
By way of answer, she’d patted his leg and told him good-bye, but sitting there alone in the forest, she gripped the letter tightly.
For the first time, Bieja thought on Leesil’s offer.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
After a sleepless night, Bieja rose the next dawn knowing that she had to head back into Chemestúk—to see what or who might be left standing. Setting her jaw tightly, she made her way through the trees until she reached the village’s edge.
“Oh…” was all she could say.
Not a hut in her line of sight was left intact. There were only smoldering remains of what had been the homes of neighbors… and her home. Nearly everything she’d owned had been inside that hut, but at least there was no sign of the soldiers.
Stepping onward, she hoped it wasn’t all as bad as the first look, but as she walked through the charred and smoking remains of Chemestúk, she grew numb.
 “Hallo?” she called out, trying not to wonder if only she had survived. Deeper into the village, she spotted some huts that only been half-burned. A few cook pots and other belongings had been thrown out into the open pathway. Her gaze fixed on a large piece of canvas lying in the mud.
“Bieja!” a voice called.
Whirling around, relief flooded her mouth. One of the few people she cared about ran toward her down the road from the old keep.
“Julianna!” she called back.
Long-legged and a bit gangly, the young woman wore a red dress that whipped about her ankles. She didn’t slow down until she was about five paces away.
She was a lovely thing, with long, dark blond hair and freckles smattered across her small pale nose. Once, she had been an orphaned girl—both her parents having died of fever—living on the charity of other peasants. She’d been a filthy, nearly invisible ghost of a thing, but then Zupan Cadell and his wife, Nadja, and their son, Jan, had come to live in the keep here. Julianna had taken a job as a servant for them.
Nadja had grown fond of Julianna, inviting her to live up at the keep, and the girl had changed a good deal in the past few years. She’d grown into a capable young woman with little time for superstition or gossip. As a result, she was one of the few people that Bieja liked.
In appearance though, Bieja made quite a contrast. Over twenty years older, she’d grown plump inside her purple dress, which had worn thin from far too many washings. Her gray-streaked black hair was pulled into a braid, and she was well aware that her deeply lined, round face appeared to be set in a perpetual state of ire.
“Oh, Bieja,” Julianna breathed, panting as she leaned forward to put her hands on her knees. “Are you all right?”
Bieja’s anger returned in a flash. “None of us are all right! Look what those soldiers did here. I haven’t seen anyone but you left alive.”
“There are some,” Julianna rushed to say. “The zupan has taken all survivors into the keep. We have food for now. I sneaked out and came down to see if I could find anyone else.”
Bieja’s temper softened. “You’re a good girl, thinking of others. I’ll help you look.”
Neither spoke for another moment, and then they both began making their way down the path, trying to search between and around the smoldering huts, occasionally calling out to see if anyone would answer. Bieja knew that some here were so fed by fear in their daily lives they might have hidden inside their own homes and burned to death. She didn’t say this aloud.
Julianna let out gasp as she stepped carefully between two dwellings. “Bieja!”
Grabbing her skirt, Bieja rushed to the girl, ready to fight whatever threat lingered here, but she stopped when she saw what lay at Julianna’s feet.
It was the body of a steel-haired older man, still muscular, though his hair was now matted with dark red where his head had been split open.
Julianna shook her head in disbelief. “Poor Yoan… why did they do this to him?”
Bieja wasn’t sure what to feel. Yoan had been the unofficial elder of the village for many years, and a superstitious old coot in her opinion. She’d argued with him often—and loudly. But he’d been a part of her life for as long as she could remember. Now he lay dead outside the smoking remains of his home.
“Bastards!” she breathed through gritted teeth. “May they all rot in the seven hells.”
She wasn’t even sure if she cursed the Äntes or the Väränj or both. This was all so senseless.
“Did you hear the Äntes soldiers stormed the keep a few days ago,” Julianna whispered, still staring down at Yoan’s face. “They took Jan. The zupan tried to stop them… but he couldn’t.” For the first time since her return here, she began blinking back tears.
Bieja sighed. “Don’t you worry about Jan. If anybody can rescue himself and high tail his backside home again, it’ll be Jan.”
Those weren’t just words of comfort. Bieja believed them to be true. Grasping Julianna’s hand, she pulled the girl away from Yoan’s body.
“We should keep looking.”
As they walked, something more occurred to Bieja. “While the Äntes were in the keep, did you hear anything said about the cause of all this?”
Bieja understood the tyranny of her own country well enough, but raiding and conscription across house territories was almost unthinkable. The politics of Droevinka were different from other nations.
Rather than being ruled by a hereditary king, Droevinka was a land of many princes, each one the head of a noble house with its own province containing multiple fiefdoms. But they all served a single Grand Prince, and a new one was elected every nine years by the gathered heads of the noble houses.
At present, Prince Rodêk of the Äntes was in rule.
The unlanded house of Väränj was a notable exception to the other houses. Descended of mercenary horsemen in service to the first invaders of this region, the Väränj served as the royal guard and city contingent for whoever held the throne. They protected the separate castle of the current Grand Prince located in Kéonsk. In turn, they were denied the opportunity to put their “prince” on the throne or establish a province of their own.
The Väränj alone served as the law enforcers and the peacekeepers in Kéonsk—serving whatever prince currently held the throne. This gave them a kind of power awarded to no other noble house.
So what could have possibly led to this bloody mess?
“Did you hear anything?” Bieja pressed.
“A little,” Julianna answered quietly. “A few moons back, Prince Rodêk had to leave the castle in Kéonsk and see to a matter in his family’s home of Enêmûsk. He left his prime counselor, a baron called Buscan, in charge of castle affairs. While the prince was away, his counselor was assassinated. Apparently, the baron was hated by many of the Äntes, but they still accused the Väränj of allowing him to be murdered. The Väränj accused the Äntes of having murdered the counselor themselves and trying to hide their crime by casting blame on the Väränj.” She fell silent for a few breaths. “I didn’t overhear how it happened, but fighting broke out between both sides in Kéonsk… and it has been spreading.”
Bieja shook her head in disgust. This wasn’t about power but pride.
“Fools,” she spat, looking at the devastation around her, and another thought struck her. “Did the Väränj go anywhere near the keep last night?”
“No, thank the gods,” Julianna breathed. “They left the zupan and Nadja alone. I don’t know why, and I don’t care. At least we all have somewhere to go now.”
“Will the zupan try to fortify the place?”
“No. He says that’s impossible, as it’s too worn and broken. So we’re going to do what we can to make it look deserted. That’s why I had to sneak out. He didn’t want anyone seen this morning, but I couldn’t just… I had to come and look.”
Bieja crossed her arms. Zupan Cadell was no fool. Making the keep appear deserted was the best choice left to him. She also couldn’t fault Julianna for coming down to look for other survivors.
“There’s no one left,” Julianna said in despair, turning a full circle. “We may as well go back to the keep. Nadja will be glad to see you’re safe. The zupan says that if more soldiers come… if any enter the keep to search and raid, there are places we can all hide in the lower storage rooms where no one will find us. We should be safe for now.”
Bieja looked around at the smoking remains of Chemestúk Village. She knew she couldn’t live up at the keep, skulking like a rat and waiting for soldiers to return, and hoping none bothered with a broken down old fortress. Her home here was gone.
Julianna took a few steps back toward the center road and then stopped.
“Bieja… are you coming?”
With another sigh, Bieja shook her head. “No, my girl. I have family elsewhere who’ve invited me to join them.”
Julianna’s blue eyes widened. “What are you talking about? Bieja, you can’t go walking down the roads here now. You’ll be killed… or worse! Please, come with me.”
If Julianna had an inkling of just how far Bieja planned to travel, the argument would have continued. Bieja was going to have to travel straight west through an apparent civil war—past Enêmûsk, the stronghold of the Äntes—to try for the border into lower Belaski. If she managed to get that far with her skin intact, she would then need to reach the coast to find Miiska and the Sea Lion tavern.
In all her life, she’d never been more than a few leagues outside of Chemestúk.
“No, my girl,” she said, trying to sound kind. “You go on yourself. I’m going to gather what supplies I can find here and be on my way.”
Leesil had made sure she was offered a safe home with her true family—should she ever need it. She had need of it now.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
No one had to bother telling Bieja that the roads weren’t safe.
She might not be a world traveler, but any idiot knew to stay off the roads when trekking alone in the middle of a civil war. She stayed hidden among the trees to avoid being seen, trying to keep the road within her sight so she wouldn’t get lost. After two days of this, she was exhausted from crawling over and through the heavy brush.
Droevinka was nearly always wet and muddy, and beneath the aroma of loam and wild foliage was an ever-present thin stench of decay. The thickened forest almost blocked the cloud-coated sky above her. Her skirt was wet from the damp leaves, and her face bore a few angry welts from snapping branches. She began wondering about traveling for even a short while along the roadside and listening carefully for hooves or feet from either direction.
She quickly abandoned that notion. Although she was certainly no young beauty to tempt roaming soldiers, she was carrying something worth more to them—six silver sovereigns. More likely she would be robbed and murdered by deserters trying to get clear of the fighting.
As she trudged, off to the right, she could hear the Vudrask River gurgling along, and she pondered trying to find a boat somewhere to simply float down the river. What a lovely thought. But again, she’d be easily spotted out there. So, she struggled on through the woods, not knowing how many days it would take to reach the border.
She’d brought a large piece of soot-blackened canvas scavenged back in Chemestúk, along with a cooking pot, wooden eating utensils, a dull knife, and a few more bits of scavenged food. At night, she used the canvas as a makeshift tent, though sometimes she had to use it to keep from sleeping in the muck.
On the third day, a new worry reared its head. So far, she’d passed two villages, both burned to the ground. She’d thought to buy food along the way, but now that seemed a remote possibility. Even so, could she have dared show such a coin as a sovereign in the hands of peasant without rousing suspicion? What would happen when her limited supplies ran out?
There was nothing she could do except press onward. She couldn’t go back, for she had nothing to go back to.
At times, she cursed herself for not knowing more about the size of her own country. In her darker moments, she began to wonder more and more about her chances. What if she didn’t succeed and simply vanished along the way, and Magiere never found out what had become of her?
The thought of her niece’s anguish pushed her onward again.
Toward dusk that third day, she was tugging her tattered skirt loose from a patch of thistles when the sounds of grunts and snarls drifted through the trees from the road. She quickly flattened to ground and crawled through the brush. Dragging her belongings as quietly as possible to the last of the trees, she peeked out at the road.
Two ragged soldiers in filthy yellow tabards were trying to capture an enormous brown wolf. Both were shouting and swearing—and bleeding from a number of gashes on their forearms and faces. They both had swords, but one carried a net possibly stolen off some fisherman’s skiff. They appeared intent upon catching—not killing—the wolf.
“Get around the back of him!” the one with the net shouted. “Try and get him to turn!”
But when the other soldier tried to do so, the wolf charged, snapping and snarling. The soldier swung hard with the flat of his sword, cutting off the beast’s attack.
Hiding in the brush, Bieja shook her head. Why would two Äntes soldiers risk their hides trying to capture a wolf? Squinting, she focused on the animal as it made a dodging lunge for the far trees.
White-chested, it had strange yellow eyes, but oddest of all was a dark bracelet of some kind around its right foreleg just above its paw. And when it flattened its ears in a snarl, and then raised them again, Bieja’s eyebrows rose as well.
There was a thick silver ring pierced through the base of one of its ears.
The animal might have stepped through a lost bracelet and got it stuck, but the pierced earring of glinting silver… now that didn’t make any sense.
The second soldier cut off the wolf’s escape and then Bieja’s astonishment grew.
Suddenly the animal’s fur appeared to thin across its torso and legs, and a mane of black hair began growing from its head. Its body appeared to twist and contort as it kept trying to get around the soldiers until… it rose up, grabbed the net with its hands and jerked hard, throwing the first soldier off balance.
Bieja stared in shock more than wonder at a naked, dark-haired man fighting with all the intensity of the wolf she’d been looking at barely moments ago. But she could see there was something wrong with him. He was sweating from more than just exertion, and his eyes were glassy.
“No, you don’t,” the second guard shouted, and he thrust his sword out between the naked man and the first soldier. “You’re done, you tzigän deserter! So heel like a dog, or I’ll cut you down like one!”
The man only snarled at him, human lips curled back. Then his body began spouting brown fur again over limbs that narrowed, twisted, and shortened… and the wolf lunged for the nearside trees this time.
Waves of anger—at the two soldiers—flooded through Bieja. The word tzigän was an insulting term, meaning “vagabond thieves” sometimes used against the Móndyalítko, a wandering people who lived their own way in wagon caravans. But Nadja, back at the keep in Chemestúk was Móndyalítko and Jan was a half-blood… and the Äntes had stolen Jan from his family.
Without really thinking, only letting the rage of the past few days drive her onward, Bieja grabbed a solid branch from the ground and dashed forward, swinging her makeshift weapon down as hard as she could. It cracked and shattered on the back of second soldier’s head.
He dropped like a sack of potatoes.
His partner with the net froze in shock at the sight of a plump purple-clad woman wielding half a club now. In that instant, the wolf swerved around in its dash for the trees and leaped at the second soldier, going for his face or throat.
“No!” Bieja cried out. She hadn’t intended to kill anyone.
It was too late. The soldier was on the ground, and the wolf ripped his throat out. A spray of blood splattered the road. The soldier’s eyes were still open, but Bieja knew he was dead, and then the wolf collapsed. It simply fell on its side as if its last ounce of strength was gone… and its fur began to thin and vanish.
Bieja found herself standing beside a naked, unconscious man with a head of thick, black hair. Where were his clothes? Glancing around, she spotted something dark green across the road and she hurried to investigate. There lay a pair of brown breeches, boots, a dark green shirt… and a sheathed dagger.
Biting the inside of her lower lip, she looked back. Most male Móndyalítko she’d seen were either small and wiry or tall and slender—like young Jan. The naked man on the ground was tall with broad shoulders and developed muscles. He looked to be in his late twenties or early thirties, and his dusky-toned face bore a white scar running from the corner of his right eye down to his jaw. By what she’d seen of his glassy eyes, he was ill. He was also dangerous, willing to kill without a second thought. He was a fighter… and a shape-shifter.
She’d heard vague rumors and gossip of strange things among the Móndyalítko, but she’d never seen anything of that until today. Seeing it first hand should’ve stunned her, but somehow it didn’t. Instead, a dim memory struck her of something Nadja had once said about blood oaths and a hard custom of a “life for a life” among the Móndyalítko.
 “Are you going mad?” she asked herself.
She had no answer, and still, she had just saved this man.
Coming to a decision, she grabbed the clothing and dagger, ran to the road’s far side, and tossed them off into the woods. Then she hurried back and, gripping the naked man by his bare ankles, she struggled to drag him off the same way.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
As dusk settled, Bieja worked over the campfire she’d started, occasionally glancing over at the unconscious man laying on fire’s other side. She’d wrapped him up in the canvas scrap she’d been using as a tent—as that was all she had with which to cover him. He was still sweating, and she knew he was running a fever.
She used her small cooking pot to make tea first and then poured the liquid into a wooden mug, also scavenged from the remains of Chemestúk. Once that was done, she boiled turnips over the open fire until they were softer than she normally liked. Just as they finished, a groan pulled her attention.
The dark-haired man was stirring, and she set down the cooking pot and grabbed his unsheathed dagger from where she’d kept it by her side. She didn’t brandish it at him. Instead, she kept it low in the folds of her skirt, in case she needed the element of surprise.
His eyes opened, and he stared upward. Then he sucked in a loud breath, and panic flooded his still glassy eyes, as dark as his hair.
“You’re all right,” Bieja said quickly, still gripping the dagger’s hilt and hoping she wouldn’t have need of it.
His head rolled toward her, the fire, and cooking pot, and his expression shifted to wild confusion mixed with wariness. He rolled onto his side, trying to push himself up.
“You stay right there!” Bieja ordered. “And don’t you go sprouting any fur or fangs.”
He froze at her voice, peering more closely at her.
“Now you drink this,” she told him, lifting the mug of tea. “I’ll mash you some turnips with salt and then fry some flat bread.”
She talked of food with each order she gave him, so he’d that realize she was in charge and trying to help him. To her relief, his expression relaxed as he leaned back again.
“You were there,” he said quietly, looking at her dress. “I saw you.”
“Yeah, I was there. I bashed one of those soldiers with a branch… and you went and killed the other.”
Stepping around the fire, she slowly—and carefully—handed him the tea, but she kept the dagger in hand behind her skirt.
“Drink that,” she said.
He was weakened and sick, and she needed him at full strength. To her relief, he slowly took the cup, watching her the whole time, and put it to his mouth.
She back-stepped once before turning around to finish mashing the turnips in a small wooden bowl, adding a little salt as well. When she held out the bowl, he took it and used his fingers to eat quickly. While he didn’t appear to be starving, he was certainly hungry enough. That might obligate him a bit more.
“What’s your name?” she asked.
He swallowed a mouthful and licked his fingers. Some of the wariness returned to his eyes. “Milôs,” he finally answered.
“Bieja,” she returned, and she began mixing a little oil with flour.
“What are you doing out here by yourself?” he asked.
“The Väränj burned my village.”
He grunted in a way that turned to growl and dropped the bowl to lie back down. “It’s all madness.”
She snorted. “You’ll get no quarrel from me. Why were those soldiers trying to catch you?”
He didn’t answer, but he suddenly appeared to notice the canvas in which he was wrapped. “Where are my clothes?”
“There,” and she pointed a few paces to left—with his dagger—and then wiggled the blade in the air. “Can’t be too careful.” She took in the thick silver ring in his right ear and the braided piece of black leather around his wrist. “You want me to turn my back so you can get dressed?”
Making one failed attempt to get up, he laid back down. “Not yet.”
That concerned her a little. He struck her as proud, but he was too ill and weakened to even reach for his clothes. She worked quickly to fry some flat bread.
“Do you know what kind of fever you’ve caught?” she asked bluntly.
He was quiet for a moment, and then shook his head. “It started back in the camp… before I escaped.”
“The Äntes, they… took you from your people?” When he didn’t answer, she added, “You’ve got no secrets from me. I saw you… change back there, wolfie.”
At her mocking tone, his eyes narrowed, but he looked her over. She probably somewhat resembled the women of his people—plump, middle-aged, dark-haired mothers, aunts and grandmothers cooking over an open fire along their wandering ways.
“I think they got a spy in among us… found out what I was,” he said softly, lying on his back and staring up into the trees. “Seems they wanted… something like me. They set a trap and caught us on the road… me and all my family, and they said if went with them, they’d leave everyone else alone, but if I fought, my family would die. What could I do? I agreed to go with them. My mother and sisters wept. I am their protection.”
Bieja said nothing to this; there wasn’t anything she could say. His profile was handsome in a way, even with the white scar. Pity made her resolve waver, but she steeled herself as she brought the fried bread and crouched beside him.
“Eat.”
He took it but glanced around, as if his senses were slowly coming back to him. “Did you kill that second soldier?”
“No, but don’t worry. We’re a good deal off the road from where I dragged you. And I’ll bet he isn’t going to come after us on his own.”
And aside from assurances, it was another reminder to Milôs that he was deeply in debt to her.
He nodded, rolled up onto his side again, and went at the flatbread.
“So you got sick with a camp fever but managed to escape,” she echoed, “and a few of them caught up to you.”
“Yes.”
“How bad off are you?”
“It doesn’t matter. I have to find my family.”
This was the moment of crisis, and Bieja stood up. “Not yet, you’re not. I saved your fury hide back there… and you owe me a life. Those soldiers may not have killed you right away, but whatever they had planned for you was probably worse.”
He stopped eating and stared at her.
“Your people ever travel through Belaski?” she asked.
“Belaski?” he gasped in surprise. “Of course, but what are you—”
“I need to get to the coast, and you’re taking me there.
He dropped the flatbread and pushed himself up to sitting this time. “No, I’m not. I have to find my family. They are unprotected without me.”
Bieja squared off to face him, looking down with her hands on her hips. “Oh, yes you are! Much as it pains me to say this, I won’t even make it to the border on my own. You owe me a life, and you’re going to pay it. What would your mother say if she were here? Mmmmm? She’d tell you to honor your people’s ways no matter what the cost. I need to get to the coast of Belaski, and you are going to take me. After that, you can find your family.”
He continued staring at her with his mouth slightly open until she pointed down. “Now eat the rest of that bread before it gets cold. You’ll need your strength.”
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
She kept Milôs resting by the campfire for the next few days, feeding him water, tea, and salted mashed turnips until he stopped sweating and his eyes were clear.
They didn’t talk much.
Once he was dressed, he looked striking enough. The green shirt set off his dusky complexion, and she wondered how well he could handle the dagger now on his hip. The turning point came when he finally stood up and stripped off his shirt.
“I’m tired of turnips,” he said. “I’m going hunting.”
She glanced at him sidelong. “You coming back?”
Those three simple words had other questions beneath them. Would he honor his people’s ways and guard her life in exchange for the one she’d given him? Or would he abandon her here?
“Yes, I’ll be back,” he answered in almost a wolf’s growl without even looking at her.
He kept his pants on, and she assumed he’d probably leave them somewhere along the way once he took to hunting as a wolf. He was gone quite awhile, but true to his word, he returned carrying two dead rabbits. Bieja didn’t give him any reaction as she skinned the rabbits, though privately she was beyond relief.
She had him.
A part of her didn’t like forcing him, but that passed when she thought of her Magiere. If in being alone, she simply disappeared somewhere along this journey, never to be seen again, Magiere would mourn forever, wondering about her aunt’s fate.
No, Bieja had to take the chance Leesil had given her. And for that, she needed Milôs.
On the morning of their fourth day together, he inspected her scant belongings and shook his head.
“I can hunt meat, but we need better supplies than this.”
“I have coin,” she answered, deciding to be honest with him. “But so far, I haven’t found anywhere to spend it. We’ll just have to keep looking along the way.”
At those words, the reality of this journey he could not escape appeared to truly settle on him. Still crouching by her burlap sack, he glowered up at her.
“I will take you to the coast of Belaski, but you will have to keep up… as I plan to finish this task with all possible speed.”
“Oh, I’ll keep up,” she answered shortly. “You ready?”
Without answering, he lifted her sack and headed for the road.
She grabbed up the piece of canvas and hurried after him. “What are you doing? We’ll be spotted too easily out here.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll hear anyone coming well before we see them.”
Somewhat flustered, Bieja followed Milôs out onto the road, but she soon felt more confident about pressing him into duty as guide and guardian. He hadn’t been boasting.
They traveled all day on the open road, though every now and then he’d motion her into the trees. They’d hide until riders passed and then resume their journey.
She wasn’t the best judge of distance but, by evening, she guessed they’d traveled farther in that one day than she’d covered in three days on her own in the forest. Hope began growing inside her, and for the first time, she let herself speculate on this tavern that Magiere had purchased. What would it be like?
If there were any flaws, Bieja would take them well in hand, that much was certain.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
At some point along the way—later, she couldn’t remember exactly when—Milôs began telling her about his family and his life among the Móndyalítko. In turn, Bieja shared a bit about her Magiere and her niece’s pointy-eared darling—and why she was traveling to the coast.
Perhaps he talked to her simply because there was no one else. But soon after, Bieja began to realize that she had been alone far too long, and that perhaps the end of this journey might rescue her in more ways than one.
At least she wasn’t talking to herself anymore.
However, their supplies were almost gone, and they’d not come across a single intact village with a market.
One evening, Milôs stopped in the road and stared ahead. “I hear the sound of men… a lot of men.” And he shooed her off into the trees.
“They coming our way?” she whispered in the brush, wondering if maybe an entire contingent was about to ride by.
“No,” he whispered back. “I don’t hear horses. Must be an encampment. You wait here.”
“What? No, don’t you dare…”
Before she finished, he was gone. She was left fuming for an alarming amount of time, but she stayed put. She started as the bush beside her rustled, and he finally reappeared as quickly as he’d vanished. His black hair was a mess from crawling through brush, and the knees of his breeches were wet.
“Don’t you do that again!” she scolded.
“Shhh!” he answered.
She could see from his expression that he had news, and she fell silent.
“A whole camp of Väränj soldiers,” he whispered, “hundreds of them.”
Bieja felt herself flush with heat again as she thought of Yoan’s split skull and how those bastards in red tabards had thrown torches without a thought for burning innocent people alive.
“I got close enough to hear an argument,” Milôs said, “but I wasn’t seen.”
Through her anger, she glanced at him in the darkness. “Argument? About what?”
“One of their captains wants to press on to join another contingent and help lay siege to Enêmûsk. The other captain wants to fall back.”
She blinked. “Siege Enêmûsk?”
“Word of their maneuvers got out,” he went on. “Forces from other houses are rushing to assist the Äntes. A thousand men from the House of Pählen are less than two days away from the city.”
“Pählen? How did they get involved?”
“The other houses won’t allow the Väränj to siege the city of the standing prince… no matter what the provocation. If the Väränj succeed in taking down the sitting grand prince, what’s to stop them from taking down the next?” He shook his head, staring in the darkness, and his voice grew more hollow and cold with every word. “The other houses will aid Rodêk because of this. They’ll start killing Väränj leaders until they find one willing to submit, swear fealty, and… and everything goes back to the way it was before.”
“Then it was all for nothing,” she said. “The Väränj burned my home for nothing.”
“Battles between nobles are always for nothing,” he replied. “But the people of this land are the ones who suffer for it.”
She snorted in disgust. “And you wonder why I’m leaving?”
He looked at her. “Have I ever said I wondered?”
No, he hadn’t, and she glanced away.
“In truth, none of that matters for us,” he continued. “What does matters is those Väränj have a large supply tent.”
She turned her gaze back to his face. “How large?”
“Big enough for me to slip in the back without being seen… if you can distract the guards.”
It took a moment for his words to sink in, and then she sputtered, “Distract? How in seven hells am I supposed to do that?”
Milôs smiled for the first time since she’d met him, exposing white teeth, and he suddenly looked as young as Jan.
“No matter how brutal soldiers are when ordered to attack,” he said, “in camp, they long for distraction… any distraction. With the Äntes, I saw scores of women welcomed into a camp, and none were threatened or abused. The men were too glad to see them.”
Bieja exhaled sharply and made a fist. “What are you saying? That I should go swinging my hips like some skirt-swishing tart into a Väränj camp?”
He held up one hand. “No. Not all the women who came through the Äntes encampments were… like that. Some were singers, players, gamesters and fortunetellers… and some were just trying to earn a bit of coin or food by offering to launder clothing. They were all most welcome by soldiers far from home. Though you’re a bit pale, you look somewhat like my people. You could offer to read a few palms and tell them some tales of their futures.”
“Me? Tell fortunes? You’re the Móndyalítko. Why don’t you do the distracting, and I’ll do the sneaking?”
“Because I’m an able bodied man, and they’d conscript me on sight!” Before she could argue, he pressed on. “Your voice and expressions will hold their attention—with a little effort. Trust me. When you speak, people listen.”
That sounded like a compliment, but she wouldn’t be flattered. “I don’t have the first inkling how to tell a fortune… especially to no torch-throwing, murdering Väränj brigands.”
His smile vanished. “Well, you cannot live on rabbits all the way to the border.”
Sometimes, he could be as moody as her, or maybe she just had that effect on people.
“I have to get into that supply tent,” he said. “So you have to distract the guards and keep them out front. Can you think of a better way?”
In the moment, she couldn’t.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Bieja crept beside Milôs to the edge of the tree line. She had tied their canvas tent to her back and dragged the burlap sack with their few belongings. Together, they looked out over an open field into the Väränj encampment.
Only four tents had been set up, one larger than the others. Most of the men slept on the open ground, and there were numerous campfires lighting up the night.
“There,” he said, pointing to the largest tent. “Give me enough time to get around back, and then distract the guards… and I don’t care how you do it.”
She scowled at him, hoping he was right about these soldiers not trying anything to give her a reason to thump them. Really, just how long had he been conscripted, and how much time had he spent in an Äntes camp?
But as she watched him slip away, her thoughts turned back to the other problem. No matter what Milôs had said about her, she couldn’t see herself telling anyone wild tales of good fortune. That took a mix of flattery and bold-faced lies, neither of which came naturally to her. Perhaps she could offer to do some laundry… and then throw a raging fit over what they offered to pay her?
That was more like it. She could manage that.
However, even the notion of speaking to any Väränj was almost more than she could stomach, but she knew she’d better think of something quick.
A tall man stepped out of one of the other tents. He was cleaner than the others, and his hair was combed. The soldiers before the bigger supply tent showed him respect, standing upright with sharp nods, and Bieja remembered what Milôs had said about there being two captains here.
The tall one looked about a moment longer, ducked back inside, and Bieja spotted a small, unattended campfire beside that tent. That gave her a notion.
 Slipping through the trees, she got as close to the captain’s tent as she could, though it was still a good twenty paces out from the trees. She took out her dull kitchen knife and cut a piece off the canvas tent. Then she cut a thinner strip and used it to tie the bigger piece around the head of a small branch she found lying on the ground. Pouring the remaining cooking oil over the branch’s wrapped end, she had herself a makeshift torch.
When the path was clear of any soldiers, she took a breath and hurried from the trees as quickly as her stout legs could carry her. She tried to stay low in the dark as she rushed to the unattended campfire, lit her torch, and tossed it at the side of the captain’s tent.
Oh, that felt so good.
To her astonishment, the tent burst into flames far faster than she’d thought it would. She dashed back for the tree line and nearly dove into a bush, hoping that no one had spotted her.
Within a few breaths, shouts exploded in the camp, and she saw men running for the flaming tent from all directions. Quite a commotion followed as futile buckets of water were thrown, and Bieja couldn’t help a vicious little smile in the darkness.
“We’ll see how you like your having home burned,” she whispered, wishing she could say it to the captain’s face.
She lay there in the dark, hidden by heavy brush, watching the tent burn, until a soft voice sounded behind her.
“It’s me.”
Jumping slightly, she turned to see Milôs crouched beside a tree behind her. “How did you find me?” she whispered, crawling back toward him.
“You have a distinct scent, like turnips and salt.”
Bieja lost all her glee as she hissed at him, “Don’t you say a word about me setting that tent ablaze! I’m no fortune-teller or panderer, and I couldn’t think of anything else!”
His dark eyes widened in surprise. “Scold you? No… setting a captain’s tent on fire was good thinking. I wouldn’t have thought of that.” He held up a bag tall enough that it would reach his thigh when he stood. “Come and look at this, Bieja. We’re well stocked now.”
She crawled closer and peeked in the bag’s top, but it was too dark to see inside.
“Jerked beef, smoked trout, lentils and onions,” he began, “more tea, flour, and cooking oil. I even stole a jar of honey and some oatcakes.”
Bieja’s anger faded at the realization of a successful—though small—raid on a camp of butchering Väränj soldiers. A moon ago, had someone told her she’d be crouched in an unfamiliar forest with a shape-shifting Móndyalítko after raiding supplies, she’d have boxed such a liar upside the head.
“Do we have enough food now?” she asked, still uncertain how many days it was to the border. Milôs hadn’t been able to gauge their distance so far, as he was unsure what they might encounter along the way.
But he nodded. “Yes.”
“All right then,” she whispered.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
The following morning, Milôs told her they couldn’t travel by the road for a while.
“Why not?” she asked, more from curiosity than disagreement.
“We’re getting too close to Enêmûsk, and that’s where all the fighting will take place. There’ll be too many soldiers on the road. We have to circle wide to the south around the city.”
And so, they left the open road and struggled through the trees and brush yet again. For all his earlier threats about her keeping up, he let her set the pace this time. They encountered no one in the forest, and that night, as they made camp up a hill from a gurgling steam, he looked up at the stars, appearing relieved.
“We’ll be all right. By late tomorrow, we can risk the roads again.”
They ate well that night on a supper of beef jerky, oatcakes, and a pot of lentils boiled with onions.
Bieja looked up at the stars in some wonder that they were the same ones she’d seen for well over forty years from outside her little hut in Chemestúk. They seemed so different here.
“I’m sorry I’m keeping you from your family,” she said quietly to Milôs, who sat on the other side of the campfire. “But I have to reach Miiska.”
He took a bite of jerky and didn’t answer. But she hadn’t expected him to. He would not openly forgive her, nor say anything to help ease her conscience, and she couldn’t blame him.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Then next morning, Bieja rose stiff and aching, rubbing the small of her back as she stood up.
“I’ll go and fetch some water for our tea.”
Rubbing his eyes, Milôs nodded. “I’ll get a fire started.”
As they had no bucket, she picked up the cooking pot and headed down a hill for the gurgling creek below their camp among the trees. As well as being stiff, she felt especially grimy this morning, and she glanced back over her shoulder and upslope, gauging the distance from the camp.
Upon reaching the creek, she decided to head downstream a little ways—so she might have some privacy to wash a bit more thoroughly. Setting the cooking pot down, she knelt by the water and rolled up her sleeves… debating on removing her dress for a more proper bath. But the morning was chilly, and she decided to just attempt to wash up while clothed.
The cold water felt surprisingly good after its first shock. She scrubbed her face with her hands as her thoughts—her imaginings—drifted to notions of living on the edge of an actual ocean, which she’d never seen in her life, and helping to run a tavern of all things. The idea had begun to appeal to her more and more. Of course, her real goal was to reunite with Magiere, so that her beloved niece—her only kin—would know she hadn’t perished in another pointless civil war.
Still scrubbing her face, she froze when a branch cracked behind her.
Milôs didn’t step on branches when he moved in the forest.
Slowly, she turned her head to look behind herself, and her heart skipped a beat.
Three filthy, ragged, and starved-looking men were standing ten paces upstream, staring at her. They wore no colors, so Bieja could only guess they were the lowest form of conscripts, not even worthy of a tabard by the side who’d conscripted them. Now… they were escaped deserters.
She cursed herself for not having brought her dull knife, but she stood up and tried to make her voice sound light—which was difficult for her as she was naturally gruff.
“Plenty of water here, boys,” she said. “Come have a drink.”
Her words were intended to make herself sound friendly, like someone from their own villages—who should not be attacked. But again, sounding friendly was not one of her strengths.
Not one of them even acknowledged she’d spoken.
 “She ain’t got food,” the shortest one said, wiping his nose with a dirty sleeve.
“She’s got a cook pot,” another said, and Bieja noticed he was missing his left hand.
 “So she’s gotta have food somewhere.”
The one standing furthest away was tall and boney. His eyes looked almost dead, as if he’d stopped feeling anything anymore.
“See what she’s got inside her dress,” that one said. “Women always hide anything of worth inside their dresses.”
Bieja drew a quiet breath through her nose with furtive glance among the trio for any sign of weapons. She had Leesil’s letter and the six silver sovereigns stashed inside her bodice, and she wasn’t giving those up to anyone.
As the shortest man took a step, she dropped to a crouch and grabbed a sharp heavy rock. When he saw she was going to fight, he dashed at her, grabbing for her arm. She sidestepped and then slammed into him with all her weight, knocking him into the stream. But before she bashed him over the head, the tall boney one grabbed her from behind.
The one-handed man ran in and gripped the neckline of her dress.
“Get off me!” she shouted, trying to shove back against the one behind her.
A sudden low growl made the boney one behind her stiffen, but the one-handed man still pulled down on her bodice, trying to tear the front of her dress. And then he was gone amid snarls and the blur of a brown bulk.
Over the splash in the creek, Bieja heard a scream and savage snarls before she could even look. On the creek’s other side, a huge wolf stood over the motionless man lying with his feet in the running water… his throat bloodied and torn open while his eyes were wide, unblinking as they stared up toward the sky.
“What in the…” whispered the tall man behind Bieja
He let go of her and scrambled backward. The wolf turned and snarled, drawing its jowls back to expose long canine teeth.
The short man in the stream struggled to get up, his expression panicked. “Run!” he shouted, scrambling backward and then fleeing.
In the same instant, the wolf lunged at the tall man so fast Bieja could barely see it move.
 “Milôs, no!” she yelled, “There’s no need—”
It was too late; he leaped onto the back of the tall deserter, knocking the man face first into the water. The choking and splashing of the man ended and the creek running by Bieja’s feet began to turn red. The wolf lunged off the dead body to go after the third man.
“Milôs! Stop!” she shouted.
This time, the wolf stalled, half turning in middle of the stream to look back at her.
“Let him go,” she ordered, dropping her stone. “They were just looking for food.”
With a final growl, the wolf crouched in the water and its fur began to recede. Black hair sprouted from its head, and its shoulders began to widen. A breath later, she stared at Milôs—his expression half-mad. But as he looked at—saw—her, the rage on his face vanished was replaced by fear. Stark naked, he ran back to her with his jaw and mouth still covered in blood.
“Are you are all right?” he rushed to ask, exposing more blood in his teeth. “Did they hurt you?”
His manner—and lack of clothing—caught her off guard.
“I’m all right,” she answered, glancing once at the bodies. “More than I can say for them.”
It sounded judgmental, even to her, but did he have to kill them?
A muscle of his jaw twitched. “They’d have slit your throat for anything you carried.”
They might have.
“Where are your clothes?” she asked.
He didn’t answer and just crouched at the stream. She looked away as he began washing off and spitting out all the blood. Only as they headed back up the hill did she think about the expression on his face after he’d turned back into a man. He’d been in a genuine panic at the idea of her being hurt. Not at all like some obligated, indebted guardian.
Instead of making her feel better, that only made her feel worse.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Two days later, they crossed the border from Droevinka into Belaski. In short order, the whole world seemed to change. The roads were smooth and well maintained, and Milôs no longer shooed her into the brush if he heard someone coming. In part, she couldn’t believe she’d made it this far… that she’d left her homeland and reached a new country.
In the late afternoon, they walked into a small town with neat rows of wooden dwellings and shops and a bustling market square. A few of the townsfolk going about their business glanced her way—with a brief pause—and Bieja realized how dirty and bedraggled she and Milôs must look.
Milôs, however, didn’t seem to notice. Instead, he pointed to a white two-story building.
“That looks like an inn, so we’ll sleep indoors tonight. If you give me one of the sovereigns, I’ll get you settled and then find a stable to bargain for a pair of horses. That way, we’ll reach the coast faster.”
Though she trusted him now, Bieja didn’t relish the idea of letting anyone bargain with the money Leesil had given her. “Why can’t I buy the horses?” she asked.
“Because you don’t speak the language.”
She blink once and then stared at him. Of course she’d known people spoke a different language here, but she’d never given it much thought until now.
“And you do?” she asked.
“Of course I do.” He seemed surprised by the question. “My people are travelers. We must be able to communicate.”
For some reason, instead of making her feel safe and relieved, this annoyed her—but perhaps the annoyance was aimed at herself. He’d known how to speak Belaskian all along, and he could have been teaching her by the campfire at night. She’d been a fool not to think of this sooner.
 “I’m coming with you,” she said, hands on her hips, “so you might as well lead on.”
Without waiting for an answer, she reached inside her bodice and pulled out the pouch, gripping it tightly. He scowled, but then started off down the clean, cobbled street. The thought of finally reaching the coast, and soon, was a relief, but she felt she ought to tell him one thing.
“Mind you,” she said, “I’ve ridden a mule or two in my day, but I’ve never been up on a horse.”
“We’ll find you a gentle mount.” He glanced down at her. “With a broad back.”
Bieja cast a narrow-eyed glare up at Milôs. Then again, he was probably right.
A few moments later, they walked inside the open doors of a wooden building near the outskirts of town, and Bieja breathed in the scent of sweet hay. Harnesses, bridles, and pitchforks lined the walls, and directly ahead, she could see a row of stables.
 “Hallo?” Milôs called out.
Apparently, people used the same greeting anywhere. A stocky man in a leather apron and oversized canvas shirt came out of a stall and looked Milôs up and down before glancing at Bieja. When he spoke, the words ran together like some guttural music… so very different than Droevinkan. Milôs responded in kind, and Bieja couldn’t follow a word of what they said.
She didn’t like that, but the stable master turned and headed toward the back stalls, gesturing to the second from the end. Milôs cocked his head, studying a tall light gray gelding and a stocky mare. Bieja liked the look of the dark brown mare with gentle eyes and a white blaze down her nose. And she didn’t need to speak Belaskian to know when Milôs set to haggling with the stable master.
“How much does he want?” she finally interrupted.
“Five silver pennies a piece,” Milôs answered. “More than I like, but he says he can make change for a sovereign.”
“Five a piece?” Bieja snapped. “That could buy six mules back home! Talk him down.”
When he stalled, she huffed and faced down the stable master herself. “No,” she said in Droevinkan, shaking her head furiously. “Too much!”
The stocky man appeared unimpressed and only raised one eyebrow as he crossed his thick arms.
“Things cost more here,” Milôs explained in a low voice, “and these are good horses. You have plenty of money, and it’s even coin of this realm. There’s no bank or money-changer here, and we may not find many who can change out a sovereign in this small place.”
When she pursed her mouth, thinking hard, Milôs added. “The sooner I get you to the coast, the sooner I can look for my family. Take the offer.”
“Oh, very well,” she grumbled. “But if any innkeeper here wants more than a penny, we’re sleeping outside!”
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
As they road west through Belaski, Bieja badgered Milôs almost every waking moment to teach her enough of the local language that she might get by on her own. Sometimes his patience wore thin, but he seemed to know which words or phrases would be most useful to her. In spite of the different sounds of the Belaskian, some terms were nearly the same as in Droevinkan. And traveling under an open blue sky instead of a dank, dripping forest was a relief she’d never imagined before.
But, as she’d never ridden a horse in her life, much less for entire days, her backside and thighs soon grew more sore than she could’ve imagined as well. Still, she didn’t complain. Milôs had been right, and they made good time. The mare was gentle, and Bieja took to calling her “Mistress Brownie.”
Milôs asked directions at several villages along the way, and then one afternoon he sniffed the air and turned in his saddle, as he’d been leading the way. There was a glint in his dark eyes.
“Bieja, hand me your reins and close your eyes,” he said.
“What?”
“Just do it. There is a surprise ahead.” For reasons she later never really understood, she did as he asked, and he began leading Mistress Brownie ahead.
“Keep them closed,” Milôs insisted.
Feeling a fresh breeze on her face, she almost disobeyed him.
Then he said, “All right. Open your eyes.”
She did.
Stretched out before her, as far as the eye could see was a body of blue-gray water. Foaming waves crashed against a sandy shore. Tall, tan grass waved in the breeze.
She stared. “Oh, Milôs.”
He smiled that rare smile of his, making him look so young. “I suspected you’d never seen it.”
They dismounted and walked into the sand. She couldn’t take her gaze off the endless water. For once, he didn’t seem in a hurry to press her onward.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Two days later, in the mid-afternoon, they rode into a large port town with shops, taverns, countless dwellings, another open-air market, and at least two wooden structures toward the shore side that were bigger than any Bieja had seen in her life.
“This is it,” Milôs said. “This is Miiska.”
A knot formed suddenly in Bieja’s stomach. Leesil had made it plain that he and Magiere wouldn’t be here yet. They had their own journey to complete and would return when they could. She knew no one in this strange, foreign port town.
Milôs raised his hand to stop a young man walking down the main path and asked him a question. Bieja picked out the words “Where” and “Sea Lion.” The young man pointed toward the town’s far end and a little towards the shore side with a polite answer, but Bieja didn’t even try and listen.
The knot in her stomach just kept tightening.
Milôs led the way on his gelding, and Bieja clucked to Mistress Brownie to follow. Almost too soon, he stopped and waved a hand at a newish-looking building of two floors with a sign hanging over the door.
“This is it,” he said.
She frowned. “You sure? It looks… too new, like it was built a year or two ago.”
Magiere hadn’t said anything about buying a new tavern.
He nodded. “The sign says the ʻSea Lion.ʼ This has to be it… you’re home.”
As he said this, a rush of emotion hit her, a hard awareness that she would never have made it alive to the Droevinkan border without him, and even if by some miracle she had, she certainly wouldn’t have been able to find this place, not knowing the language and not being able to ask for a single direction.
Perhaps he just honored the “life for a life” custom of his people, but she wanted to do something more for him.
Climbing off Mistress Brownie, “Get down.”
“What’s wrong?”
“Just get down.”
He dismounted with a confused expression. “I thought this was what you wanted?”
She said nothing to that and reaching inside her dress to pull out the pouch of coins. Most of what Leesil had given her was still there, as they hadn’t been able to spend much before reaching Belaski.
“Take this,” she said, “For the journey back. Maybe you owed me a debt, but your family didn’t. I owe them this—and my thanks—for the loan of you.”
He looked at the pouch and took a step back, shaking his head. “No. You have no idea what you’re going to find here or what life will be like. You may not be happy… you might need that money for my mother calls a ‘nest egg’. I will not take all that you have and leave you in a strange place.”
Her eyes began to sting, but she damn well wasn’t going to start bawling.
“I was supposed to be saved by you,” he went on. “After my time among the Äntes, I had… changed… seeing everyone but my own kind as not worth the air they breathed. You… you made me see the world as I used to.” He glanced away. “I can make my way back easily enough, but I would like to keep the gelding, at least to get through Belaski.”
“Of course,” Bieja answered gruffly. She didn’t know what else to say.
He tied both horses to a rail, and his gaze turned to the tavern’s door. “We should go in.”
“You’re coming?” she asked in surprise.
“Yes, I want to make… I want to make sure.”
Her eyes still stinging, Bieja followed him toward the door.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Karlin Boigiesque stood inside the Sea Lion—amid an array of mismatched tables and chairs—with his arms crossed, engaged in a familiar argument with a stooped, aging man.
“Caleb, there’s nothing wrong with the bread I baked this morning,” he insisted.
“I’m just saying… if you bake it in the morning, it’s already hard by evening, and I don’t like serving that my patrons.”
Karlin sighed. Though he was one of few bakers in town—and never short on business—he was fond of the old tavern caretaker left to tend the place by its owners.
Old Caleb was half a head taller than him, with straight ashen hair pulled back at the neck of his plain muslin shirt, which was always as clean as the well-swept floor. His face was wrinkled but smooth of expression around steady, dark brown eyes. Karlin, on the other hand, was stocky, muscular, bald, and wore a flour-covered apron nearly everywhere he went.
“I’m not firing up the ovens in the late afternoon just for you,” he shot back. “Bakers bake in the morning! If you think my bread is too hard by time you open for business, take your patronage to someone else.”
It was a hollow threat, and they both knew it. Magiere had made arrangements with Karlin before she’d left, and neither Caleb nor Karlin would do anything to go against her wishes. Just then, the tavern’s front door opened, and both men turned to look.
The place wouldn’t be opened for a short while yet, and normally, Caleb had no compunction against turning people away until he was ready for business. But Caleb’s gaze locked on the stranger who stepped in the door.
Karlin went still and silent as well. Though he was easy-going by nature, something about the newcomer put him on guard.
The man in the doorway was dusky-skinned and broad-shouldered. His hair and eyes were black, and his clothing was tattered, as if he’d been on a long journey. His face bore a thick white scar, and he wore a silver ring in one ear.
His only weapon appeared to be a dagger on his hip.
But none of these things bothered Karlin. He dealt with rough, scarred sailors almost every day of his life. No, there was something else.
Although the man’s face was calm, there was a hint of savagery underneath it, a suggestion that right or wrong or the laws of men were nothing to him. He moved carefully, even gracefully, as he entered, but still somehow gave the impression he might rush the room without warning.
“Can I help you?” Caleb asked. “We aren’t open for supper yet.”
“Help?” said a gruff female voice behind the man. “No help us. I… help you.”
Karlin’s wariness turned to confusion as a magnificent woman came through a door. Her purple gown was a bit tattered, but she was plump and strong looking, with gray-streaked black hair. Her face was pale—and familiar somehow—and she held herself like a queen overseeing her court for the first time.
He couldn’t take his eyes off her.
“Yes, yes,” she said in a thick Droevinkan accent as she pushed past her scarred companion and continued looking over the room. “Good.”
Karlin came here nearly every day for one reason or another, but he looked around now, trying to see it as she did.
From where she stood, the bar on her left was long and made of stout oak. Behind it was a curtained doorway that led to the household kitchen and stockroom, and at the bar’s far end was a narrow stairway that led up to the second floor and the living quarters.
The hearth stood near the room’s center, its backside open like the front, so that patrons could circle around it or nestle close to either side for a little extra warmth in winter. Most of the tables and chairs had been purchased second hand, so nothing matched, but that only added to the place’s charm.
Karlin finished his own survey of the room, and when his eyes came back around, the woman was watching him. He couldn’t help but smile at her. However, Caleb appeared far less impressed by two overly early patrons.
“You can come back just before dark,” he said.
“We need to find either someone called Caleb or someone called Karlin,” the dark-hair man said, still by the open door, and his accent was barely noticeable. Though his voice was soft, like his face, it carried an undercurrent of something wild.
Karlin grew more intrigued. “Well… I’m Karlin, and that’s Caleb, so what’s this all about?”
The woman pulled a piece of paper out of the neck of her dress and strode over to bar. Karlin had been a widow for some years, but he could not remember a woman ever affecting him like this before. Her presence seemed to fill the entire room.
Caleb took the letter, scanned it, and he went slightly pale.
“What?” Karlin asked in alarm.
“She’s…” Caleb trailed off and, after a swallow, began again. “It’s a letter from Master Leesil in his own hand. He says this woman, Bieja… she’s Mistress Magiere’s aunt.”
Karlin’s surprise was mirrored on old Caleb’s face.
“She’s come to live here… and help run the place,” Caleb finished.
Karlin found this quite a lot to take in, but it suddenly made sense. Of course this was Magiere’s aunt, for she had Magiere’s eyes—and ways.
“Is she welcome here?” asked the man in the doorway.
Karlin frowned in confusion. “What do you mean?”
“Is she welcome? Does she have a home here? You’ll let her stay, and you’ll look after her until her niece returns?”
The woman called Bieja hardly appeared to need “looking after.” She ran her fingertips down the bar’s top, looked at them, and then scowled as she held one finger up in front of Cable’s face.
Caleb’s jaw tightened, and the letter crinkled in his grip.
Karlin wondered how much of the conversation she was following, but she appeared to speak at least some Belaskian already.
“Yes, of course,” Karlin answered the man, without consulting Caleb. But there was no need. This woman was Magiere’s aunt. “Of course she has a home here.”
Bieja walked with purpose toward the stairs and both Caleb and Karlin followed her with their eyes.
“Bedrooms?” she asked, pointing up. “I… go… see.”
This came out like an edict, but then she looked towards the front door and her expression changed to a mix of surprise and loss. Karlin glanced back quickly to find the open doorway empty.
The scarred man was gone, and Bieja looked distressed by his sudden absence.
“It’s all right,” Karlin said quickly. “You are home.”
She turned back to him, studying his face with interest. Then she nodded once and repeated. “Home.”
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