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Chapter One

 


“Nav. Navarro, look.”
Half-Ear nudged his arm and made Nav spill his rice-beer. “There’s
the richest merchant we’ll ever
see.”

Nav glared at the wolf beside him. Rice-beer
wasn’t cheap, and even with the shade on Yenna’s porch, it was too
hot for a tiger to suffer fools.

Half-Ear ignored Nav’s dirty look and turned
his attention to the other wolves. “Seeing all that silk makes me
wish we never gave up highway robbery.”

Porter and Sock both crooked their arms over
the chairs and turned to look at the street. Nav frowned. No
subtlety at all in these mountain-bred midgets.

At the other table on the porch, Captain
Ramsay looked up from his curry, suspicious of three wolves
watching one wagon even if he hadn’t overheard Half-Ear’s wistful
sigh.

Nav snorted. “This is why the three of you
only have each other to fuck. Porter, Sock, sit forward.”

They both turned sharply. Sock pushed his
broken glasses. “I don’t see—”

“Porter, shift the chair so your back is to
the rail,” Nav explained. “Sock, you turn like you’re talking to
Port, and you’ll both be able to see the street without looking
like absolute rubes.”

Ramsay still watched with narrowed eyes.

“Tiger goes to a city once and he talks
about rubes.” Half-Ear snickered and drank his beer.

“I’ve been three times,” Nav insisted.
“Besides I’ve called you a rube since the day I met you. These two
are dumb enough to pick up on your bad manners.”

“Or else too smart to pick up yours.” While
the other two laughed at his wit, Half-Ear took the pitcher they’d
all chipped in to afford and capped off Nav’s rice-beer.

Though he’d turned his chair, Sock still
gawked at the gathering of horses and carts the surrounded the
merchant’s caravan. “I don’t see any woman in silks.”

“She sells the silks.” Nav watched the world
beyond the witch’s porch with a soft gaze. “She’s wearing the linen
suit.”

The woman wasn’t what Nav would call pretty.
Too powerful to be “pretty”. Too short to be “striking”. “Handsome”
sounded too male for the plumpness of her wide hips and her
breasts. Nav associated tidy waists like hers with western women
and their corsets, but the delicate curve of her eyes meant she
hailed from the Far East. Her black hair shone in the sunlight and
dripped with jewels. She wore a tailored brown suit with vest and
cravat, and that’s what confused Sock’s poor eyesight, though as
soon as he stopped looking for a woman in a silk robe, even he’d
notice the roundness of her thighs, the softness of her face, the
fullness of her lips.

It was impossible
not to notice. Nav had
been noticing since she’d jumped from her wagon and started
ordering the waiting crowd around.

Half-Ear nudged Nav’s leg. “You like the
look of her?”

“She’s a woman, ain’t she?” Porter
chuckled.

Half-Ear went on. “I’ll bet you this meal,
you can’t convince her you’re for hire.”

“Like a rent-boy?” The tiger chuckled at the
wolf’s audacity. “There are pieces loose in your brain,
Half-Ear.”

“I bet she’d pay you two western gold coins
if you let her tie you up.”

Nav’s skin prickled at the suggestion and an
uncomfortable combination of arousal and disgust. “Keep teasing,
and you’re gonna lose your other ear, wolf.”

“I believe he could.” Porter, ever
agreeable, nudged Sock. “Go on. Tell ‘em what you smell, you blind
bone-sack.”

Sock, who’d lapped at his rice-beer very
purposefully to avoid the conversation, frowned at Porter, but
obliged. His poor eyesight probably didn’t improve his nose, but he
sold his role. He didn’t deign to turn his nose to the street, but
sniffed the air. He announced with a discerning languor. “Her
laundry has the aroma of several different men, notes of whiskey,
sake, and semen. I detect hemp and metal in her personal luggage,
which might be jewelry though it has the smell of being very
thoroughly sanitized. She’s traveled for at least a week, likely
more. And…”

He inhaled deeply and finished with a shy
leer. “She’s ripe for the taking.”

The four of them laughed, just loud enough
to trigger Ramsay’s suspicions. The captain of the guard put down
his bowl and walked over to their table, hand on his pistol.

“Good evening, Captain Ramsay.” Nav tipped
back in his chair sociably.

“What are you wolves howling at?” Ramsay
demanded.

“Your mom,” Sock answered, and the other
three laughed.

“Very droll.” Ramsay pointed at the business
in the street. “I don’t like you boys sitting around idle, and I
especially don’t like it when you’re leering at merchants.”

“Oh relax, Ramsay,” Nav said. “We always
haunt my witch’s porch. The merchant just happened to decide to
stay in one of Yenna’s rooms. No harm.”

Ramsay could not find them at fault, and it
obviously vexed him. “Do you have the money to pay for that
beer?”

Nav answered. “We do. Plucked two bushels of
tea leaves today.”

“Thank you for the concern about Ms. Yenna’s
business, sir,” Half-Ear added.

“Do you have the money to pay for your
curry, sir?” Porter sipped at his mug.

Nav said, “Yenna asked us to carry in cargo
for the foreign merchant, but I’m sure she’d let you help, too,
sir.”

The western man’s pink cheeks burned at the
idea, but Ramsay laughed and pretended to enjoy the joke. “Never
thought I’d see the day a tiger would be reduced to plucking tea
leaves and carrying crates. Don’t you ever miss highway
robbery?”

Nav’s smile disappeared, but Sock saved him.
“About as much as we miss your prison, Ramsay. Now, leave us in
peace or we’ll complain to Yenna.”

The captain made a mock bow and wandered
back to his curry.

Nav growled low at him and promised, not for
the first time, “Someday we’ll do something better, boys, and it
won’t be robbery, either.”

“Sure, we will,” Half-Ear agreed, though he
didn’t sound convinced.

The merchant stared at Nav again. She didn’t
shy away when their eyes met. If anything, she looked more
thoroughly. Her eyes traveled from his face to his bare chest and
over his abdomen as if she knew the terrain intimately.

Sock never turned. “She eying you, Nav?”

“Yup.”

“Yeah,” Sock admitted. “She likes you. You
could win his bet easy.”

“Oh, the challenge isn’t her.” Half-Ear
grinned. “It’s him. That’s a woman who hires her men. Our tiger’s
too proud to shill himself.”

Nav drained the last of his beer. Half-Ear
wasn’t wrong, but Nav was too proud to admit he was too proud. He
wasn’t desperate enough to be a rent-boy—he doubted any tiger ever
found himself that desperate, even with a captain of the guard
eager to clap him in irons—but Nav couldn’t pass up a bet.

“Just remember when the bill comes, I had
the lamb curry and naan.” Nav tapped the table and stood to learn
if he could humbly approach a woman.

****

At first, the merchant was
too involved in her own business to notice he’d left the table and
leaned against the porch column in the sunlight. She ticked through
a checklist, tracking every crate the locals unloaded from her cart
and loaded into a farmer’s wagon. A dragon slept on top of her
cart, and Nav fixed his eyes there as if the loong interested him and not the
powerhouse who’d tamed it.

She wasn’t some simpering village girl he
could sweep off her feet, not some neglected wife who needed to be
told she was beautiful. The merchant didn’t have time for seduction
or pleasure, and Nav, for the first time, considered he might be
rejected. Wouldn’t Half-Ear have a grand time with that?

Nav caught her eye again and smiled. Meek
was not easy for a tiger, but the checklist flagged in her hand,
and she studied his brown skin, his baggy trousers, his bare chest
with the hawkish interest of an appraiser about to swindle her
customer.

At least, she beckoned him over.

“Mr. Saily, you may load your silks once
I’ve inspected them and not before. You three, hurry up!” she
barked at the local merchant, at the farmer’s men, then muttered to
her checklist. “Honestly, these men are either in a hurry or
dawdling. You’re one of the wolves I hired?”

“Yenna hired us, but I’m not a wolf.” He
brushed his dark hair behind his ear and waited for her to ask.

She didn’t. “What are you selling, boy?”

It galled him to be called “boy”. “Tiger” he
would accept, but “boy”? Still, Nav remembered his role and smiled
coyly. “Oh, I don’t have the personality to be a salesman.”

“Said like a salesman.” She snorted and
began to turn, then stopped to look over his body again with an
unashamed desire. Her eyes lingered on his crotch, but he still
wasn’t expecting it when she boldly groped him. She squeezed his
cock, like testing fruit in the market, long enough to know his
size and girth, and too fast for Nav to gather his wits and react.
“All right. What’s your hourly rate?”

He blinked at her, so beyond his ken words
didn’t exist.

“Never mind, we’ll discuss terms in the
room. You might not be able to give me what I want.” She handed him
an iron key from the front pocket of her vest. “It’s the third
story. Carry that red chest in the caravan to my room. Then wait
for me.”

Nav stared at the key, at her stern eyes,
then at the chest. He didn’t like taking orders, being dismissed,
or how easily she’d brought him. But he hated the idea any woman
would question whether he could satisfy her. And he wasn’t going to
lose the bet now.

He nodded meekly, as if he were the same as
any other baggage boy she bought and sold in her travels.
“Sure.”

She smirked and
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