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      Shouts boomed around Lakshmi like the curl of a breaker looming and crashing down into a longboat before it was ready. Stevedores hustled back and forth between ships, heavy loads of wool, cotton, and silk on their backs. Overhead, a crane creaked as it hauled a load of expensive imported Tamandani whiskey barrels into the sky.

      The midday sun beat down hard enough that everyone was sweating. There was no reason for any to suspect the puddles of sweat at Lakshmi's throat and beltline were anything but summer in Neelam City's always-busy port even if she was wet enough that you'd think she'd taken a dip in the port's shallows where the lilies and lily pads hid yard-long carp from sight.

      The pier under her feet creaked and rocked, more from the constant traffic than the gentle waves washing against the pilings. Lakshmi would not be sick. The motion wasn't that bad. Her head absolutely did not hurt so bad that she could barely see straight, so bad that her eyes crossed every few seconds and her breath caught for every step.

      No, that was the fear, damn it all.

      They didn't notice her. None of them turned a single eye her way as she deliberately strolled nice and slow up the pier towards the shore with her head held high. Hopefully no one noticed the way her hands shook. Or the bruises on her wrists. Uncle Gabi always said that if you brazened it out, no one would notice anything. Nice to know he was right for once.

      She'd slung her coat back on despite the pain. Lakshmi's white shirt was far too thin for the bruises marking her arms and back not to be visible. Especially given all the sweat sticking her damned shirt to her body. She had to stink from all the sweat, which was her second least-favorite thing to do, right after bleeding from a battle she lost. Too much of that streaking her shirt, too.

      Thankfully, the summer heat had the port stinking to high heaven of rotting seaweed and the faint hints of untreated sewage that every port had. Neelam City was better than most. King Roshan made sure that everyone had proper sewage treatment spells, even the poorest who lived clustered around the edges of the port in shacks.

      Didn't stop ships from dumping their crap in the port for the carp to eat.

      Just meant that they got fined enough to make the trip up the pier mildly nasty instead of gag an ox horrible.

      A little father and she'd be clear, up onto the causeway and away into the crowds who were stalking deals in the port market. Lakshmi didn't swallow against the dryness of her mouth.

      Keep walking. Head high. Arms swinging casual like she wasn't running from being kidnapped for some damned reason.

      She didn't know who'd waylaid her yesterday afternoon in the Dancing Fish. One minute she'd been quietly drinking her beer in a cool dark corner while contemplating offering a game of cards to the clot of young, idiot sailors from the big old three-master, the Oak on the Wave, at the bar. They'd have been easy marks. Not a one of them was over nineteen and most of them looked barely older than sixteen. Their green and gold uniforms hung from shoulders not yet broadened by age and hard work hauling sails.

      Lot better targets than Kyrie Hedley drinking herself into the gutter by the front door. Not a common thing to see Kyrie in the Dancing Fish. Most of the time she was up in the bars closer to the center of town where the bankers and rich merchants went and only ever gingerly sipped at her single drink all night long. As delicate as Kyrie seemed to be, she could fight like a demon and talk the hind end of a horse when she wanted.

      Not right then. She had six empty tankards of beer marked with lilies around her as she steadily worked her way through number seven.

      Sure as hell wasn't going to go talk with Temitope Yamaguchi off by the cold fireplace. Most of the time Temitope was a delight to spend time with. Their sense of humor was the sly cutting sort. Better than that, they could keep it up in all four languages Lakshmi knew plus about three others she didn't. They'd saved each other's lives more than a few times. Lakshmi trusted Temitope at her back when the knives came out. Hell, she trusted Temitope's recommendations on where to get a good fish dinner and that was a lot more serious in the middle of summer.

      Normally, Lakshmi would've already sauntered over.

      Temitope was good. Their tablemate, Nur Furlan, was not. He fancied himself as the best spy in all of Desta. Bragged about it to everyone who would stand still long enough to listen. He also thought he was the greatest lover ever born. Made her skin crawl every time she had to interact with him.

      Idiot.

      He couldn't have discovered a secret if his life depended on it. Most of the time he used that spy spiel as a way to get into people's pants. Or to steal their purses. So no, Lakshmi hadn't intended on talking to any of them. Maybe some cards and some of what Uncle Gabi called easy money, a few more drinks as the sun went down far enough that it passed the green and gold stained glass high in the Dancing Fish's windows to stain everything gold and red and purple as it set, but that was all she'd wanted to do.

      The next minute she'd woken up with a splitting headache, arms tied viciously behind her back and bruises making every movement agony covering her body. Clothes other than her coat had all been in place, especially her trousers, so nothing hinky had happened there. It'd taken far too much effort to worm her way out of the damned ropes. Whoever had taken her had been determined not to let her get away.

      Amazing what you could get out of if you were willing to temporarily dislocate a thumb and a shoulder. Putting them back in the joint had almost forced a scream through her clenched teeth. Sneaking off the little two-masted ship at the end of the pier had taken way too long. Lakshmi had expected people to be there, outside her locked room.

      No one had been there. Not one person. It had put Lakshmi's teeth on edge, set her heart to pounding and her aching hands to shaking.

      Hadn't stopped her from striding off the ship with her head held high. Just like the dislocations to escape the rope, it was amazing what you could get away with if you acted confident. She marched up the stairs to the causeway, her boot heels ringing on the algae-greened stones and summoning the port carp up to look for food cast aside. Lakshmi was free. She'd stay free no matter what it took.

      Still.

      She'd been taken, and she had no idea how or by who.

      Or why.

      Anyone who needed a sometime card shark, low-level con artist and excellent translator who wrote and spoke four languages like she'd been born to them could just hire her. Lakshmi never asked questions, never tattled behind her patron's backs, and always competed her commissions. This whole situation made no sense.

      Lakshmi stepped to the side as a troop of eight Royal Guard marched up the causeway toward the pier. They were backed by a weasel-faced clerk in the green and gold livery of Lord Devon Riley, the not-so happy lord over Sri Province out on the Sri Peninsula. None of Lord Sri's soldiers were with them, just the one clerk who looked entirely too excited for Lakshmi's comfort.

      The Royal Guard's armor gleamed silver and gold in the afternoon sun. Sweat dripped down their cheeks, but you wouldn't have known it. Not a one of them showed the discomfort that had to come from baking like a carp tossed whole in a boiling pot.

      Every single stevedore moved out of the way as the Royal Guard strode up the pier. Silence fell, not just on the pier but also up on the causeway. Lakshmi's hands shook harder the further they went up the pier. Not to the ship she'd just escaped. Blessed Mother, let them not go straight to the ship she'd been trapped on.

      They went straight to Lakshmi's two-master.

      She started as more chiming swords-against-arm armor and stomping boots sounded around her. The sweat beading her forehead had nothing to do with the heat or pain at this point. It was all the setup.

      It had to be a setup. Someone had grabbed her, tossed her out on that ship and now the Royal Guard showed up? Whoever they were wanted Lakshmi to take the blame for their plot or their smuggling or their assassination attempt. Hopefully they were expecting an unconscious woman tied up so tightly she couldn't move. But probably not.

      The ropes hadn't been spelled. For that matter, they'd used ropes instead of manacles. Spelled manacles. Spelled manacles fastened to the ceiling with cuffs on her ankles fastened to the floor. If they'd wanted Lakshmi to stay put, she would've been far more tightly bound.

      Everything in her screamed to run.

      Push through the crowd staring out at the two-master, get into the warren of alleys in the port slum and hide out until she could figure out who did this and why. She didn't have too many friends in Neelam City, but by the same token she didn't have any real enemies either. Lakshmi could find someone who'd hide her for long enough to figure out a plan. Temitope, for one. Temitope'd already offered to put Lakshmi up in a safe place before, during a completely different misunderstanding about some marked cards that hadn't even been Lakshmi's.

      She kept her feet exactly where they were as she craned her neck along with the people around her. Never stand out. Always bled into the crowd. You don't run when the Guard is hunting, and you definitely don't make yourself look any more suspicious than you had to.

      Thank the Blessed Mother that it was Neelam City instead of the Holy City of Unathi. Lakshmi's sunburnt dark brown skin and black ringlets blended in here. She'd've stuck out like a sore thumb in Unathi, what with their paler brown skin and stick-straight hair.

      "Ah, there you are."

      Lakshmi nearly leaped right out of her boots as the baby-faced blond murmured in her ear. "Don't do that! Scared me out of ten year's growth."

      The baby-face grinned at her, all teeth and glittering eyes that were pure malice even though he looked like butter wouldn't melt in his mouth even in this heat. He had a noble's fine white lawn shirt, a cravat that looked like it should be strangling him with all the starch and sharp edges, and a baby blue satin coat embroidered with pansies all around the cuffs and collar.

      With his hands behind his back and that bright smile, he looked maybe twelve.

      Except for the hard eyes that were like diamond-cut sapphires as he stared at Lakshmi.

      "You know what's going on?" Lakshmi asked like they were old friends seeing each other for the first time in years. "Because I've got no clue."

      She deliberately hooked a thumb towards the two-master and let her cuff fall back to reveal the marks on her wrist. Baby-Face's eyes flicked to her wrist, slid up towards her face and then locked back on her wrist. And her thumb which was swelling just enough to let a pro know she'd dislocated the thing recently.

      The smile faded just a touch and then came back with sunshine and rainbows and the Blessed Mother's gifts raining down around them like knives from the sky.

      So creepy.
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