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~ Chapter 1 ~

Saving a Sylfaone

Shiobe, freelance fighter and speaker of eight languages, rolled over and snuggled into the plump silk pillows, expecting comforting softness to cradle her head—and sucked in a mouthful of dust.

What?

Her eyes snapped open as she choked. She shot up, gasping, throat stinging as small particles struck her soft palate, clutching her chest as her tearing eyes beheld earth rather than a malleable mattress. She hacked out powder, desperately trying to form saliva so she could spit. After coughing to exhaustion, she smashed the back of her hand over her lips and dug her other fingers into the soil; she had fallen asleep on a bed in Sikode’s tent. Where was she now?

Swirls of silvery-grey mist surrounded her, rather than shimmery silver tapestries and black screens. She blinked to clear her sight as an anxious chill raced through her arms and chest. The atmosphere resembled the foggy place the conjurer sent her earlier that night, but that unlucky man met his end in the teeth of the summoned beasts he called. Had another caster discovered her and returned her to the twilight mists? How? She and Sikode fled Soline to Merren via kick-portal, and no one knew they had left, let alone their destination.

Her heart beating a merry tune, she peered through the clouds. Other than a small circle of clear air that surrounded her, the landscape remained concealed behind the dark grey fog. Catching her breath, she listened for the howls of the blood-motivated doggies; nothing reached her other than a gentle, comforting hum, akin to a softly played, low-stringed instrument. That heartened her. Without Ti’torien, she had no idea how to battle the red-eyed, red-teethed beasts and defeat them.

Beads of sweat rolled down her forehead and into her eyes, and her warm velvet sleepwear soaked through. Where had the sweet, refreshing iciness gone? She held up a hand and brushed her fingers through the haze, watching the wisps trickle through her fingers and drift away. Something was wrong, like a cow pulling an upside-down, produce-filled wagon, and she could not believe it more strongly.

She rose to her feet and glanced about for a blue glint in the mists. Seeing icy butterflies would mean she tread in the same space as the sylfaone she met during her last visit. He had helped her leave then, and perhaps he would stoop to extending his aid again.

If he were a sylfaone. How could he be? Only legendary warriors and wielders haphazardly met sylfaodolon in strange places, not common freelance fighters like herself. She hardly counted as a hero who might, while scaling a curse-shrouded mountain, stumble upon a deity in an odd, dark, dripping, out-of-the-way cave, and then do something extraordinary to gain their favor.

Of course, those heroes usually had terrible accidents or died while proving themselves. Her father, with sardonic sarcasm, told her those stories proved humans should rely on personal strength or allies in dangerous situations and not on a random someone or other accidentally encountered in a place no sylfaone would deign to stand. The literature he gave her to read certainly reflected that belief. Maybe she needed to delve into more positive tales about sylf interference and favor, even though she recalled few outside stuffy religious texts.

The ice-blue butterfly appeared before her nose, spreading wide its head-sized wings. She jerked back as a shimmery, ice-blue mist with sparkling silvery-white glitter poured over her and floated down to her feet. The magick blanketed the ground, twinkling, before disappearing like the first Grey Hills snow. The paler veins that crisscrossed the wings in a knot design brightened, and the glow rolled across the soft, darker body and up the long antennae to pool around the large clubs.

It slowly flapped around her, then circled faster and flew into the twilight mists, leaving an evaporating, sparkly trail behind. She shuffled after it, hoping it led her to the sylfaone. She preferred his company to that of hungry doggy creatures, and he seemed nice enough during their previous encounter. After all, he had not killed her after she plowed him over!

What would she say to him, given another opportunity? She needed to come up with something intelligent, thoughtful. Scholars outside religious circles rarely consulted deities, and she must make the most of it.

The heat built, reminiscent of, but far more intense than, the stifling nights she spent in her one-room apartment above the Shady Sword, trying to sleep on a mattress drenched in her sweat. Now, as then, the streams of perspiration stung her eyes and rolled down her neck, making her itch. Now, as then, her clothing stuck to her skin, and pulled in strange ways. Now, as then, she suffered in misery because she had no idea how to alleviate it. Small windows that granted access to slightly less oppressive breezes were in short supply.

She chewed on her lower lip and pondered the mists. Right after the sylfaone promised the butterfly would return her to Iova, a debilitating heat infused the air surrounding him. She experienced little of it because the insect whisked her back to the jail, but the sylfaone reacted with immediate pain, clutching his chest and gouging his fingers into the earth.

Was the temperature meant to attack him? Why?

She proceeded, dragging her feet through the dust. The heat sapped her strength, and she could not move faster or with more enthusiasm. She wiped her brow, wishing she had a hair tie so she could keep the black strands from sticking to her arms. Frustrated, she divided her tangled tresses and created a messy braid that dangled down her back, which became an even more irritating weight shifting side to side.

Her head dipped, and she stared at her feet, urging them forward, step by agonizing step. Even during the Hot Sands days in Iova, she had not felt so lethargic.

The butterfly fluttered in her face. She jerked back and swatted at it, annoyed, then focused and did her best to follow more closely; she did not want to get lost. She did not know who sent her into the twilight mists this time, and her only way to leave resided with the sylfaone.

The butterfly zipped ahead, then impatiently waited for her, twinkling and sparkling. When she reached it, the mists brightened and she stepped into a cleared space. The man sat in the center, wearing the same dinged black breastplate and the same clean but faded black pants, in the same position with his head down, legs crossed, but this time he bent over in agony, his snow-white hand planted in the middle of his chest. Intense heat surrounded him, far more than what a human could endure for any length of time. His gold medallion gleamed bright with yellowish-orange magick, red splotches bursting across the surface, resembling the popping bubbles of boiling water.

Did the medallion have something to do with the heat?

The butterfly hovered at head height, sadness tinged with worry striking her with every beat of its wings.

“Can I help?”

The words just popped out of her mouth, did they not? What could she possibly do, to aid a sylfaone? If he suffered, another deity caused it.

It growled. Mentally. Normal butterflies did not growl, physically or mentally, and trepidation thrummed through her chest as the sound echoed through her mind. It winged to the left, and she reluctantly trudged after it, uncertain what else to do, knowing she could not stay in the circle much longer. The heat would knock her out or make her throw up.

The mists darkened, then withdrew to reveal a roughly hewn tunnel painted red, yellow streaks of a glumpy, light-producing substance running the length of it. The same oppressive heat that filled the twilight mists hung in the air, and sucking it in proved agonizing. She swiped at her face; her sweat dripped from her fingertips when she dropped her hands. She could not even wipe them on her clothing, because the fabric was too damp to soak up more liquid.

The butterfly shot down the tunnel. She crouched and followed, a silly precaution since the empty space had no convenient hiding places.

A subtle sensation of sinister darkness trickled across her skin, reminiscent of her experience as a child when her father took her to the ruins of Zere Enec. He eagerly explored the fallen stone walls, sifted through the bits and pieces of pottery shards and tiles, all the while heading towards the still-intact temple. A marvel, that it stood despite three thousand years of neglect! He wished to delve inside, perhaps uncover what spells the Sheune used to preserve the structure.

She clutched his hand, crying, the sense of hungry shadows and ominous malice growing with each step. He held her, confused, as her six-year-old vocabulary proved ineffective in describing her terror and the graveyard darkness that caused it.

Her distress convinced him to forego investigating the building, and as far as she knew, he had not returned. That she felt the same darkness bearing down on her in the place the butterfly brought her alarmed her. Had she misjudged it? Had she misjudged the sylfaone?

She did not think so.

The tunnel opened into a circular red room with several thin columns of cloudy-black rock spanning the back, which looked like teeth clenched in an enormous mouth. Gloopy red symbols decorated the center of each column, flakes of the paint lying in uneven piles below. They looked like warped Ciqi letters, and she wished she had her notebook, to make a sketch of them to send to her father for translation.

In front of the teeth, on top of a cylindrical black stone that shined like smooth obsidian, sat an unremarkable if large rock. It looked like the kind found at the bottom of streams near Tura. How odd. Those rocks held no innate value, did not glitter or gleam, and while sparkly streaks of black or red ran through some, most possessed unremarkable grainy brown surfaces smoothed by years of running water.

Why did such an ordinary rock lie in state within a heat-blighted cave? Was it a religious artifact? She had read descriptions from around six thousand years ago concerning altars that harbored sacred objects created by sylfaodolon, and the layout reminded her of those passages.

She shuddered. Those altars had numerous protections because sects possessing a sylfaone-blessed item vied endlessly with each other to prove their unique special something was more important than everyone else’s unique special something. The tedious and deadly ways the adherents tried to rid themselves of rivals made her exceedingly grateful that her family did not lean religious. She would rather stand aloof and watch the catastrophes from afar than compete in battles no one, in the end, won.

The butterfly fluttered over to the rock and hovered expectantly. She hesitated, glancing about, but discerned no other entrance or living being in the room. She scurried over and wished she had not; the heat grew more intense the closer she stepped to it. Did the warmth act as a barrier, a kind of shield?

If so, it did not affect the butterfly. The insect batted at the object, flitted to her, then returned and struck it again with its wings.

Uneasy about its insistence, she peered at the top, the sides, but saw nothing sylfish or frightening. She concluded it was a plain river rock just as a subtle flash sped across the surface. She concentrated; a transparent sheen, yellowish orange with dark red splotches, moved on top of the façade like runny lava. It matched the wielding that coursed over the sylfaone’s medallion. Did the magic connect the heat to the sylfaone somehow?

She scanned room; if she missed the sheen, she might have overlooked it on the walls and columns. Her scrutiny found nothing, even when she pressed her nose as close to the mottled teeth rock as possible. That was as well; she did not want to accidentally trigger something nasty and deadly.

The butterfly brushed her face with a wingtip, breaking her out of her thoughts. It tapped the stone, flew around her, bapped her head, and whisked to the object, tapping it again. It wanted her to take it? She hesitated—tampering with a special something a deity supposedly created would not be in her best interest.

“Who in the Abyss are you?”


~ Chapter 2 ~

The River Rock

Shiobe squealed and jumped at the sour, grating voice. A man with ratty, dull brown hair and beard stood in the entrance to the tunnel, dressed in plain red, hooded religious robes with black cuffs and hems, surrounded by the same feeling of death that coated the final conjurer she confronted in Iova.

She envied him, for, despite the amount of clothing he wore, he did not sweat.

He raised a skeletal hand and a pale orange magick contaminated with red splotches formed about it. The wielding looked weak, though the splotches concerned her. They matched the ones in the yellowish-orange magick, and she wondered at the contamination. In her experience, humans only had a singular, shimmery matte hue to their power; even when they worked together on a spell, the energy did not mix like paint but lay on top or beside the different instances. The red splotches seemed ingrained.

Did that make weak wieldings more powerful? Based on his fervent joy, he thought so. She should run, but she hated the thought of giving him that undeserved victory. He lobbed the attack, a carefree act, and giggled as the mass splatted against the air at shoulder height.

A silvery burst of lightning shot from the impact site and embedded itself in his chest. He screamed loud enough that she thought the columns might fall from the vibration, and tumbled back. The stench of burning flesh and fabric filled the room.

The butterfly smacked the rock, and she grabbed it. The sallow aura of musty, maggot-infested depths coated her, and she gagged, just like she had when digging through the pockets of dead bandits during Frozen Air raids on Tura. A wielding rose from the black obsidian surface, snagging her hand in thick, sticky magick. Her shields flared and the yellowish-orange, splotchy-red sheen exploded, slamming her back into the columns. Small bits of black rock bounced free and pattered against her protections with tiny tinks, then puffed into nothing in a flash of silver.

The butterfly raced to her and fluttered glitter over her; the room disappeared, replaced by dense grey fog. Without the column support she toppled over, but scrambled to her feet, unsteady; she needed to prepare to combat enemies, even though her eyes refused to focus.

The excited insect shot away, disappearing immediately but leaving an ice-blue misty trail behind. She stared blurrily after it, wavering as the heat lessened, and it broke completely after she took a wobbly step. The clouds brightened, thinned, becoming an airier, if still visually dense, mist.

Chill rushed to fill the void the heat left, and her body tensed in reaction to the sudden change in temperature. Despite shuddering, breathing came easier, though she disliked cold clothing slapping against her skin. Chafing her arms, she followed the dissipating trail; the remaining residue deposited sparkles on her hair, her skin, her clothes.

The glitter held the butterfly’s eagerness; how she recognized its emotions, she did not know, but they washed over her with an intensity that made her ache, like how the cold during Frozen Air caused her hands to hurt. Obviously, ice-blue butterflies that lived in twilight mists had abilities far surpassing their sun-kissed brethren.

A burst of heat against her palm caught her attention. She glanced at the rock, frowning. A burgundy sheen with flares of fire had replaced the yellowish-orange, splotchy-red one, a beautiful expression of color and light. Had the yellowish orange protected it, or kept it contained?

Well, it had not harmed her. Yet.

She needed to ask the sylfaone what he wanted her to do with it. She could toss it into the clouds, but if one of those doggy creatures ate it, or worse, another terrifyingly speedy shadow monster manipulated the magick within, she foresaw nothing but harm coming from it. She could return to the royal procession and throw it into a nearby river. Or, even better, down a crevasse. She growled at herself; the wide, flat plains of central Merren did not have crevasses. She would need to head north, into the Meygharkin Mountains, to find a suitably deep crack.

She passed wisps of trees and bushes, noted the greyish-pink and purple flowers that brushed against her pant leg, and bent to rub the petals between her fingers. They felt supple, fuzzy. They even smelled soft, like spiced sugar. She glanced up, but the only bright light she noticed belonged to the butterfly’s sparkling trail. Did the plants not need the sun to grow?

She walked into the cleared space, no indication she neared it until the mists dispersed. Cold filled the area, crisp, inviting, snuggled within a soothing breeze. She breathed in, happier to stand in the chill than the heat, though her clothing stiffened as her sweat frosted. The sylfaone sat in the center, his head tipped back, his shaggy black locks fluttering in the wind, his hands out as if to grab the frosty air. He glanced at her, then at the rock in her hand—and then glared at the ecstatic butterfly, his black eyes glinting in angry exasperation.

“It endangered you needlessly,” he told her in sharp disapproval. The butterfly took great exception to the words and the tone, and his return annoyance glutted the space.

“It’s just a rock.” She had to say something to defend the butterfly.

He studied her intently enough that she twitched and bowed her head, uncertain. “No. It’s an artifact still filled with its sylfaone’s power. While the protections surrounding it had mostly failed, not all had. They very well could have ended your existence in this realm.”

She looked at the rock, which had heated to the point that holding it was uncomfortable. “The butterfly really wanted me to take it.”

“The red-robed ones thought to subdue me by rerouting its wieldings. They used its inherent heat to invade the twilight mists and infiltrate my shelter. I am of cold and jagged edges and blue ice. It’s much against my nature, so saps my strength.”

She was glad she took it.

“Without the extra wieldings focusing the power, it’s lethargic, but retains the heat. I cannot touch it.”

“The yellowish-orange splotchy wielding? That refocused the power?”

“Yes, though it dwindled in potency because those that wielded it never returned to recharge it, and the red-robed ones did not realize the magick was not eternal. They believed it sacrosanct and therefore safe within the arms of blood.”

The description made her apprehensive. “What do you want me to do with it?”

“Sylf artifacts cannot be destroyed by normal means,” he murmured. “You must hide it, and well, or the red-robed ones, they will find it and return it to their purpose. They have managed it for three millennia; they will not so quickly do without it.”

Where could she hide it?

He rose stiffly and stretched. “There is no reason for you to concern yourself further.”

“I’m not going to just toss it away here, especially if it saps your strength,” she informed him. He cocked his head, an endearing look, then shook it.

“It will endanger you, to keep it.”

“Better that than you suffering.”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “Truly.”

“Yes.”

“I am but a minor sylfaone. Why show concern for me?”

“You don’t deserve the pain.”

The butterfly very much agreed with her. The sylfaone glared at it, but its enthusiastic endorsement of her words did not waver. He finally sighed, melancholy, and held up his hand. The insect landed on the backs of his fingers and preened, unconcerned about his change of mood.

“They are extremely opinionated,” he told her. “Especially concerning the red-robed ones.” He again studied her, and she again twitched. Sylfaodolon stared into souls, and she knew she lacked what a deity might find pleasing. “They don’t believe you’ll ask for a boon, for helping me.”

She blinked. It had not occurred to her. “Heroes who ask for boons end up injured, maimed or dead. It’s sylf revenge for the presumptuousness of mortals.”

He raised a thin eyebrow. “These stories, I know them not. Sylfaodolon, in my experience, never put themselves to an unwarranted effort for much of anything, including chastising a mere human who annoyed them.”

“So they’re just morality tales the religious tell to keep each other in line.”

“Yes. You don’t seem very surprised.”

“People like demanding obedience from others.” Rien popped into mind, and while Sikode was a captivating counterexample, she could not forget the three long years that the palace guard captain had sought to control every aspect of her life, even after he had broken with her and taken Kitta as his lover.

He shrugged. “And those others acquiesce quickly enough.”

That soured her immensely. “I don’t need a boon, like an artifact or blessing or something. I do need help to get back to the tent. I don’t know how to do that.”

His amusement annoyed her. “Wake up.”

“Wake up?”

“Unlike before, you dream. It is true, you interacted with Below, but the butterfly made it possible.”

Below? That was Below? He mentioned the place previously, but what, exactly, was it?

“It’s very much enamored of you and your empathy, and drew you because it believed you would aid it in retrieving the rock.” He tossed the insect into the air, where it flitted back and forth around his head. “Unlikely paths cross, and the possibilities enchant the butterflies. I know not why; Below is not a place you belong. It is dark and filled with rot. Humans plead for a death I cannot grant, and their humanity slips ever further away.” He stared absently into the mists. “Sylfaodolon are wedded to their natures. This may help, with the rock.” He walked to her and settled his index finger in the middle of her forehead.

She woke with a start, sitting up, heart pounding. Sikode moved and rubbed his eyes before looking at her. His icy turquoise orbs glowed in the dim light, a vivid contrast against his shadowy skin.

“Shiobe?”

“I . . . just had a scary dream.”

“Unsurprising, considering yesterday’s events. They are the foundations of nightmares. However, because of Shiel and Cilair’s presence, the procession is well-protected from such summonings. So come. Lie down.” He placed his hand against her back, then frowned. “Your shirt is very wet and cold.”

Shiobe arched to glance back and realized she still held the rock. Before she could hide it, Sikode sat up and touched it with his fingertips.

“Where did you get this?” he asked after a moment, taking it from her.

“I picked it up in the dream,” she whispered, her mind racing. As in Iova, she could not speak of her experience with the sylfaone, no matter how forcefully she wanted to shove the words through her teeth—but nothing inhibited her from discussing the butterfly. “The ice-blue butterfly was there. It showed me where to find it. I have to hide it.”

Sikode turned it about in his fingers, smoothing the surface. “There is great magick within it, buried deep. And you dreamed, the butterfly wished for you to hide it?”

She nodded, miserable, fighting the urge to cry. “It was very insistent about it. I followed it to a room that looked like an ancient sylfaone altar. The heat was overwhelming, and the air felt sinister and musty, like a deep hole in the ground that contains old crypts. There were Ciqi letters on black rock columns, and this rock was on top of a shorter one in front of them. A man in red religious robes caught us, and he tried to attack. Your shields took him out. I grabbed the rock, and a sticky wielding snagged me. There was an explosion, and the yellowish-orange splotchy-red magick that surrounded it broke. Then the butterfly whisked me away.”

Sikode scrutinized her, then slowly nodded. “There is residue on your shielding, of an impact by bloodmagicks. I sensed nothing of it, and I should have. How . . . odd.” He touched her hand and silver flared from his fingertips. “The butterfly did aid us in Iova. Perhaps it wishes us to reciprocate.” He cupped the rock in both his hands and a silver sheen surrounded it. “The butterfly is not a butterfly, no matter its guise. Everything about it is magick, familiar physically yet quite alien in nature. I wonder what exactly it is, and why it has taken an interest in you.” He shook his head as he weighed the object in his hand. “This is more evidence that enclaves fled Merren and took root elsewhere, to hide and grow anew.” He settled it on top of the short table to the side of the bed. “Do not worry on it tonight. There will be ample opportunity for that in the morning.”

He tugged at her and she collapsed into his arms. His warmth surrounded her, penetrating the chill coating her emotions. She snuggled close, hoping the sylfaone spoke true—‍because if he did not, whichever deity created the rock was going to be very, very cross with her. However powerful Sikode may be, he did not have the wielding capacity a sylfaone had. He could not protect her from that threat.


~ Chapter 3 ~

Eteilon

Lips sliding down her neck awoke Shiobe. Sikode nuzzled his way down her body, licking and sucking her skin. She sighed and dug her hands into his hair. He rose and kissed her, hovering over her mouth.

“The practice fields will be vacant so early,” he whispered. “Would you care to join me?”

Since she had an aversion to being alone after the twilight attack, she nodded. He smiled and pulled from her, rummaging for a plain, worn leather outfit in one of the chests and slipping into it before retrieving Istikal. She snagged some scruffy leathers from her clothes pack. It did not matter what she looked like during practice. Who would she impress, anyway? Sikode’s sessions focused on what she could not do, and anyone watching them would see her fumble about for a correct stance or block. She held no elegance, no grace, and little polish; pristine attire would not balance that.

He strode confidently from the bedroom, and she grabbed Ti’torien before following. They exited onto a dusty pathway that led between several well-made tents of various sizes and colors, though only Sikode’s, and the smaller one that sat next to it, were constructed from black linen. Servants whisked into and out of them, carrying bathwater, meals, and cleaning supplies. A couple had bored guards stationed under the entrance awning, and each one took a keen interest in the fighter as he sauntered by.

She shivered and wrapped her arms around her torso to ward off the seasonal, early morning chill as they crossed from the area of nice tents to another of uniform, dingy, mud-splattered ones. Beyond them was a trampled, frosted field with bent, yellowing grass and various objects scattered about; targets, weapon stands, rough blocks of wood for seats, and roughly hewn tables. Dusty circles sat to the left side and Sikode chose one of them before unsheathing his sword and leaning his scabbard against the nearest, off-kilter weapons rack. Shiobe did the same, hoping the weight of the two items did not tip it over onto the wet ground behind it.

She and Sikode slid sword rings down their blades and onto the crossguard, triggered the shielding, and squared off, and he worked her into the ground. She mostly held her own, but her legs wobbled towards the end, and her best attempts to block him failed. He tapped her legs or arms, whichever proved more convenient, and forced her back into the form to block his thrust. He finally waved his hand in dismissal and she wilted, panting, sweat pouring from her forehead and cooling rapidly on her cheeks and neck. She wiped at her brow, turned, and realized an audience circled them.

Men, some in rough leather uniforms she associated with guards, some in colorful Midem tunics and supple pants, had gathered at the edge of the ring to watch the practice. Most regarded them with somber, contemplative expressions, but a couple frowned in dark disdain as they did cool-down exercises. Sikode retrieved his scabbard and sauntered past without a glance at any of those watching, as cold and expressionless as she had ever seen him. She followed, too stiff and sore to keep up with his strides. The eyes of the men dug into her back, sending tingles of unease up her spine. She kept her gaze on the path and fought the self-conscious urge to cringe.

She tottered into the tent and laid her sword on the bed before flopping next to it. Her arm ached where Ginder broke it, and her muscles screamed at her. Leathers landed on the bed at her nose and she jerked her head back enough to glare at the fighter.

“Soaking is a wonderful thing for soreness,” he told her before turning to the screen that hid the bath. Groaning under her breath, she peeled the clothing from her body and teetered to the tub. She stared at it, then glared at the man sitting comfortably inside—he did like torture, didn’t he?—and rolled herself over the rim with effort. As she lathered and rinsed, she continued to glare because his smug expression irritated her, and did not stop until he left the tub, chuckling icily to himself.

After thinking nasty things about him and hauling herself from the lanwood-scented water, she noted two towels on the short bench; one to dry herself, one for her hair. In Iova, she only had thin, rough squares of linen that too quickly sopped up the water and then dribbled it onto the floor, even after being wrung. The fluffy towels Sikode provided cocooned her in softness and held the water they soaked up.

Another way, he emphasized his wealth.

She walked to the bedroom while vigorously toweling her hair. Sikode had stretched out on the bed, shirtless, crossing his legs at the ankle, studying the rock. He glanced at her, then his gaze wandered lower, and her cheeks blazed hot. She did not understand it, but his interest made her squirm at times. He grinned, amused, as she pulled on the soft, knee-length shirt she had worn the night before and grabbed a brush. The snarls fell away, making the after-wash prep of her hair a pleasure rather than a tangled slog. And no gnarled clump of strands left behind! Wonderful stuff, that blue liquid.

“We must purchase you other clothing,” he commented casually as he returned the rock and flipped it between his thin fingers. “Something besides brown leather.”

“Those are comfortable,” she responded, smoothing her tresses behind her ears.

“As comfortable as the velvet?” he asked.

She smoothed the fuzzy fabric. “Well, no.”

He slipped his fingertips up her leg. “If nothing else, we must find something that you may entertain in, something luscious enough the nobles will not complain.” Shiobe winced; she knew a noble’s sharp tongue when they condemned someone they thought inferior. She did not have to imagine what they might say about her abused leathers. “The Port of Yied has a varied merchant district, and I can kick-portal to it without difficulty.”

She had no idea how far he could kick-portal, but it did not surprise her he could reach a city in Illena from the Merren encampment. He had whisked them from Iova to another country, after all. She set the brush on the small, empty stand on her side of the bed and sat cross-legged, near enough her thigh touched him. “I don’t have money for shopping,” she reminded him with quiet melancholy.

“I have the liruken that did not enter into a bribe for the night gate guard,” he responded wryly. Shiobe wanted to hide, embarrassed by the blandness in his voice.

“Raif’s a discard of Rien’s as well, and I knew he’d accept a payout from me,” she told him, trying to convince him, as well as herself, that her bribe was necessary. She bowed her head and stared at her leg, the skin blurring. “And Trin overpaid me twice for my services because he heard the scholars gossiping about my dismissal from palace service. It . . . let me help.” She swallowed at the lump that rose in her throat. “It wasn’t enough to keep him quiet, though, was it? Temson said he readily gave them information.”

“No amount could have convinced him to hold his tongue. He survives off the bribes, for the palace pay is miserly. Rien sees to that. He remains alive because too many abuse his lax morals to their benefit, and none wish to train a new watchman in the ways of laid-back guard and underground exploitation.” He tickled his fingers down her back. “You do not need to hoard your coin here, trying to stretch the thin thinner.”

“It’s like a dream,” she whispered, attempting to force the sense of inadequacy into the pit of her stomach. “It’s like you returning for me. There was no reason to, but you did anyway.”

He raised an eyebrow. “There were many reasons, Shiobe. Do you regret leaving?”

“No. There’s nothing left for me in Iova.”

“The camp will not be a peaceful environment either,” he admitted with icy annoyance. “Many resent me, my power, and my influence with Shiel, especially Eteilon. She does not like being dislodged as his primary advisor.” Shiobe shuddered; she had enough experience with the Iovan siojhetioh to dread a confrontation with a powerful court woman. Sikode settled the rock back on the table and drew her close, wrapping his arms around her and settling his lips against her forehead. “You have nothing to physically fear from Eteilon, though rumors and insinuations can be as harmful, and she excels at both.”

“Her reputation’s far better known than yours in Soline. By the time the Illenan Civil War ended, everyone knew she was loyal to her king and deadly with her sword when she protected him. People in Iova don’t even know you’re a mystery artist.”

“She has stood as Shiel’s bodyguard since he was twelve, long enough for people to gossip about the oddity of it and for her to use the association to raise her notoriety in the western lands. I will outshine her, but not as Shiel’s favored advisor.”

Shiobe forced a smile and looked up at him, trying to dismiss her unease. “I’ve no wish to be famous.”

“But you are already infamous. You were Rien’s lover and Kitta’s friend, and they betrayed you to consummate their power hunger and lust. Even before Rien attacked you at the Ruby, your relationships had become a topic of bards’ tales, and afterwards, more so.” He raised an eyebrow, satisfied. “If you remain with me, you will be renowned whether you want it or no. I will not leave this world an old and forgotten man of little consequence.”

Shiobe had no doubt he would live up to that boast. He did not seem the type to meekly sit by and allow the world to proceed without him. How might she aid him in that endeavor? Translate those Daione texts King Shiel discovered? He had not known her long enough for her to be important to him in any other way. Had he?

“So which bards are singing about my horrible treatment?” She accepted gossips would whisper, but musicians?

“The ones who cater to the merchant-minded, the lower nobility, the artists. Your experience reflects their own in dealings with the high court, yet you persisted despite all the disadvantages and setbacks, a contrast to the man who succeeded, then used that success to inhibit you. And now you have left Iova with me to begin a brilliant new dawn, a lovely and fairy-tale ending.”

Shiobe sighed. “I wonder how long it will take Rien to realize I’ve gone, that I’m not just hiding in my room. Probably not until the new tenant answers the door when Sian knocks.”

“Then he shall knock for a very long time. I paid for that room two years in advance.” Shiobe yelped and stared, aghast. “There will not be a new tenant to answer his inquiries.” He shrugged. “I thought I would remain in Iova for the foreseeable future, so why waste such a wonderful little room on those who would not appreciate it? I doubt Edon has the funds to hire anyone to break the protections I have about it. It will wait for us if we need to use it.”

“I don’t want to go back to Iova,” she whispered, her stomach churning. What might Rien do if she returned? Nothing good. He had already tried to stab her in the back, in every way that mattered. She turned and buried herself in Sikode’s embrace, needing comfort and relieved he did not mind providing it. Her stay in Iova had harmed her in many ways, and the expectation of emotional pain counted among the worst.

He held her close, cupping the back of her head, his lips pressed against her hair. “There is no need for you to. What you sought can no longer be found within its walls. Once given the opportunity, you discarded Rien’s shackles and made decisions with far-reaching, positive consequences.”

“Far-reaching, positive consequences?” Shiobe cast him a questioning look.

“You chose a relationship with me, you chose to learn what I have to teach, you chose to leave Iova without a backwards glance. Would you not rather race with me towards a sunrise than stare back at a sunset?”

Well, yes, she would prefer to race with him towards a sunrise, just as Ivore did with Khethti in Kan Ivore. She hoped her recent decisions did lead to positive consequences, even if her choices for the last three years never had. On the contrary, they usually ended with Rien being angry at her and hard feelings for eight-days afterwards. He had kicked her with words, punched her down, pushed her back, made certain she could never catch up to him. Now though . . . she wanted to experience the rays of dawn with someone who did not use her back as a stepping stone, who, in fact, grabbed her hand and raced forward with her, rather than attempting to trip her when she caught his step.

Sikode’s head popped up just before the crystalline sound of a bell ringing filled the air and the tent flap opened with a rough, rushing swish. “Sikode!”

The imperious, abrasive tone made her wince. Sikode growled, slipped from her and rose, his dark, icy agitation intimidating enough that questions concerning the interruption died on her tongue. He pushed the screens aside and entered the outer room, his grace an odd juxtaposition against the interloper’s harsher voice.

“Ah, Sikode.” The woman turned her arrogance into a deep purr. Shiobe disliked the inflection because it reminded her too much of the tone used by palace siojhetioxh when they needed to wheedle something from someone. She scooted to the edge of the bed and peeked around the corner of the screen. A tall woman stood haughtily in the center of the room, regarding Sikode with hungry, glittering, deep brown eyes. Her skin was the pale golden-rose siojhetioxh accomplished with illusion wieldings, though she did not sport the glitter that normally accompanied it. An intricate, dark umber braid that would have taken a maid sunmarks to prepare tumbled down her back. A silver hoop with a dangling violet gem attached to it by three chains sat above her brow, matching her jeweled arm and wristbands. She wore a deep violet outfit of thin leather, the embroidered bodice cut low to expose ample cleavage, the pants so tight Shiobe marveled she moved in them. Thigh-high boots completed the look.

Burnt sienna shielding flared and encircled the woman, which meant she did not trust the man she now confronted. Shiobe guessed she went by Lady Eteilon, someone with rank and wealth protecting her poor choice of confronting Sikode like this.

The bodyguard smiled at him, a hard, almost malicious expression. Had she planned to provoke him, which explained the need for shielding? It seemed ludicrous to think it, let alone attempt it. “His Majesty requires your presence. I thought I should call and mention it.”

“Did you?” he asked, acid lacing the words. “How thoughtful.”

“I’m always thoughtful.” She cocked her head at him and flipped her hand at the screens. “Oh, and bring your little toy with you. He’s most curious about her.” She whirled, making certain to run her fingertips across his jaw.

Sikode struck so fast that Shiobe gasped at the speed of his hand. He gripped her wrist and pulled her towards him, the shielding providing no resistance. Her initial shock, replaced by anger, proved that what she considered ample protection did not work against him. She hissed and jerked back, but did not break his hold. He leaned down, pressing his face into hers.

“I am warning you this once. You will receive no other. Leave us be.” He released her, and she stumbled backwards, her arms flailing about behind her for balance. She caught herself and glared at him with angry loathing.

“You dare threaten me!” Her hand rose to her throat.

“I threaten whom I choose,” he replied coldly. “Tell Shiel we have business this afternoon. If he wishes our presence before then, he can send a messenger. Not you.”

“He’s not the only one who questions your bringing a Solin into our midst,” she said in a dark, mean voice.

“He has yet to mention any concerns, and we spoke often through the glass. Instead, he anticipates hiring Shiobe as a translator.”

“Many a Merren noble wonders at your state of mind. Wine-addled, I believe they say.”

“Do they? And what shall they do about it?” Sikode asked in mocking surprise. “After all, they could not keep a blood-stained despot from their throne. They cowered in their mansions and trembled every time their door opened, praying they were not the next bloodmage victim. They lack the strength to battle and defeat me.”

“They don’t believe you’re loyal enough to Merren.”

“I owe allegiance to Shiel and no other. I have never hidden this.”

“Verlain questions that loyalty. He’s extremely curious to hear your explanation for your lax judgment.”

“Is he now? Perhaps he should think on his own attempts at faithfulness. Where was he, when I defeated Eder’s wielder? Licking the enemy’s shit-stained boots, and happy to do so.” She made a guttural sound of denial. “Or should he contemplate how I fought by Shiel’s side and destroyed every bloodmage I encountered in Merren, while he cowardly hid in Illena, bemoaning his ill fortune of being summoned to the front lines while sitting in a safe and secluded mansion, procrastinating his departure? He is a coward none admit to knowing. It makes me wonder why you are so insistent on remaining his ally. Do you believe his reputation will not contaminate you?”

“I’m as treasured by Shiel as you, Sikode. Remember that,” she spat.

“And remember, my power brought him Illena and Merren—not your swordarm or Verlain’s infantile, ineffective schemes.”

Lady Eteilon whirled and swept from the tent, her face marred by ugly hate. Sikode paused after the flap closed and Shiobe noticed a shimmering coating the walls before it evaporated. The sounds from outside, words and laughter and the clanging of metal, the stray songbird, disappeared.

“Who’s that meant to keep out?” she asked quietly as he returned to the bed.

He shrugged. “Everyone I wish. My serving lad and we may come and go as we please, but no other.”

Serving lad? It made sense that the preeminent wielder for King Shiel had a servant. She also suspected Sikode had no motivation to cook his own meals, launder his own clothing, and clean his own tent.

“When I raise such shields, no one will bother me except in an emergency,” he continued as he snagged a black shirt from a chest and slipped it over his shoulders. While it still had the fighting uniform style lines, it looked less stiff than the outfits he wore in Iova.

“Has that ever happened?”

“Yes. The despot sent a bloodmage and his apprentices to the Tindrel encampment in the middle of the night, hoping to halt our progress north in an ill-fated attack using bloodstones. I had wished for solitude, but it proved more fruitful to dispatch them instead.”

She doubted such an emergency would arise if they spent the day in the Port of Yied. Of course, she never would have anticipated a conjurer summoning twilight creatures in the middle of Iova, either. “Have you visited the Port before?”

“I have visited all the places I kick-portal to. It is dangerous not to know the area. If you have no mental image or hook to follow, you may well end up in another place—or nowhere at all.”

Terrifying times two. She imagined floating in a black void, gasping for breath, clawing at nothing, and shoved it away in favor of worrying about the equally terrifying but manageable excursion.

At least he would know where to shop.


~ Chapter 4 ~

Old Fears, New Life

They ate a quick breakfast while she pondered the first pinkish fingers of a brilliant dawn that broke through the dull, dark grey of her old life. She had yearned for a new wardrobe since Kitta had first shown off her filmy, glittery siojhetioh gear, but she never had the funds to afford anything that even had a hint of luxury about it. Instead, she had dug through merchant bins of worn guard leathers to find something suitable, something practical, something that did not cost more than a few shenks but that fit. Purchasing footwear had proven more than a pain until she found a small, secluded booth that sold old caravan wear. While ratty, the dull, unexceptional boots lasted longer than they had any right to.

Dull and unexceptional would not do if she bought items with noble sensibilities in mind. She assumed Illenan and Merren aristocrats behaved in the same way as Iovan ones—over-impressed with their mediocrity and vicious towards those who they deemed inferior. So, she would need several pieces to avoid their harsh criticism. A couple of pants and shirts not made of leather, perhaps a silky dress or two. E ada sindo-style skirts had slits at the sides so the warriors could move freely, which appealed to her as a freelance fighter. She would love a warm jacket, soft socks…

She reined in her thoughts. She did not need to abuse his generosity. That he thought to purchase her anything astounded her, and she hardly wished to mar the fuzzy feeling in her chest with greed.

Greed. She almost laughed. Rien never wasted his money on her, for any reason, even when he complained about her clean but threadbare leathers and common linen shirts. He mocked and belittled her, saving the most brutal rebukes for palace guard practices so he could impress the coarser men with his cruelty towards her.

While Sikode retrieved his coin purse, she stood in the center of the black carpet, squirming in the outfit he purchased for her in Iova. She loved the blue, waist-length shirt, the tight black pants, the knee-high boots, and she wanted more. But did she deserve to buy a new wardrobe?

Before she talked herself out of the needless trip, he slipped his hand around her waist and pulled her close as the glint of silver passed over them. They transitioned to a small, round, secluded niche where dozens of potted plants on well-oiled planks lined the reddish-brown stone walls. Noise from hundreds of people speaking at once assailed her ears and the scent of spicy perfume mingling with strong ocean odors invaded her nostrils. The midday sun had already overheated the moist city air, making it stifling, heavy.

Sikode smiled and kissed her knuckles before leading her through the wide leaves and onto a wide, paved street lined by three-story, white-washed wooden buildings, clipped bushes, and tall, elegant metal street lamps. People and a few beasts of burden crowded the wide lanes, laughing, mooing, neighing, neglecting a brisk pace for a languid stroll. Attendants in earth-colored uniforms with brooms, scrubbers and pails, hid in the recesses and the alleyways, darting out to scoop up litter and animal waste before it fouled more than a small area.

The shoppers dressed in bright, revealing outfits, and her eyes ached at the glare of lush reds and brilliant yellows and blues. Women wore loose, gauzy clothing and bore parasols and lacy gloves, their faces carefully lined and powdered, jewels glittering about their necks and fingers, screaming their aristocratic roots. Men had open shirts of sumptuous, airy material, and a few went topless, their chests gleaming a rich tan, their pants so tight she thought she noticed sweat spots on the darker material.

What type of center had Sikode brought her to? She was more accustomed to Iova’s dingy, lower-class markets of dilapidated buildings and confining streets. Threadbare clothing kept the elements at bay for the commoner, even during the most oppressive heat. Keeps manned street booths or collapsible stalls and screamed at potential customers to buy their wares, or had small shops that occupied the ground floors of apartment buildings and which sold a select number of common goods. These pristine, gaudy streets felt foreign, unwelcoming.

Sikode led her through the crowds and to a cluster of structures that displayed a variety of wares on pedestals in floor-length glass windows. Small children in thin, light-colored tunics clustered about the fronts, teens hovering over their backs, staring at the variety of goods with wide eyes. Shiobe fought not to do the same as they swept through the door to a smaller shop hidden in the shadows of an orange and red awning. What stores exhibited such richness so openly? Certainly not the ones she patronized.

Vibrant color met her eyes as she adjusted to the dimmer interior, another indication this section of town had lofty patrons. Embroidered dresses with wide bottoms, bell-sleeved shirts, tiered skirts with floral embroidery, and pants of luxurious, shimmery material hung on the walls, interspersed with hair pieces and beaded pouches and delicate shawls, all suited to a Midem sensibility but with wide Rakan hems.

A smiling, red-cheeked young Rakan descended on them. “Sikode, I didn’t think you’d be back so soon,” she said in Jonnese. She raised a questioning eyebrow at Shiobe. “Are you here to shop? We’ve just received a shipment from Rakan, and there’re many wonderful choices for you.”

“We’ve need of garments to impress a king,” Sikode replied in Catak, his hand trailing up her back. Impress a king? Despite what Lady Eteilon said, she doubted the fighter would introduce her to anyone royal. A steward, yes, perhaps a court scholar, but not a monarch.

The lass’s eyes gleamed greedily at the words, quickly replaced by a more sedate, polite expression. “Of course.” She touched Shiobe’s arm and smiled. “Please, come with me. We’ll try to find an outfit to satisfy Sikode.”

Shiobe did not like the wording but followed her to the changing room anyway—whatever she chose would please her first!

The mirrored room contained a small, ornate white table in the corner, a wooden screen with a painted pastoral scene, a small dais, and ample space to maneuver. A candle in the white-curtained window produced a soft, sensuous flower scent, and she wondered if the smell put customers at ease so they purchased more. It did not work on her; delectable odors would not mitigate her nervousness.

The shopkeep disappeared, humming, as Shiobe stared at her reflection in the floor-length mirrors. Her tourmaline-green eyes had taken on a teal sheen from the sunset blue clothing, and the darker color, juxtaposed against the sun-touched hue of her skin, brightened her appearance. Her black hair had a slight wave, framing a face flushed from exertion in the warm air. She did not remember herself ever looking so . . . pretty.

The young woman popped up behind her and hung a deep burgundy, vine-embroidered shirt and matching pants on two hooks nailed to the wall at eye level. “Try these first, and I’ll be back with more.”

Glancing once more at her eyes, she sucked in an uncertain breath before undressing and donning the new garb, an outfit she would never have dared try had she not bathed that day. It slid cool and soft against her skin and she sighed, happy, as she regarded her reflection. A skin-tight bodice held her chest in place, and the pants emphasized her slim waist. A vine pattern swirled up the legs and across the bell sleeves. She squirmed about to glimpse her backside as the young woman reappeared and hung two more outfits on the hooks, then settled into eyeing the fit. She made minor adjustments with straight pins before nodding to herself.

“Take this one off. I’ll have a few more presently.”

Within moments the Rakan inundated her with articles of clothing, some with so many straps and dangly bits she embarrassingly did not know how to put them on, others of so rich a material she felt far too humble to drape herself in them. At least the young woman helped her with the stranger attire before she stuck pins everywhere. She discarded the handful that did not appeal to her, but whoever selected them—likely Sikode—had a good idea what she might like.

After trying on the twentieth item, she realized the garments corresponded to a theme; they fit a swordswoman’s active life. While luscious, each one allowed her to move without hindrance. Even the dresses and skirts had two long, thigh-high slits on the sides. Such designs reflected the e ada sindo lifestyle, one Sikode knew intimately since his mother had been part of that martial sindari.

Shiobe squirmed, feeling like a child’s doll, when the young woman finally parted the drapes and admired the silken, sleeveless, asymmetrical blue Baqi dress she wore, one that needed no alteration. “Please come choose what you want; Sikode’s anxious to leave.”

She raised an eyebrow but slipped into her own attire and walked to the front room, where the garments cluttered the countertop. She stared at the shirts, skirts, vests, pants, dresses, gloves, light jackets, and coats, uncertain what to select, nearly overwhelmed by the proof of how many outfits she tried on. She needed to pare the selections down, and she liked all of them . . . perhaps narrowing her choices to what courtly aristocrats might find intriguing would provide an appropriate, limiting factor.

She understood the value nobles placed on dress after helping Kitta weather her clothing mistakes when she first entered the Iovan court. The noble siojhetioxh used their shallow cruelty over her presentation like a social hammer, and to compensate, she had purchased a filmy liokaiorioh that she could not afford. She shared Shiobe’s sparse meals for a couple of eight-days while she waited for her next pay, unable to buy a mouthful because of the expenditure.

Prompted by lack of funds, she used hearth arts to illusion the color and ornamentation of the material. Strangely, the wielding tricked several influential court families into thinking she had more coin at her disposal than they assumed; a silly assumption, since they abused similar spells themselves. The mistake opened up a better position within the siojhetioh ranks for Kitta, and Rien snatched the opportunity her growing popularity provided to promote her to the queen.

Shiobe firmly turned her thoughts back to the present. She did not want to remember her ex-friend and her ex-lover and how, when it became expedient, they cast her aside to gain court standing. She had far more pressing matters to attend to. Like choosing a dress or two.

Her gaze swept over the piles of clothing. How was she going to decide what she wanted from the enormous stacks? She selected a dress that she loved and that she thought aristocrats would have difficulty snubbing, and put it in a separate space. Her neck heated at Sikode’s inspection while she sifted through the rest of the pile, feeling the materials, holding them up, turning them about. Did he approve of her choices? He was paying for all of it, so perhaps she should ask what he thought of the items.

She glanced at him, but before she could say a word, he raised an eyebrow and continued to wait, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth. Helpful, that.

She picked up another outfit, smoothing the soft velvet of the scarlet shirt and skirt, running her fingertips over the intricate black flame design. She dearly wanted it, had loved how it looked on her, but she could not justify purchasing it. Her emotions sank quick and hard as she set it in the discard pile. What was wrong with her? She did not need the elaborately decorated clothing for her own pleasure. She required a few items for aristocratic sensibilities, and that was all. Despite the recent changes in her life, she was still a freelance fighter who had no salary, and the prospect of paying Sikode back for the few outfits she needed proved very daunting.

Sikode shook his head and eyed the other Rakan.

“We’ll take all of them,” he told her.

All of them?

The young woman beamed and slid the clothing aside; she almost knocked to the floor an array of hair accessories scattered along the countertop. They piled up against a rolled undergarment bag just before another middle-aged Rakan quickly slid the pieces into a linen pouch.

 Shiobe felt her head heat. Undergarments. The young shopkeep had not asked her about such things. Had Sikode chosen them? She eyed him, but his icy, relaxed expression told her nothing. She accepted the bags the Rakan handed her, then watched as the woman gathered some of the clothing and carted the items through a door behind the counter.

“We’ll finish the alterations before evening,” the young woman told them as she totaled ten tally sheets. “We aren’t busy, and there’s not much to do.” Shiobe’s eyes bulged as she noted the numbers, but Sikode seemed unaffected, and when the shopkeep turned the grand total sheet around . . . over a hundred fortshoals. A hundred fortshoals. That equaled a quarter of an average noble’s yearly income in Soline! She wanted to protest but could not find her voice. She squeaked, instead. Sikode ignored her and signed below the number before adding his merchant’s mark—the symbol of the man who cared for his financial affairs. Of course they would send a bill—who carried around that many fortshoals?

She was not worth that much.

Shiobe’s mind spun as her lover relieved her of the bags, which disappeared instantly. She was far too dazed to react to the shocked gasp of the shopkeep, and dumbly followed as he led her from the store and to another establishment that catered to Midem styles.

Another shop?

She changed into even more outfits there, flabbergasted that he still desired to spend money on her. When she again tried to limit the amount of clothing, he had the shopkeeps heap even more items on top of the pile. She thought that should annoy her, but she could not dredge up a sufficient amount of the emotion to overpower the hot, fuzzy feeling in her chest at the prospect of a man willing to purchase all the wondrous items for her—items she truly liked and wanted to wear. How might she thank him for the lavish generosity? She would never make enough coin to pay him back.

Late afternoon drifted into early evening as they exited yet another shop, this one much more to her liking. Sikode had bought her boots and slippers in multiple styles, and the surprised craftsman promised to have them ready within the next two days. She barely stuttered her sincere thanks before he whisked her to a guarded store that housed a vast array of jewelry and told her to select what she liked. She stared at him, at the pieces, and he had to goad her into choosing what extravagant items she desired—and he added what he thought she should own.

By late evening, she had exhausted her astoundment and numbly revisited the clothing shops to retrieve the altered outfits. When Sikode led her to the small niche he had kick-portaled to, she felt nothing but relief—she no longer had to spend his gold.

He whisked them to his tent and dumped the clothing bags next to the other ones lined up against his chests. Shiobe wobbled and fell onto the bed, staggered by the excess. No one had ever purchased such elaborate things for her, and she did not know how to thank him. The warmth and gratitude she expressed when her first love, Zaiden, gifted her small, pretty stones he found while wandering the forest, seemed inadequate considering the amount of money the fighter spent on her.

Sikode shook his head, bemused. “Our evening meal is waiting,” he said before pushing the screens open and exiting into the outer room.

With a weary groan, she rose and tromped after him, and fell into the chair he held for her. A lad of about fourteen, with full red cheeks, sandy blond hair neatly trimmed and pulled back in a small tail, and warm bluish-grey eyes, smiled at her. He wore a black serving tunic with Rakan-style wide cuffs and matching, movement-friendly pants—an outfit, she was certain, Sikode had chosen. He filled their wineglasses, bowed, and exited the tent.

“That was your serving lad?” she asked.

“Wrafen, yes,” he told her. “He comes from a long line of Shayd palace servants. His family has served three royal lineages, which makes them the most respected and revered domestics there. They raised him to serve a high noble, perhaps a royal. He can be staid and officious because of his training, but once he warms to you, he will be an invaluable help.” His mouth quirked up, a hint of ice peeking through. “He was the only servant willing to work for an upstart Rakan. He thought of it as a grand opportunity—and when his family realized I paid him his worth and did not skimp because of age, they tried to usurp his position.” He slipped his fingers around the stem of his wineglass. “He told them what to do with their false designs. In this, we get along splendidly.” He took a long drink.

They ate, and Shiobe liberally doused herself with wine throughout the meal. Sikode eyed her before downing the remainder of the wine in his glass. “You seem . . . overwhelmed,” he stated after a moment. She cocked an eyebrow at him, then shrugged.

“I am,” she admitted.

“Why?”

She pursed her lips. “Sikode, I’ve . . . I’ve never bought so much stuff in my entire life! I don’t believe the whole of everything I’ve ever owned costs as much as only one of those shirts! And this . . . servants! . . . and . . . and . . .‍” She hunched down. “It isn’t me,” she said, mouse-quiet.

“No?” he asked, lounging back in his chair. “Have you not craved rich clothing and food? Have you not wished for a jewel to wear about your neck?”

“I rarely dream.”

He opened his mouth, as if he disagreed, then thoughtfully eyed her. “Other than a new dawn, what do you dream of, when you do?”

What did she wish for? She could not remember a single delight that Sikode, in the few days she had known him, had not provided. “I don’t know anymore,” she whispered.

“Are you satisfied, then?”

“No.” She licked her lips and poured more wine. “Once I’ve mastered the sword, I might be.”

He chuckled. “That will only take time. But have you no other ambitions, Shiobe?”

She wrinkled her nose. She had a few, however impossible, and now that she had shed the suffocating weight of Iova, she could contemplate them again. “I’ve always wanted to learn Chabool.”

His wide-eyed surprise made her chuckle, self-conscious. “Chabool?”

“The language of the dragons,” she replied.

“I know what it is.”

“Wouldn’t it be wonderful to speak to dragons?” She grinned as she contemplated the sweep of the ceiling. While dragons did not exist, dragonpriests wrote in the language and learning what they attributed
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