

[image: cover]



Table of Contents


Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Note From the Author

Map

~ Chapter 1 ~

~ Chapter 2 ~

~ Chapter 3 ~

~ Chapter 4 ~

~ Chapter 5 ~

~ Chapter 6 ~

~ Chapter 7 ~

~ Chapter 8 ~

~ Chapter 9 ~

~ Chapter 10 ~

~ Chapter 11 ~

~ Chapter 12 ~

~ Chapter 13 ~

~ Chapter 14 ~

~ Chapter 15 ~

~ Chapter 16 ~

~ Chapter 17 ~

~ Chapter 18 ~

~ Chapter 19 ~

~ Chapter 20 ~

~ Chapter 21 ~

~ Chapter 22 ~

~ Chapter 23 ~

~ Chapter 24 ~

~ Chapter 25 ~

~ Chapter 26 ~

~ Chapter 27 ~

~ Chapter 28 ~

~ Chapter 29 ~

~ Chapter 30 ~

~ Chapter 31 ~

~ Chapter 32 ~

~ Chapter 33 ~

~ Chapter 34 ~

~ Chapter 35 ~

~ Chapter 36 ~

~ Chapter 37 ~

~ Chapter 38 ~

~ Epilogue ~

About the Author

Upcoming Books by Kwyn Marie


Liminal Shadows

~ The Wellspring Dragons Book 1 ~

Kwyn Marie

Whistling Cello Bookworks


This work is entirely from the imagination of the author. Any resemblance to people, living or dead, places and events is purely coincidental.

Liminal Shadows. (Wellspring Dragons, Book 1) / Kwyn Marie. – 3nd ed.

Whistling Cello Bookworks.

www.kwynmarie.com

 

© 2025 Kwyn Marie. All rights reserved.

Front Image and Cover Design © 2025 Shade Melodique. All rights reserved.

Map of Seari © 2023 Shanda Nelson. All rights reserved.

 

All rights reserved. Transmission and/or copying of this material without written permission by the author is prohibited, except in short quotations and citations for academic purposes. Please purchase authorized copies only. No AI was used in the creation of this book. Using any part of this book for AI training is strictly prohibited. Thank you for supporting the rights of the author. For permission, contact: authorkwynmarie@gmail.com.

 

Published 2025.

Printed in the United States of America.

 

ISBN: 978-1-952851-13-1


Dedicated to my parents,

Without whom I never could have explored the worlds I create


Note From the Author

  No AI was used in the creation of this book. No one is authorized to use any part of this book, whether writing or art, for any AI endeavor, including but not limited to uploading it to AI generators, training AI datasets, or putting it into an AI detector.

  As both an artist and a writer, I feel strongly that generative AI has no place in artistic endeavors. Creativity makes us human, and forsaking that strips away our inner selves.

o=[===» «===]=o

 This book was previously published under Dawn of Shiobe. Same book, different title.

 o=[===» «===]=o

This book contains horrific elements, but is not horror. It has mentions of physical, mental, and domestic abuse, slavery, and genre-typical violence.


[image: ]


~ Chapter 1 ~

Shiobe

Such a dingy, dusty, dank place for an immaculate man to be drinking. Shiobe stared across the ash-smeared bar counter at him as he sipped wine from a nondescript ceramic mug, pushing his long, silken black hair away from his thin face as he studied the bland, smoke-encrusted interior of the tavern. Most native Solin men did not wear their hair so long, so she wondered from which eastern country he had traveled—Rakan, Teral, Baq?

He possessed aki n’di ori blue eyes, but instead of the typical cobalt, they were an intense, cold turquoise, a beautiful color hidden under the constant narrow-eyed glare he deposited on the rough rowdies surrounding him. His smooth, light tan skin, high cheekbones, thin nose and sensuous mouth reminded her of paintings in her father’s books depicting aristocratic families who lived along the Strait of Co Jer and the Sea of Condioh.

His body appeared sleek and refined under the black, fitted silk shirt and baggy pants, a general aki n’di sindari martial uniform style popular amongst the tribal peoples. He moved with unconscious grace, bespeaking long sunmarks wielding a sword, so he likely practiced one of their fighting arts. He embodied Kethti in the myth Kan Ivore, a powerful yet graceful warrior who won the Ra i’ dori competition and captured the attention of his future lover, the dragonmaster Ivore.

She looked gloomily into her empty mug before raising it to signal a refill from the harried barkeep. Who might she attract, with her graceless swordwork, her soft black hair, sun-kissed skin and tourmaline-green Condi eyes, all dulled by her functional, well-worn leathers? Most preferred the refined beauty of a palace siojhetioh, especially one with corn-silk hair, porcelain skin and enchanting dark blue eyes that matched the glittering color of her wispy skirts.

She shoved the thought to the back of her mind; no, no more dwelling on Rien and Kitta.

Raucous laughter erupted from the arriving shop workers and apprentices, men who earned enough coin to eat in a decent tavern after their workday but chose that place because of the cheap drinks. Their arrival signaled the beginning of the Switch, when the daytime workers found an evening meal and a hearty drink, and those who worked the night shifts ate and drank with them before trudging to their respective jobs. The Switch usually meant more expensive, watery ale, and Shiobe sighed, wondering if the numbing swill would balance the increased wait.

The beautiful man shifted and rose, granting those milling about him an icy look that should have frozen them in place, had they paid attention to him. Shiobe glanced at the barkeep, realized a full mug long in coming, and rose herself. She nervously brushed at her faded but clean leathers and rearranged her sword about her waist while waiting for her interest to stride from the tavern. With nowhere else to go, she had time to idle. She would rather stand in the raucous crowd than sit in the shadows of shattered dreams and contempt that filled her room at the Shady Sword.

Or, perhaps, she should leave the rowdies behind and depart with him—but no. If the beautiful man noticed her, she floundered with small talk. Kitta possessed the smooth tongue.

He slipped through the shop workers and apprentices as if a clear path lay before him. She tried to bury a small tinge of jealousy; how she wished she flowed through a crowd without jostling others! Instead, she waded through the clusters of people, twisting to avoid stamping on boots and thumping into bodies that popped into her way. She snarled at the foul hoots falling from smiling mouths when she collided with them, and she vowed to leave earlier the next time she patronized the place. Not that she had the coin to do so often, but little enough occupied her time after the palace sword practices that, when she could spare a copper shenk, she drank there.

She exited the tavern and glanced about in the hazy evening light, wishing to see the direction the man walked. Instead she gazed upon even more hungry people and the grubs out begging for their coin. She gave all of them the coldest glare. The grubs grumbled at her lack of kindness and scurried away; the women ignored her. The men met her eyes, smiling despite her chill, but turned away in scorn when they realized she wore a sword instead of a lace scarf about her hips. Iovan men rarely took an interest in a woman wielding a sword, finding an imagined death by a blade too risky if he upset her.

Of course, if wielding death came in the hands of a gauzy-clad, beautiful palace siojhetioh, then the gift to kill a man with a sphere of fire or a shock of lightning added excitement and spice to a relationship. 

She elbowed her way to the far edge of the sidewalk, annoying one hungry man enough he pushed her, hard. She rammed against the rotting wood of the building’s wall with a wince. She placed her back against the grey splinters and peered down the street, hoping for a small opening in bodies to slip into a clearer section of the road. Three years had not perfected her city skills to the point she could skim through a crowd, but at least she was not a country bumpkin who never traversed a congested walkway without getting robbed.

The throng parted slightly. She focused on a breadseller’s cart and grumbled to herself about the reason for the clogged sidewalk. Iova set aside plenty of space in the squares for people like him to ply their trade, which, ostensibly, kept them from jamming up the streets during busy times. She could track down a guard to hassle the merchant, but she far more wished to find her handsome interest.

She finally glimpsed his head above the crowd, then frowned. A grub walked at his side, speaking rapidly and flapping his arms about excitedly, nearly jumping from foot to foot. People avoided his flailing appendages with sharp words and annoyed glares, though a few cast him looks of pity.

That the stranger appeared to listen to him pricked her curiosity. What had a well-dressed fighter to do with this particular grub? Men such as he usually flung the needy aside with distaste and displeasure; the palace guard and shadowwalkers did it often enough, even while claiming to help those same people by donating a bit of food or clothing to a temple. Of course, most of that charity occurred after a random mob rained destruction through the Lower City two years ago. People connected to the throne needed to prove that the palace held some sort of compassion for the commoner, however minute. 

She shoved her hands into her pockets as a chill, early Spiced Air breeze blew between the dull wood and gray stone buildings, and ignored the discomfort while she kept pace with the two. Her indomitable curiosity needled her; she had observed that grub at odd intervals over the past two lesser seasons, mainly lounging near the palace workers’ gate. He always looked too dusty, as if he purposefully dumped a bucket of fine dirt over his head before begging, and he peered intently at those exiting the grounds without accomplishing much soliciting. He stooped and whined fast enough if he thought someone paid him too much interest, but he accepted no coin or food. She mentioned his behavior to Rien, but he expressed extreme skepticism that the man might be anyone more sinister than a ratty grub trying to figure out how to beg effectively.

Spies, he insisted, did not sit at the entrance to the servants’ gate and whine in plain sight.

Maybe so, but it still struck her as odd.

She muttered quietly to herself as she replayed the confrontation. Rien continually cautioned every palace guard and freelance fighter to look sharp in public places because four years ago, King Shiel of Illena took advantage of a nasty civil war and invaded the neighboring country of Merren. He easily destroyed the usurper king within a year and squashed the glimmerings of native rebellion right after. The successful invasion became the first step on the road to recreating the expansive Jonna Empire, an ambition he did not hide, and which made him a dangerous enemy to Soline and the other countries south of the Sea of Condioh. Rien stressed the shadowwalkers found evidence that Illenan spies had infiltrated the capital, and any suspicious activity needed to be investigated with all haste. Yet he had not listened to her when she reported such activity, and if she told him of this encounter, he would scoff at her for repeating the subject.

Stupid man.

The descent of darkness provided her with deeply shadowed recesses to hide in while she followed the two men. They meandered through the congested, modest merchant-class streets of wooden, brown-stained buildings and sparse greenery sticking up between cobblestones, and into the dirtier, darker, more dangerous alleyways of the Lower City—a district she called home. A district of crumbling stone buildings erected centuries ago, when, in that part of Iova, daintily clad noblewomen and their eager escorts had walked the pristine, paved thoroughfares. Such a carefree time, before the current ruling family destroyed those nobles to gain power and constructed a new, brilliant white palace to the northeast. The once bright structures had greyed, their crafted stones tumbled down into the streets. The sculptures had cracked and fallen, the damaged chunks shoved to the side of the broken pavement and left to gather moss or become the property of looters. The once opulent mansions now provided inadequate housing for families who crammed a dozen members into single-room abodes created from old drawing rooms and pantries, giving them a roof to sleep beneath and little else.

True night fell before they reached their destination—a narrow, secluded alley between two abandoned, dilapidated warehouses near the old city wall. Shiobe crept through the shadows, carefully peering around the corner as they walked towards four other smears of shadow. One paced in jerky agitation, and leapt at the new arrivals, flinging out a hand whose fingers glint with jewelry.

“Lord Sikode!” he shouted in angry derision.

Her mouth fell open as another man quickly hushed the speaker with a sharp elbow jab to the ribs. Lord Sikode? She knew of one Sikode; King Shiel’s confidant and champion, a man of refined tastes and a deadly sword. A man, the Soline gossip claimed, whose abilities in the Flame martial arts helped him destroy the wielders guarding the desperate Merren usurper king. The gossips delighted in the bloody details and relished the thought of a once-proud king turned into a sniveling man begging on his knees to be handed to anyone else but the Rakan.

Who else in Soline dared possess that name? It was hardly a common Catak moniker for the aki n’di ori, in or out of tribal lands. She swallowed as her heart pounded in her throat. Had she truly happened upon that Sikode? Dare she attempt to overhear them and find out? 

No.

She ducked out of sight and leaned against the icy wall as the hum of agitated voices rose in the background. She thumped the back of her head lightly against the stone and sternly grounded herself. Her imagination got the better of her. Even if she thought the grub behaved oddly, the man with him could not possibly be that Sikode. Besides, who would believe her if she claimed she followed Lord Sikode of Illena to a meeting with five spies, including a palace grub? Rien would roll his eyes and deride her overactive imagination, Natan would never consider this important enough for shadowwalker concern, and Rooster had no reason to send his city guard to a secluded alley to check on petty criminals when other duties awaited them.

She pressed her trembling fist against her chest, fighting the powerlessness that infused her. What to do?

Clenching her teeth as she flexed her fingers, she glanced down the vacant, unlit street; most residents refused to travel this area at night for fear of attack—only thieves or worse walked these crumbling roads after dark. And she had followed two of them. While she possessed the training to protect herself from the random scum others feared, confronting multiple criminals all at once did not favor her. She strained to hear the voices as she inspected the shadows, determined not to be caught off-guard by a late arrival.

The thought thrilled her. The thought terrified her. Her curiosity fought an intense battle with her more rational self; however much she wanted answers as to why a sleek, handsome man met with a palace grub and several others in a dark backstreet alley, dying before she could ask the questions did not count as brave. It counted as stupid. She needed to walk away before something terrible happened to her, and plan her next move once safely locked inside her room.

Shadows moved, to her side. She whirled as a hand snaked around the corner and grabbed her. With a startled squeal, she stumbled into the alleyway, her collar in the hands of the beautiful stranger. He jerked her to him and grabbed her chin, forcing her to look at him. She clamped her hands around his wrist and tried to push her thumbs into the tender bits of his arm, but her fingers slipped across chilled air.

Wielded shields. Of course.

“And why follow me?” he asked in a low, crisp voice. His tone slid over her like a Frozen Air’s wind, whispering against and freezing her skin. While he spoke Jonnese precisely, he had a Rakan accent—which meant he very well could be that Sikode.

Shit.

She had followed a spy with no reason to let her live.


~ Chapter 2 ~

Enter the Spy

“Why not?” she finally choked, the only thing she could think to say.

He snorted and roughly shoved her away from him. She stumbled back and landed on her rump, the chilled, slimy ground soaking her thin leather pants. The fall jarred her, slammed her thoughts back into motion, and she scrambled to her feet in disgust, trying not to think of the stuff clinging to her palms. 

He used only one hand to knock her down! 

He chuckled in derision. “And are you as competent with your sword as you are at stealth?”

She flinched at the dismissive tone. Her hand instinctively slapped her hilt. He watched impassively as she curled her fingers around the cold metal.

“I will kill you,” he said nonchalantly. “If you interfere.”

So impersonal. So confident that his skill outshined hers. “I won’t interfere,” she vowed, deepening her voice to keep it from quivering. He laughed, a stinging rebuke. She screamed at herself to remain calm despite the adrenaline rushing through her veins and demanding she run far and fast, away from those frozen eyes and sharp, scathing tone. He would show no mercy to the prey.

He walked to her and her inner voice shrieked at her to flee. Instead she stayed rooted, watching him with dread anticipation as he halted a pace from her. So graceful and intent—if he attacked, could she draw her sword in time to defend herself?

“No? Then why stand at the entrance to this alley rather than remain at the counter with a full mug?”

He had noticed her at the tavern. Did he think she had orders to follow him, because why would she, otherwise? How much of the conversation did he assume she overheard? Too bad she let her cowardice take control; she might have bargained for her life with a bit of relevant, if false, information. She dropped her sword hand and backed from him, to plaster herself against the wall—no use aggravating him before she could plan an escape.

If he allowed her to escape.

She sucked in a deep breath and choked on the stench of mold and stale urine before she realized that no one else remained in the alleyway. Despite the ramshackle appearance of the buildings, the space was free of debris—they could not hide from her behind a pile of garbage. The stone walls must conceal a secret exit. How else would they leave a dead end? She managed a glance to her left; he laughed icily at her. She snapped back to him while he slowly scanned the alley, then shrugged. 

He played with her. Why? She gritted her teeth and slipped further away from him, blending into the shadow cast by the huge city wall, fighting to regain her composure. “Continue on your way,” she said in a low, bored tone. “Who am I to stop you?”

“Who indeed?” he replied. She fought not to lower her head in shame, nauseous at the dismissiveness. Was this all? No duel with the sword? No attempt to silence her? He pivoted on his heel and walked to the street, leaving her untouched, apparently unconcerned she would run to the authorities—as if they would listen to this ludicrous tale. The contempt, the bravado, infuriated her.

“You’ll find your task much harder than you assume, Sikode,” she spat in Catak, spite causing her to use his name—the only bit of firm information at her disposal. “We’re not Merren. You seek in the shadows, but it’s the star’s light which will find you.”

He paused and looked over his shoulder, his eyes narrowed in something other than derision. Shiobe gazed back, a strange expectation tightening her chest. He did not seem bothered that she used his name, and the reference to Merren and the Shining Stars hardly phased him. Did she assume correctly? Was he Lord Sikode? That would explain why he did not fear the siojhetioxh who worked for the palace.

What reason had he to visit the White City with five men in tow, other than to spy? He had not come as an ambassador—every being in Iova, from the richest noble to the stray cat on the street, would know if King Shiel sent him as an emissary. 

“I’ll find you later,” he promised, using the same language.

“If you avoid the shadowwalkers that long.”

The idiocy of the statement made her wince. He obviously had, and would likely continue to do so. She, a woman trained in the history, literature and languages of the Jonna empire, could not find a glibber rebuttal? How pathetic.

She waited for him to leave, head down, embarrassed tears pushing at the backs of her eyes. His amused, ominous laughter made her blush harder, made her chest tighten and ache. The mirth echoed away, and she hurriedly walked down the alleyway, into the dark street beyond, and scurried towards the lit roads inhabited by streetwalkers and gamblers, running from her stupidity.

Or attempting to. As much as she wished it, she could not stop replaying the event. What could she have done to avoid his grab, or keep her feet? Why had words failed her? Yes, her heart pounded near out of her ribs, but she had not fallen into mindless, speechless fear. Still . . . he, Lord Sikode, intimidated. And the menace that coated him . . . a quick demise would greet her if she annoyed rather than entertained him.

Stupidity times two, for having stayed and listened.

But she had, and now he promised to find her later—why? To kill her? He just forsook that opportunity. Perhaps he wished for a more intimate setting to get rid of her? But that seemed unlikely. He might want to know what she overheard, but, again, if it concerned him, he should have dispatched her in the dark, empty alley. Why even bother with her afterwards?

Or would he send a man to follow her? He led five others, after all. She, upset at her inadequacies, had not bothered to check for a tail.

She scanned the street behind her, but noticed no one loitering in the deeper shadows; disappointment stabbed her. No, of course not. He did not see her as a threat, and considering her mistakes, he was right. Why else keep her alive? Why else toy with her?

If she did end up in the gutter, Rien, as confident as he was in his assessments, would assume she finally succumbed to the low-life streets he constantly warned her about. She doubted he would extricate himself from his smugness about being right to find her killer.

She forced herself to the edge of the first brightly lit, crowded street, and paused, contemplating the cheerful, rowdy crowd, fighting the urge to run her hands over her tightly bound hair and deposit gunk from her palms in it. The nearest fountain was several blocks away, and she needed the water. Firming her lips, she sidled up against the closest wall and scurried as fast as possible to her destination, avoiding oblivious individuals and the random trash scattered across the cobblestones.

A smattering of washerwomen sat on the edges of the fountain, scrubbing at handfuls of fabric, drained and uninterested in their surroundings. Shiobe quickly washed her hands as far away from the clothes as she could manage, repulsed at the look and smell of the stuff as it floated away. With a wince, she removed the muck from her sword and sheath. Her pants needed a thorough wash, too, but she refused to strip at the fountain and have a laundress clean them, considering the time of day and the sodden louts who would try to take advantage of so odd a situation.

She shoved her hands into her pockets and bent her head before worming through the throng of stragglers, drunkards, rowdies, and loose men and women, absently keeping an eye out for random pickpockets. She normally wandered with the crowds longer than necessary because navigating the bustle kept her from dwelling on sad memories and pain, but the smell wafting from her pants drove her home. Too bad the odor could not halt her from replaying the humiliating idiocy that described her encounter with a foreign spy.

Deprecating laughter bubbled inside her as she approached the dimly lit, wooden building called the Shady Sword. Her final shouting match with Rien dealt with her moving to the upper level of the tavern—to dwell among the cutthroats and seedies, he said. No lover of his would continue to embarrass him in such a way, and demanded she find better accommodations. She tried to tell him that no one else lived there, that the supposed haunting of the rooms from a demonic ghost kept others from renting, that her meager freelance salary could pay for nothing better, but he refused to listen—as always. He dismissed her words as he dismissed her.

Before she entered the tavern’s wide-open front door, she encountered the thick puffs of greasy smoke, a combination of smoking weed and haze from ill-ventilated fires. It trailed across her face, tickling her nose and eyes, the caustic fog causing tears she could pretend were not a reaction to her unhappy thoughts.

How long after he broke their relationship did he try to become Kitta’s lover? Had he even waited? Doubtful.

She waved her hands in front of her face to dispel the irritants. Did it matter?

Her feelings for Rien had cooled considerably since their childhood. He never sought to openly impinge her freedom in Tura, but shortly after they arrived in Iova, he managed her every move, dictating where she should live to the food she ate. He reminded her she did not think before she acted, and he strove to do so for her, as if she were a bumbling soldier endlessly tripping over her own feet on the battlefield of life. Her annoyance at his controlling nature and unfair conception helped destroy any lingering warmth for him—and on top of that, he accepted Kitta’s oh-so-unbiased advice even though the siojhetioh brashly rushed into things without understanding the situation. Why did he embrace the counsel of the Shining Star when she proved no better? Apparently outed affairs and broken, antique perfume bottles did not bother him as much as her living in the Lower City. 

She plodded up the shadowy, narrow wooden stairwell just to the left of the entrance, ignored by the chattering rough men and coarse women. In her childhood, she had dreamed of emulating Kitta, who attracted attention wherever she walked, a sleek, shimmering siojhetioh, bejeweled and loved. Their hometown adored her and everyone, from the youngest child to the oldest grandmother, knew the shadowartist would rise far above her humble roots and shine. And who was she, Shiobe, in comparison? Kitta’s shadow, the ignorable, duller one.

Other than her parents, no one thought her extraordinary talent for languages and her interest in history and literature would take her far. Tura never understood why her father proclaimed her his intellectual heir.

And all she wanted was sword training to become a graceful, skillful legendary swordswoman.

Sword training. So much for that. She laughed at her past gullibility regarding Rien and his promises. True, after Tonna magnanimously handed her instruction over to him, he had done his best to teach her what he knew, however poorly his fourteen-year-old self did so. Once they reached Iova, however, her then-lover neglected her in favor of Sian, a promising young man with fire and a naïve need to protect the queen—a mirror image of himself, one Shiobe could not emulate. 

She should have realized Rien’s fake support, but she had not. She continued with him, despite his growing anger, his dismissal of her swordarm, his scoffing at her languages and her learning. When he became the palace guard captain, he generously cut the meager, freelance salary his predecessor had paid her. He proved that speaking Daione or knowing the history of the Jonna Empire or the floor plans of ancient temples or the Kan Ivore meant absolutely nothing to him or the palace. She now struggled to pay for a small, square room, a bit of food, and her dirt-colored wardrobe. While she took a few minor jobs translating foreign texts for Trin, that earned her enough coin to drink a mug of ale at a tavern, and little more.

She dug her keys from her pocket, reached for the knob, and hesitated. Something felt odd, out of place . . . 

She peered into the darkness of the hallway that led to four other rooms but could see nothing in the inky blackness. She stepped to the side, unlocked the door, and shoved it open, waiting for a moment after it banged against the wall. No betraying footstep or breath met her expectant ears. Yet something made her arms prickle. She quietly drew her sword and pivoted into the doorway. No odd shadows, no goon . . . no spy. She crept into the room, nervously inspecting the gloom. The shadows had cradled her for the last year and she preferred the dimness—unless it hid the dangerous and unexpected.

She skirted the small table in the center of the room, glancing at the short crate she used as a larder near her standalone wardrobe at the far end, one too small for a human-sized hiding place. She removed the wooden knife target from the hooks and opened the door to the closet, but the sparse space only held her clothes. Her gaze drifted over the ceramic wash basin, which sat to the right of the single shuttered window, neither of which would conceal an enemy. Maybe she should check under the bed?

Embarrassment warmed her face when dust bunnies met her eye. The tingle of dread strengthened, but she brushed it away as best as she could. It was a reaction to her night, a late response to being dragged into a dark alleyway by an underhanded man. He should have killed her. Instead she miraculously survived and arrived home to an empty room.

Why had she expected him to be there?

She walked to the doorway, leaned against the jamb, and again studied the hallway; nothing but shivering shadows stood there, a testament to how tired she was. Should she return downstairs and ask the peacekeeper for a taper? No. The patrons would claim she had encountered one of the ghosts they constantly warned her about, and then try to spook her further with their untenable stories. 

She half-laughed. Kitta cured her of that nonsense as a child. Ghosts were fading wieldings or artistic illusions, nothing more, and she had watched the siojhetioh wield more than one spell that created them. She did not fear folk tales; she had a far more real antagonist to worry about.

She closed the door, then turned the numerous locks—a precaution, considering who supped and drank downstairs, though the rowdy patrons did not concern her as much as an icy, unimpressed Rakan. She sheathed her sword, unbuckled her belt, and slung it over the back of her rickety wooden chair. Avoiding her rear, she undressed and dumped her soiled pants in the furthest corner from the bed, donned another faded, comfortable pair of leathers, retrieved her dagger, and sank onto her mattress. Something still nagged at her, but she had no idea what or why. She ran her fingers over the battered sheath, then clutched the weapon to her chest.

She sighed at her state of mind, sternly reminded herself that Lord Sikode would have exterminated her in the alley if he wished her dead, and slid under the blanket, her sleeping companion cold iron.


~ Chapter 3 ~

Pitiful Practice

The chill Red Leaves wind whipped the grit and grime of the street into Shiobe’s mouth and hair. She clutched her lips tightly shut and squinted into the late morning sunlight. Why had she even bothered to rise that day?

Her stomach growled, but she hurried past Madame Iche’s food stall; the guards’ practice was already underway at the palace, and the later she arrived, the less likely Rien would overlook her tardiness. Not that he paid much attention to her during practices, but he noticed when she did not follow his explicit instructions, like being on time, and yelled his displeasure, whether in private or before the amused guards. She doubted he skipped the day’s sword exercise and mentally prepared herself for a few uncomfortable moments of embarrassment at his hands.

She flew down the dirtier Lower City streets before reaching the Merchant District; she slowed her step, well aware that a woman who dressed as she would catch the eye of a bored mansion guard if she ran past him. Quite a few enjoyed hassling her, demanding she return whatever item she had stolen, demanding she keep to places where her kind strode. It never deterred her, but she could not afford the time a confrontation would take.

She kept her head down, her eyes plastered to the swept, tidy stone sidewalk. She already knew the sites, knew the tall, wrought-iron gates that encompassed the merchant houses, knew the taller, elegant fountains that attempted to prove that their owners were not accidental Lower City successes that the aristocracy ignored. Her father’s family lived in the area, led by a proud and harsh man who disinherited his favored son when he realized Pendarrin would not take over his vast trade empire but instead concentrate on his wife, his newborn daughter, and his languages. He was already a revered genophyte and widely regarded as the foremost Iovan expert on several ancient tongues, which naturally progressed into a keen interest in the Jonna Empire and the history and myths surrounding their conquering. He refused to abandon his scholarship. The second son proudly placed himself as heir and the family eagerly waited for her father to fail and crawl back to them, begging for forgiveness and a seat at their table.

Instead, he became the most sought-after translator by Iovan palace scholars, and his reputation grew beyond the borders of Soline. Academics and nobles from countries as far away as Drae-goun asked him to look at their manuscripts—contacts his family might have taken advantage of, but they held his status as outcast too dear to re-evaluate. He claimed their resentment ran deep—too deep for reconciliation, in any form.

Shiobe wondered if she had seen her grandfather, or a family member, in passing. Perhaps she had brushed near a lanky man just younger than her father, with slicked brown hair and light blue eyes that turned cold cold when anger rose. Or a sleek, even younger woman with darker blonde hair, a straight back and a haughty, unearned demeanor. She knew the descriptions of her kin, but even if she realized she stood in their presence, she would never say a word to them. Disowned granddaughters hardly counted as interesting or important.

She ran once she reached the Light District, her boots slapping the paving stones hard. The guards patrolling there typically ignored her. They sometimes teased her when she rushed, late, to the practice of the queen’s guard, but she never stopped to listen to their garbled laughter. She skimmed around the thick, strong palace wall to the guard entrance, preparing herself for the sour words that always followed her when she walked through the gate. Vim and Benther disliked her—well, hated her. She had yet to decide exactly why, other than revenge on her for the fact Rien relegated them to their post after they defied his rules about clean living—as if his standards were any higher.

Vim had slicked his hair back with grease created from his head rather than by merchant product, a new style that made him seem slightly less abhorrent physically. Benther, a rounder, cruder version, gave her a mocking smile.

“Who’s got you so late, eh? None o’ them city guards, eh? None o’ them shopkeepers, neither.”

She sighed. Any sexual innuendo that popped into his small brain, he said. “Why would I make your mistake?” she asked under her breath as she hurried past. They did not bother to stop her—they never bothered to stop her. The danger she posed to the palace was nonexistent, and they knew it.

Vim yelled something after her, but she only caught his nasty inflection, not the words. Just as well, she supposed, since they normally infuriated her and she had no way to exact any small, let alone large, reprisals. Of course, if she refused to seek revenge against Rien and Kitta, Vim and Benther were safe from her hand.

Her wobbly, unskilled hand.

She winced and ducked as a gust picked up the loose dirt from the dusty guard road and swirled it about her, liberally coating her. She shook her head and patted at her twist, hoping that enough dust fell from it that she did not look like a lost dog when she entered the practice grounds. Her brown leathers and overshirt appeared dull enough without help from nature.

Jewel-pink colors flipped through the air to her right. A palace siojhetioh, clothed in the filmy liokaiorioh dress of her rank, sculpted and painted and heeled, walked between a row of sculptured marble columns that led to the gardens, two dusty guards trailing her. They seemed far more enamored of her physical appearance than their duty—as if a siojhetioh needed their protection. Shiobe thought she recognized her as a lower noble with just enough ability in the shadowarts to endear her to the stronger siojhetioxh as an aide—nothing more. Such weak wielders were virtual slaves to the more powerful court shadowartists. Still, a weak siojhetioh could prove deadly when facing an unshielded opponent—like herself.

She pushed her hand into her stomach to keep the memories at bay as she scurried to the colonnade on her left. Not now. Not before facing Rien and Sian. Not before being soundly defeated at practice. She could wallow in her shame and emotional pain later—she had nothing better to do that night. She skittered to the grounds, concentrating on keeping the raging butterflies in her stomach and not on the paved stone way.

The white walkway ended at the entrance to the practice rings, a stone-walled, raked dirt arena with two entrances and no roof. Greying wooden benches lined the walls, with target dummies and archery to the east, worn training circles in the center, and dingy brown awnings to the west, which protected the heads of observers and an array of storage containers for equipment. The tops of the walls doubled as sentry walkways, but few took those routes.

Shiobe stepped through the tall southern archway, realizing that the palace guards were just finishing their bouts while the shadowwalkers still circled each other, waiting for an opening. They only appeared so serious when they had finally accepted an assignment and no longer expected to return to the palace for practice—and fought as if it were their last chance to hone their skills. Shiobe thought such intensity ludicrous; the city guards maintained practice arenas, merchant caravans rented warehouse spaces to train their sentries, and several guilds kept practice circles for their employees. All allowed citizens the opportunity to bat at the wooden, stuffed dummies or each other—for a fee, of course. She desperately wished to find a cheap yet suitable Lower City practice ground but had not found a venue whose owners did not remind her she wasted her baby-making years in a futile profession.

On their good days, the shadowwalkers irritated her, though most ignored her rather than toss taunts in her direction like a gaggle of guardsmen. They felt, as spies, that such behavior was beneath them, though they never missed the opportunity to hoot after her in the field—a good way to hide in plain sight, they claimed. They must behave in the manner of their common peers, they claimed.

Idiots. Most could not blend with a Lower City crowd to save their life—Rien’s unfortunate influence, since he supported men he liked for the shadowwalkers, not those of skill. The poor suffered them, the dockspeople and merchants ignored them, the criminals easily avoided them, and they ended back up at the palace, unsuccessful in their endeavors but nonetheless crowing about their dangerous tasks.

Rien stood beneath a dusty canvas awning, arms crossed, watching the shadowwalkers with their captain. He eyed her, flicked his brown bangs from his forehead and returned to his study of the men, a clear dismissal. Natan shouted advice and commands at his men, ignoring the tardy arrival. Sian hovered behind his teacher, much like an anxious dog waiting for a kind word from his master. He refused to turn, intent on the spies, though his fingers tapped nervously on the hilt of his sword. Despite Rien’s obvious approval and tutelage, her presence made him edgy, as if he expected her to do something nasty to him for usurping her position. She was not a vindictive palace siojhetioh, and it exasperated her to no end that he presumed she would behave in such a manner.

“Practice’s over, greenie,” one man snickered. She slipped past him and he laughed, as if he realized how uncomfortable he made her.

“Missing a lot’s why she’s not so good,” another said. He glanced at Natan, proving his words were much kinder than he intended, but most of the guards had encountered the man’s sense of fairness and justice, which included long shifts and cleaning duty in the stables. Despite the captain’s personal feelings of dislike for her, he disliked bullying more, which surprised her since others with a similar aristocratic upbringing freely tormented the lower classes to their heart’s content.

And what did it matter if she missed a practice or attended and sat on the bench—she still never sparred consistently, which was hardly her fault.

Shiobe slowed as she neared the awning, her stomach twisting to match her hair. She hated the confrontations with Rien because he never held back or soften his opinions, and his harsh words scarred.

“You’re late,” Sian said after she stood an awkward moment without recognition. She pressed her lips together—no need to argue that truth. “Only the shadowwalkers are here,” he said after another tense silence.

What did he expect her to say? She looked at Rien, who did not appear to have practiced that day—he seemed far too clean to have swatted his sword about in the wind—then down at her dusty boots. He wore shining, tight leather pants and a long silk, unlaced overshirt that shimmered against the brown, chaffed, sleeveless leather shirt beneath—a contrast to her dulled appearance. At least she never copied her ex-lover, unlike Sian—if she possessed the coin to buy silk, it would be a jewel-colored dress that swam about her ankles and emphasized what few assets she possessed, not a dun-colored shirt.

“End!” Natan shouted, then turned and strode past her without a glance. He normally ignored her, but not with such disdain. She swallowed a growing lump in her throat; apparently she badly offended the captains that morning by not showing up. Had they someone in mind to beat on her? Their most common command was to sit on the bench and watch, not participate. Why seethe over that?

Rien granted her a scathing glare, his brown eyes glinting, a dark, angry red blazing across his tanned cheeks, then he, too, strode past her. The silly urge to stop him, to grab his arm, to make him recognize her in some other way, tore through her, but he left without her touching him. Sian stared longer, then shook himself into step, a few bits of grass and dust spinning from his dusky brown hair. He seemed awkward, almost endearing, but the blue-eyed, suspicious glower removed any boyish trait. He stalked away, towards the stretching shadowwalkers. 

Shiobe dropped her gaze and took a deep, cleansing breath. Nothing left to do but practice on her own. 

She forced her feet to move and scuffled over the short wooden barrier denoting a practice ring. She stretched, then withdrew her sword and dutifully practiced drills—drills she constantly repeated since the guards proved so reticent in sparring with her. She needed training with a breathing being, especially if she planned to live through another riot, but those sessions occurred too far apart to adequately prepare her for dire situations.

She rehearsed her moves over and over and over as her mind wandered back to Sikode and the dark alleyway. Drawing her sword would have led to her death. Guards needed to know when to draw and when to keep their hands empty; perhaps she had learned that lesson more thoroughly than she thought. If she had met the man three years ago, she would have slid her weapon from the scabbard and tried to fight—and ended up in the gutter. Instead, she stayed her hand and remained alive—for all the good it did her. She could not bring herself to tell Rien; after upsetting him by being late, his derision over the encounter might wound.

The noise of afternoon page practice smacked her ears. She glanced at the boys, so young and eager to learn the sword’s dance, and winced away. The guards’ mockery was harsh, but the trainees’ taunts were unbearable—they had yet to understand diplomacy in any manner. She sheathed her sword and returned the way she had come, wondering if she retreated in the exact same footsteps she left during her arrival.

Another siojhetioh whisking through the arches, dressed in wispy First Rains green and looking as if she wished to tear into someone to alleviate her bad mood. The woman reminded her that, in the past, she sometimes sought Kitta after practice, though her once-friend was too busy to spare her much time. She simply said hello and goodbye in the same breath. For the bravery Shiobe pulled from deep within to even step onto the plush white carpets of the Shadow Wing and tread towards the siojhetioh’s quarters, those visits became an unsatisfying reminder of snobbery and aristocratic conceit and how she did not belong. Now that Kitta and Rien kept company, she did not even have to try.

Her stomach rumbled, snapping her attention away from the sad thoughts. It reminded her she missed the morning meal and, as with her normal luck, no conveniently cheap stall sat nearby to appease it.

She absently rubbed at her belly. Nothing to do but walk to the Lower City, find food and return to her room—unless she wanted to visit Trin. Now that she had proven her skills with the smaller translation jobs, he offered her larger works when her father or the palace scholars had other commitments. He expected the same results Pendarrin provided—like father, like daughter, he claimed. And, mostly, she could comply.

Too bad those jobs only came every dozen eight days or so.

She wandered down through the Light District and into the Merchant District, her mind noting the people about her, but her thoughts lingered elsewhere—back to the alleyway and her near-death experience. Did those men meet there often? Would they go back now that she had compromised their space? Or did Sikode think her so weak a threat that she was hardly worth the bother to change plans over? Her curiosity prickled at her; she wanted to find the escape route they took, and if she discovered nothing, it meant one of them employed the shadowarts. That unnerved her, but if Sikode’s derision was any indication, she had nothing to fear from mystery attack—he did not see her as worth the bother.

She stopped by a breadmaker’s stall as soon as she reached the Lower City and bought a few day-old pieces and some white cheese, making do with the quick snack until she could visit the squares and pick up a better meal. She had to brush dust from the bread, but at least the cheese remained untouched. She ate quickly to keep it that way, ignoring the grit in her teeth. As soon as she finished, she determinedly strode to the foreboding alley.

 As expected, it stood empty, a distinct contrast from the surrounding streets. Garbage and worse clogged the drains, but for that single space. Had any guards noticed? Likely, but bribes went a long way to sweetening the disposition of a sour, Lower City patroller. She cautiously stepped inside, waiting for something to happen. Anything to happen.

A hooded man settled himself against the wall of the building on the opposite side of the street, apparently interested in her intent. She received a few strange glances from the dirt poor who hustled by, people who lived amongst the warehouses in tall, dilapidated apartment buildings, where a single room cost the same as their daily salary. Shiobe hated the overt thievery, but her well-meaning protests had landed on indifferent ears, and the palace officials who might have made a difference in the lives of the destitute ignored the problems in favor of under-the-table compensations given by those gluttonous landowners.

What was the life of the poor compared to a few juinken?

Rien, appalled by the squalor when they first arrived, offered his coin to the cults who cared for the sick and destitute, who tried to counterbalance the unfair life those people led. But soon enough, when the queen looked his way, the poor and downtrodden slipped from his mind. It proved far more profitable to fight for a foothold in the palace hierarchy than to support a few penniless fools on a limited guard’s salary. And now that he made captain? He never remembered poor people existed until the palace guard had to worry about a riot.

She glanced at the hooded man, wondering if he followed her at the behest of a Rakan—or, more likely, if he thought to take advantage of a woman walking streets she should not. Too bad the reputation she unwittingly developed around the Shady Sword after dispatching a couple of arrogant docksmen did not follow her into the streets, or she might have less trouble with the rowdies and pickpockets.

Shiobe began on the left and studied the mortar and stone. Nothing strange, nothing out of place. She sought chinks, holes, a thin line that might indicate a doorway. Nothing. She reached the thick outer wall at the end and even scrutinized those grimy stones, but the blackened grout held nothing but average wear and tear, and the stones sported normal cracks. Only a mouse could squeeze into the narrow space between the defense wall and the next building. She inspected the ground but discovered no sewer lid or long-forgotten cellar door.

She finished her exploration, pondering. No secret entrance, no heaps of garbage hiding a trap door. The alley was a dead end. She knew the Rakan and his grub companion had met with others there. One of them must have created a magickal doorway to whisk them away, which meant, if she investigated further, she might have to deal with a shadowartist.

She returned to the entrance, made certain the hooded man across the way noted her unamused glare, and headed towards the main southern thoroughfare that led to the Lower City’s food stalls. She needed to find someone willing to barter for the cheapest fare . . . 

A stray thought stamped itself into her mind. She almost stopped, but forced her feet forward, just in case the rowdy got any ideas. The grub. The man with Sikode. He had not sat at the palace gate, begging. Why had she neglected to purposefully check, even if she was late to practice? But no, she had let Rien’s anticipated coldness bother her and sensible precautions eluded her. Even the shadowwalkers would not have acted so stupidly.

No wonder Sikode did not see her as a threat.

Her shoulders slumped as she bustled down the street, paying more attention to her surroundings than she had earlier. She longed to be the swordswoman of legend, accomplished, respected, admired, but it seemed more and more unlikely.

She was not Ivore.

Her childhood idol rose from poverty to create two of the most popular eastern fighting arts, the Flame and the e ada sindo. The Flame’s tenets defined aki n’di ori culture, and the e ada sindo carried out justice for those who could not accomplish it themselves. Shiobe respected the woman who, through determination and despite hardship, laid a solid foundation that kept her two aki n’di sindari viable for three thousand years.

Of course, according to legend, Ivore also had the help of Kykini Cede, Flame Dragon of Kassak. She mastered him as a young, curious girl who had run away from an abusive family and avoided slavery by the tips of her fingers. Fleeing into the Glass Volcano to avoid her pursuers, she became lost in the maze of hallways and rooms before accidentally discovering the Flame Stone. Nearly every tale had a different version as to how non-magickal Ivore overcame the wielded traps and puzzles found within the dragon’s controlling artifact, but they all agreed that her cheeky bravery kept her alive.

Shiobe’s emotions wilted further. She was not even close to being like the mythical Ivore—or any other famous swordswoman she admired. At times she dreamed of being Vallona, but instead of shoving a sword down her adversary’s throat, she would make them choke on words from a book.

Shiobe peeked into the tavern from the previous day, but no one of interest met her eye. She searched about in other nearby establishments, but no one she recognized—or wanted to know—caught her attention. And definitely no Sikode. Why bother to check? Had she thought she would discover him drinking at another tavern in the same part of town? Nothing ever proved that simple.

She reached the square, perused the food stalls, and finally haggled herself a cold meat pie for her evening meal. Nothing expensive or spectacular, but it would fill her tummy. Then she trudged towards Midtown and the Market District, hoping that Trin had a free moment to speak with her. She hated the bustling scholars who demanded his time when she needed him, but the scholars, as his customers, would ever be more important.

A hunched, hurrying shadow caught her attention. She stopped at a ribbon stall and looked down at merchandise priced out of her range, but which allowed her to peek out of the corner of her eye. Behind the ring booth stood a short, dirty man, someone who had the look of a grub but not the bearing. The destitute hovered beneath a person’s chin and shrilly demanded coin for food rather than skulking in the shadows. Still . . . enough grime coated his hair and skin, she could not tell whether the deep brown color was from sunlight or dirt. He seemed completely average and disgusting—so why had he caught her attention? 

She moved on to a bootmaker’s stall. The products were of mediocre quality, but the slippers he also sold made her wish she had found a more prosperous career than freelance fighter. She would love to have soft and warm slippers cushioning her while she walked about her small room, but she made do with bare feet and dreams of something better.

Slippers were not her intent. She glanced from the corner of her eye; the grub followed, at a distance, focused on her. He barely shied away when the scarf seller flapped her hands at him before returning to her customers. After a visit to the leather clothing stall and the public well, she knew he trailed her.

And not that skillfully, since she spotted him. Had Sikode placed a tail on her? Why did that make her grudgingly happy? Of course, it was a terrible tail, indicating he thought she would not notice.

She proceeded to Trin’s, trying to figure out ways to glance at the man behind her without being obvious in her interest. She had few scouting skills, though she understood that to lose track of him might mean the loss of her life. Perhaps a bit of the shadowwalker mentality had wormed into her brain after all.

She made it to the bookstore as the late afternoon waned into early evening, and the bustle of the Switch hid him from casual view. Well, she could hide with Trin until the rush died down. Despite the late sunmark, he would be in his shop. He never accompanied other shopkeeps to dining establishments; he sent a courier for his meals. He bought good ones, too.

She slipped inside, delighting in the comforting golden atmosphere and the smell of warm paper, dusty books and ink. She smiled and whisked to the volumes about ancient history, waiting for Trin to recognize her.

He popped up at her side, eager delight crossing his chubby-cheeked face. “Shiobe!” he breathed, his wide grey eyes twinkling. “I’ve need of you, girl!”

Why did he still insist on calling her a girl? Yes, she imperiously told him to call her that, but she had been four and quite certain girl and woman meant the same thing. She wanted to think she had progressed far beyond her younger thought processes.

“What do you have?” she asked. He bobbed from side to side, fast enough that his wheat-brown hair tumbled into his face.

“Nothing complicated, but the buyer wants a translation in two days.”

She raised an eyebrow. “What language?”

“Nae. It’s a love poem from his . . . um . . . good friend. He met . . . um . . . his good friend on his last diplomatic mission to Vaur. So, you understand, there is some discretion involved.”

She rolled her eyes. Trin chuckled and patted her upper arm.

“It’s all I have right now—but that might change. Soon.” He bustled back to his long counter and retrieved a journal-sized book he handed to her. She looked at the fine leather casing, then glared at him.

“A love poem?”

He shrugged. “I have no idea, but that’s what he said. Two days, remember.”

She would likely finish that night. She took her time looking through the books but finding nothing she had not already borrowed and read, decided to check for her tail, walk home, eat her cold meat pie, and translate the love poem.


~ Chapter 4 ~

Curious Encounters

The love poem was much, much more and much, much less than a simple love poem. Shiobe could not stop her laughter after the first two crude stanzas, the elementary wording counterbalancing the suggestive descriptions. Had he met a good friend or a lovestruck teen? Had this diplomat been a noble’s desperate son? She wondered how suspicious she should be over the content. She needed to subtly needle Trin into saying something about his customer, because, if the good friend were married, she could imagine diplomatic difficulties in the future.

She did not have the coin to spare, but stepped downstairs for another drink anyway. Idly swinging her mug back and forth, she avoided the customers having a far better time, and squeezed between two stout men with their backs to each other. Mumbling silently to herself about the crowd, she glanced at Edon, who slogged his way around the bar, pouring ale and handing the more adventurous small cups of liquid fire called gin. He also served a few local hard liquors, and one, cezee, drew the crowds and fattened his purse.

She refused to touch the stuff. Numerous people went crazy after drinking it, and their need for more proved how addictive it was. No one knew what went into it, other than the small group of merchants who distilled it—but she figured a drug or two made its way into the batches. If the city guard remained unconcerned, despite having to clean up the messes the drink made of human beings, so would she. Bribe money made the Lower City go ‘round, and what patroller wanted their side hustle interrupted by concerned her?

Bored, she scanned the boisterous drinkers, and froze. The grimy man from earlier nursed a mug of ale at a corner table while he stared nervously about and jumped at every roar of the other patrons.

Did he believe the thick haze hid him? Or was he a distraction, intentionally placed, to keep her attention away from an accomplice?

She peered about for one, but the rest of the room only held typical customers. Most listened to the local regulars yelling loudly about an arrest made in Midtown of a diligent purveyor of food who offended a wealthy merchant’s son and found himself the object of revenge. No one knew what pissed off the son, though many happily supplied their drink-induced wild theories about theft or a love scandal.

She rubbed at the back of her neck and regarded the man as he took a hesitant sip. Perhaps her devouring stories about intrigue and spying affected her, and she placed personal importance on an odd coincidence that had nothing to do with her. That was likely, but unease still oozed up her spine.

Edon finally filled her mug from a huge pitcher, frowning about the shopkeep and son conversation and making his own ugly comments about the capitulation of the arresting guards. He paid so little attention, he sloshed the beer across his hairy hand. Wringing it, he slid the mug back to her, wrinkled his nose at the fortshenken she gave him, and continued to the next customer. She pushed from the bar, careful to keep the dripping mess away from her clothing, and returned to her room, straining to detect footsteps behind her.

Nothing. But the funny feeling from the day before tickled her neck, making her edgy. She glanced into the darkness beyond her door, vowing to find a cheap sconce and nail it to the outside of her room. Whenever unease struck, she could snag a taper and bring it upstairs to light her own, casting flickering light upon whoever waited for her in the shadows of the hallway.

She had never felt anxious about returning to her room before. She cherished those shadows and the quiet they instilled. Now she feared they hid brutal spies. She unlocked her door, stepped inside, and clicked the multitude of locks into place before pressing her ear to the warped wood. If someone followed her, she should hear them easily enough.

A strange shuffling sound drifted to her, and a squeaky door opened and closed. Frowning, she set her ale down and quietly turned the locks before opening her portal just a crack. A shop owner who manned a low-class veggies stall near Madam Iche’s hunched down in the shadows, dragging a large sack behind her and grunting with effort. Her companion, a thin, jittery man with over-large eyes that gleamed in the dim lighting, hissed at her to pick it up. The woman faced him, and Shiobe could imagine the disgust on her face. After a too-quiet but intense bicker, the man slung the heavy burden over his shoulder. The sack was unwieldy, things poking every which way, and she inched her door closed.

She did not want to know. It was safer that way.

She locked her door and returned to the poem, shaking her head. A loud thump echoed from the stairwell, a sharp, panicked curse followed, and she laughed to herself. No, those two were not stalkers, though they probably worked for Edon in a less than legal fashion.

0==[===>  <===]==0

Morning light peeked through the slits in the shutters, striking Shiobe in the eyes. She curled into a ball, and flumped her pillow over her head, but unable to escape the brightness, sat up.

After her rejection the day before, she refused to return to the palace for practice. Her freelance salary did not rely on her attendance but rather her help during riots, and she likely got more exercise walking to and from, rather than in, those sessions. She rinsed her face and mouth in the washbasin, brushed her hair, and wondered when she should march herself over to a bathing house. Lacking the coin for a nice bath, the grubby tiles and smudged wooden tubs at the Lander would have to do. Even after Trin paid her, this translation was hardly a boon, and worth a few tershenken at best. Half-coppers would buy her some food for her stores, but not a bath.

Sighing, she decided to visit the Lander before Trin and then guilt him into a few fortshenken more to cover the cost. Hoping the cheaper laundry ladies rotated in that day, she donned her dirtiest leathers, wrapped her slimed pants into a tight bundle, shoved the translation beneath her armpit, and slipped to the stairs.

She stopped on the landing, foot hovering over the top tread. The night peacekeeper leaned against the wall at the bottom, looking tired and ill, while Edon wrung his wrists and babbled something in a high-pitched voice at two city guards and a grizzled, grumpy captain. The two people she saw the night before lay in a heap together across the middle of the staircase, far enough up to keep the bodies out of sight of the peacekeeper, limbs twisted at strange angles and eyes gouged out, leaving black holes. The sack had disappeared.

The guards warily regarded her. She stared at them, blinked, and fought the urge to return to her room and wait this one out. Many of the Lower City detectives lacked the skill to perform a good interrogation and investigation, more concerned with the political aspects of the job and how they might impress an aristocrat enough to get hired into their house. And on top of that, they would wonder, as she did, why no sounds of struggle reached her room
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