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  Chapter 1


“We shall take it.” 
Nuliyaa hid her satisfied grin as the older couple counted out coin for the brooch the wife admired. Her instincts had been good. As they usually were.
This was the third brooch from the Nengmekian merchant she had sold today. The travelers from across the sea visiting the city for university graduations especially liked them. These women didn’t seem to wear the hair and arm ornaments Nuliyaa was used to seeing on her own people, but, in her seventeen years working at this shop, she had noticed brooches were something enjoyed by most.
She would have to tell Maltangku so they could prepare to purchase more of the brooches once the Nengmekian merchant returned. Purchasing from the Nengmekian had been a gamble—after all, they weren’t a traditional Keeylish design—but she had thought the brooches were a potentially profitable compromise between the styles commonly seen in the city and the far more expensive goods from over the sea. Also, the travelers from across the sea did not have as much access to Nengmekian goods. Their city was a trading hub. People came to their markets because they wanted the unusual.
Making another purchase would require finding the trader’s information in Maltangku’s files. If Taalk favored them, there would be a method of contact. If not, she would need to pay a couple of coins to one of the children who haunted the docks to watch for his sail.
Or perhaps Maltangku would start making the brooches himself? She pulled another out of the case and started to examine it. Not precisely like the Nengmekian’s designs—they wouldn’t want to steal another artisan’s work—but something combining the idea of the brooch with Keeyl aesthetics.
Her grin froze. If Maltangku returned to the shop, that was.
His heart had to be recovering. She had not yet seen Miyt Tsus that day, but Maltangku’s wife had started smiling again recently. Certainly that meant all was well?
She picked up one of the small storage bags she had convinced Maltangku to invest in a few months before. The bags added to the high-end feel of the goods without having to purchase many more of the hand-carved boxes reserved for the most expensive of their goods. It was another thing the jewel smith had not been certain about—most other jewelers wrapped their less-expensive products in a bit of linen, if they did anything at all.
Her heart leapt as the door between the storefront and Maltangku’s workshop opened. Maltangku was healed! All was well. Once this customer was gone, she would tell him about everything that had happened in the weeks since his illness as he busied his hands with crimping wire into chains or polishing stones.
Then she heard the tap-tap-tap of new hard-soled sandals and it took everything within her to keep a scowl from scaring away her customers. “Thank you for your business,” she said brightly to the couple. “This brooch looks lovely on you.”
Once they had moved on, she turned to face the person she liked least in the world.
Wiispuu picked up one of the storage bags, holding it between two fingers like the cloth was slimy from mold, not fine silk she had gathered from the scraps of a seamstress on the next street. “What is this?” he demanded. “Something else you’ve done that wastes my father’s good money?”
“The bags are not a waste,” she huffed. “Your father’s customers like them.” Not that Wiispuu understood anything about his father’s customers, because he never spoke to him. She had been hired because he had no interest in the shop.
“With this cheap stitching? Hardly.” He tossed it aside.
Cheap stitching? Her mother and sister had helped her stitch up the bags, and they had even embroidered Maltangku’s maker’s mark onto them!
She scooped the bag off of the floor and shook off the dust that clung to the embroidery. Wiispuu made a disgusted sound. “And this place is filthy.” He dragged a finger through dust that had accumulated between two racks.
She dropped her eyes to the slight smudge of his finger and back up to meet his gaze. She didn’t remind him that while his father was recovering, the agreement had been for Wiispuu’s own wife and daughters to come in the early mornings to clean so Nuliyaa could hand-deliver purchases to customers who had paid for that privilege. She had been trying to do everything between shoppers as it was.
Nothing would come of arguing with him. Wiispuu believed no one but himself—unless they were wealthier and better-connected. “How is your father?” she asked, turning back to rearranging the displays. With the amount of sales she had that morning, they were looking a little bare and no one wanted to shop at a place that didn’t seem to have anything for them to buy.
“My father is healing.” From the way Wiispuu said the words, it was as though he had been responsible for his father’s recovery. Then he scowled at her as he drew himself up to full height. He was a tall, gangly man to her short, round self, and always seemed to think he had to intimidate her. “Do you care so little for the man who provides your income, you could not go upstairs to see him yourself?”
She bit her tongue against a scathing reply. Every time she had gone upstairs to the living quarters above the shop, Miyt Tsus had let her no further than the door, saying Maltangku needed rest. The remainder of Nuliyaa’s time was spent operating the shop, since Wiispuu was hardly going to bestir himself to do it. “He has needed to rest.”
That seemed to appease Wiispuu, for he went back to examining the shop. As the shop was only big enough for a person to move between the open window and the shelves along the back wall, and the width of the space could be traversed in two of Wiispuu’s long strides, he was hovering over her shoulder. “My father has needed to rest,” he said, his suddenly agreeable tone raising Nuliyaa’s suspicion. Why was Wiispuu there? He cared little for the running of the shop.
“After all,” he continued, making sure to touch every spot where dust from the window had settled. He was going to ruin his fine tunic and trousers, both of which were a pale blue that were going to show every speck. “My father is concerned about the shop’s income. He has been ill so long and all you have done is sell a single piece, from a foreigner, at that! Look at how empty these shelves are.”
Did he not realize the shelves were empty because she had been selling jewelry?
Then Wiispuu smiled. She froze. Whatever he was about to say, she wouldn’t like it and he was basking in that knowledge. “He and I had a long conversation just now. He has wisely decided to retire and pass this shop’s keeping to me.” He cast a glance at the displays, his lips twisting. All the brooches and armbands, rings and hair combs, earrings and cuffs, all items Nuliyaa had considered and coached Maltangku on purchasing as she learned what their customers seemed to prefer—Wiispuu seemed to find them wanting. “There is much to change in this shop to help my family earn what we deserve. Much to change.” He puffed up with each word he spoke. “Those changes are starting with you. I am not impressed by your conduct. Your employment is terminated.”
She could only just stand there with her mouth gaping open. All of her thoughts just—disappeared. He could not possibly mean that. She had been working at this shop since she was fifteen years old. Her skills with the customers had increased shop sales and reputation every year. How could he let her go?
Then she was filled with rage. He was not going to drive her out of the business she had worked so hard to expand. “You are not impressed by my conduct? What of my conduct has been below expectations? Do you not see how empty the displays are?”
He glanced at the displays she had arranged that morning, where she had chosen each spot to highlight the best pieces and yet keep those pieces away from quick fingers. “Of course the displays are empty. My father has been unable to work for weeks.”
Why was she surprised he didn’t know how his own father’s business operated? Maltangku had stopped producing the basic pieces years ago, preferring to buy stock from other crafters instead and focus on his commissions.
She had been building this business for half of her life. She was not going to let him take it away from her. “You want me to leave now? This has been our best graduation season since I have worked here!”
Of course, the same could be said for almost graduation season since Maltangku had hired her as shop assistant. And the festivals. And the tournaments. She learned from their customers, and used what she learned to make them happy. Maltangku had wanted to keep making the same cuffs and earrings and hair combs he had always made with no consideration to changing fashions.
“I am certain that is what you believe,” he said. “If you keep on, I may have to report this temper to the Guild.”
Her mouth snapped shut. As a shop assistant, she did not have much sway within the Guild, but his word could be enough to prevent her gaining another position.
“Who will you have to work the shop?” she asked. He certainly wasn’t going to do it himself.
“My daughters are old enough now. It is time for this shop to be in family hands.”
The shop could have been “in family hands” the entire time if he had stepped up seventeen years before.
“I should not bother to return tomorrow, then?” she asked, forcing her tone to remain civil though she wanted to scream.
“You are dismissed immediately.” He stood there, the smirk in his eyes.
Oh, what an ass! He wanted to see her panic. To beg to remain a few more days. He was terrible with his money. He would not be able to comprehend that her family had some money saved. It was meant for the day her older sister Cheeyt wouldn’t be able to work as a caravan guard anymore, but the money would spend as well for her.
And she had to pray she would be able to replace it quickly. She certainly wasn’t going to let Cheeyt guilt her.
“Then once you’ve paid me, I will leave.”
“Paid you?” he sputtered.
“Yes. As per the agreement between employees and the shop owners of the Jewelers’ Guild, I am owed my pay for this week and the next two when dismissed without cause.” She lifted an eyebrow. “Unless you would like to argue you have cause before a Guild panel?” A Guild panel would probably rule in her favor before he opened his mouth. Most members of the Guild liked Wiispuu about as much as she did.
“Yes, fine.” Wiispuu pushed through the door back into the workshop where Maltangku kept his tools and the lockbox.
Nuliyaa reached into the cabinet under the display and grabbed her littiichangs. She arranged the long rectangle of fabric carefully, somehow managing to keep the trembling out of her fingers, so anyone who looked at her could easily see the embroidery her mother had carefully stitched into the fabric. Her mother’s embroidery would be more important in the coming weeks until Nuliyaa was able to find another job. And now that Nuliyaa would be home to help Tseetsaa with the chores in the house, her mother would have even more time for stitching.
It was strange to think of leaving for the day without tucking the jewelry and day’s earnings back into the lock box, pulling down and latching the heavy shutters, sweeping the tiled floor, activating the protection charms on the building’s walls. Pressure built behind her eyes as she tried not to think about how she would not be closing the shop ever again.
Wiispuu returned to the room and laid a stack of coins on the top of the table. Nuliyaa leaned over and began counting them.
He scowled at her. “Do you believe I would shortchange you?”
“Yes,” she answered simply. But he had not. She almost wished he had so she could call in the Guild. As satisfied as she could be in the moment, she placed the coins in the pocket stitched to the inside of her littiichangs and started to walk to the door. She hesitated, wanting to go upstairs to say good-bye to Maltangku and Miyt Tsus.
“You have your pay,” Wiispuu said tightly. “Leave.”
She would need to wait until Miyt Tsus invited Nuliyaa to return for a visit, then. The older woman would rail against her son’s decision, complain about her granddaughters, and worry about her husband, but she would not tell her son he was wrong for dismissing Nuliyaa. Neither she nor Maltangku had ever been willing to admit their son was a spoiled brat.






  
  Chapter 2


Cheeyt’s joints ached, she had dirt creased in places that weren’t polite to scratch in public, and, after nearly a week of road fare, she was desperate to dive into a bowl of her sister’s stew. But there were things she needed to do before she headed home. 
Where had Supyuunch snuck off to? He had always been of the opinion that, being the owner, he didn’t need to do the grunt work of unloading after a job. He also knew his best employees wouldn’t tolerate his slipping off without making at least some effort, so he had to be around somewhere. Even if it was just standing around telling everyone how to do their work.
She looked over the other guards, ignoring the joking and laughter that turned into a dull roar over the camp. The company’s length of time registered with the Guild meant they had a good camp site when they were between jobs and in Wumaltsmaas. Not that it mattered to her: she always went home to her family’s apartment when they returned to the city.
The other guards were bustling about the camp, unloading fear from the company’s wagons, separating what needed repair and what didn’t, feeding the animals, putting up the tents for those who didn’t have other living quarters. Her assigned tasks were done. Because she hadn’t wasted her time once they had reached the Guild’s yard.
The one person she didn’t see was Supyuunch.
Maybe she should go on home, then. She could talk to Supyuunch after another job, when she was better prepared. Perhaps it was a stupid decision. She didn’t know what she was doing. Her plans would need a lot of time to work. Maybe she was wrong about her suspicions.
She pushed aside her fears. This was happening. It was happening now. Before she talked herself out it.
There he was. Already making his way to his own tent. Which had been one of the first tasks completed. She rolled her eyes. Of course.
“Supyuunch!” she called across the yard.
Her boss froze, then turned to scowl at her over his shoulder. “What is it, Cheeyt? Shouldn’t you be off seeing to your family?” There was a bit of a sneer on his mouth and in his tone. Oh, how she wanted to knock that sneer off his face. Those who had families might be in the minority among Supyuunch’s guards, but having a family didn’t make her any less accomplished as a guard.
If anything, she would argue it made her better, because she had people depending on her bringing home her pay at the end of every job. The others didn’t care how well the job went, as long as they got to where they needed to go and back and received a bit of coin to spend after.
“I have a question for you.”
He sighed, sounding like he had more going on that evening than drinking away half his earnings. Half of their earnings. Then he snapped, “Come in,” as he pushed into the tent.
Despite being one of the largest tents in the camp—only clients were allowed to bring anything larger—all that stood inside Supyuunch’s tent was his cot, his chair, and a trunk that sometimes was pressed into service as a desk. He didn’t even have a rug to keep out the chill. Some might have seen the austerity as a sign that Supyuunch was responsible with his money.
She would agree he wasn’t the worst among the company owners. She also knew he had a fondness for gambling and prostitutes.
Supyuunch dropped into his chair and reached for his flask. “What is it this time?”
Cheeyt crossed her arms. Once she started talking, there would be no turning back. “We just finished a five-day job into Deep Keeyl,” she said.
He waved a hand out to his side. “You think I spent as much time drinking as Nuttulch and Saknuu this trip? I know where we’ve been.”
“And you paid us seven saayi,” she continued.
He snorted. “You’re lucky you’re getting that with the way costs have been going up.”
She kept plowing on, refusing to accept his churlish words. “Three months ago, we did the same trip. You gave us nine saayi then.”
He shrugged. “Costs are up. I told you.”
“I went around and talked to our suppliers. Costs haven’t increased that much over the past three months. You should have given us at least eight. You could still afford nine.” She had her suspicions. But when she had started researching for her own plans? It had been obvious what Supyuunch was doing.
The chair bounced a little when he jerked to his feet. “I told you, costs are up! You coming in here questioning me when I’ve kept you employed since your last company failed?”
To keep her fury in, Cheeyt dug her fingers into her arms. He really thought they were all that stupid. Maybe most of her fellow guards were. They didn’t have a family relying on them—they didn’t care as long as they had enough money to drink and gamble when they finished a job. If they didn’t have a problem with their pay, that was fine. She did. “What costs? I just told you, I’ve been talking to the suppliers. Did I miss something? Tell me, which costs have gone up that much?” It wasn’t as though there were many people supplying the big caravans that Supyuunch’s company handled.
“You accusing me of cheating you all out of pay?” He pushed into her space. Probably trying to intimidate her with his size. But she had started her apprenticeship with the Guild at seventeen. She wasn’t tiny, either, not like her sister Nuliyaa. Supyuunch didn’t have enough weight on her to be intimidating.
“You could tell me you made a mistake. You’ll be giving everyone what they’re due tomorrow.” Then she would have more time to prepare for what she wanted to do. Supyuunch wasn’t the first company owner she had worked with who had shorted their guards.
“There’s no mistake. I won’t be doing no such thing.” He dropped back into his chair. “You don’t like your pay—” one hand swung toward the tent’s opening “—there’s the way out.”
Silence stretched. Supyuunch smirked from his chair as he reached for his pocket and pulled out a bit of chew.
Her heart was pounding. Was she really about to do this? If not now, then she would months from now. After Supyuunch continued to slice their pay. Then she’d be more desperate for money. She wouldn’t be able to move forward with her plan. It needed to be now. Her family had money saved. That was the only reason she could do this.
And Supyuunch knew that she was keeping track. He would start making her life difficult. Maybe even report her to the Guild for something out of her control. That might hurt her future plans. No, he wouldn’t do that. If he made a report to the Guild, someone would ask why. Then she would get to have a conversation with them about their decreasing pay. The Guarding Guild didn’t have set pay schedules like some of the making and agricultural guilds, but Supyuunch was pushing what was acceptable.
Knowing that didn’t make her other points less valid.
“Then I’m out.” She spun on her heel.
His laugh echoed behind her. “Sure, Cheeyt. We’ll see if I let you back in when you need another job.”
If all went the way she planned, she’d never be searching for a job from a company like Supyuunch’s ever again.
When the tent canvas slapped down behind her, she didn’t hesitate. There was nothing else to be done. Her tasks were done. Anything of the company’s she had on her had been turned in since the job was done. She was free. And tomorrow she would see how her plans were progressing.
As she strode across the yard, Nuttulch and Saknuu fell in step beside her. “You did it?” Nuttulch asked, sounding awed. “You quit?
Nuttulch and Saknuu had been her closest friends for most of her career. They were the type who didn’t care about the exact amount of pay they received. As long as it was enough to buy their time at the tavern until the company struck off on another job, they wouldn’t notice they had less and less to spend. Until they weren’t able to buy the same number of drinks. Supyuunch wasn’t dumb enough to cut pay that much. Both men had been supportive when she had told them she wanted to start her own company, but mostly they were confused about why someone would want to put forth that much effort.
“Yes. You both coming home with me tonight?”
“Oh, I definitely want to see this conversation,” Nuttulch said, rubbing his hands together. He grinned over her head at Saknuu. Nuttulch stood taller than most people. “Entertainment we don’t have to pay for.”
Saknuu nearly stepped on her when she stopped. “I’m not telling them this evening,” she said.
“Sure, sure. You’ll wait for us to leave. Have a private conversation. We understand that.” Nuttulch rolled his hands under his littiichangs.
“No, I mean, I’m going to wait to tell them until I have everything in place.”
She didn’t miss the glance Saknuu flicked toward Nuttulch. “And what are you going to tell them when you’re home every day?”
“That I’m between jobs, which will be the truth. It isn’t as though we always go right back out when we come in.”
“Cheeyt–.” Saknuu hesitated. He had always been more level-headed than Nuttulch. “It’ll take some time for you to get your own customers, you know? You don’t just declare a company with the Guild and have people at your door.”
“I’m aware of that.” She started walking again. “I just don’t want Nuliyaa arguing with me.”
They looked at each other again. “She probably won’t argue with you,” Saknuu said slowly.
“Nuliyaa would argue with the wall if it suited her. I’ll have to prove to her that this will work.”
Nuttulch opened his mouth. Then he closed it and shrugged. “Your family.”






  
  Chapter 3


Nuliyaa almost rushed out of the shop. 
No. No. Rushing would tell those watching—tell Wiispuu—that something was wrong.
Nuliyaa took the time to arrange her littichaangs so that the embroidery stitched into the fabric was visible,  then stepped into the river of people moving through the square. Early afternoon meant the marketplace was full. There would be many customers browsing through the shop’s jewelry over the next few hours.
She would never again be the one to serve them.
Nuliyaa clamped down on that thought. She would not dwell on that here, where too many people who knew her could see her emotions. Miyt would tell her to go to Taalk’s temple and sit in contemplation until the deity of trade gave her insight. But the only temple on this side of the city was too near Maltangku’s shop. She would certainly see people she knew, and they all would want to know why she was there instead of working the shop.
Best to get home and break the news to her mother before she took the time to mourn what the past seventeen years of her life had come to.
She turned toward home, walking with her hands tucked into her littiichangs. Today was not the day to browse the other shops and vendor stalls, looking for ideas of how to arrange Maltangku’s wares and chatting with the sellers to determine what people were interested in buying that season. Maybe she would never have reason to again.
No. She could not think that way. She had seventeen years at Maltangku’s shop and a reputation among the other Jewelers’ Guild members. Someone else would want to hire her.
She lifted her head. Perhaps finding another job would be as simple as spreading the word among the other shops.
Not today, though. Certainly she could take a day to be so very angry.
She kept walking as paving stones ended in dirt baked by the sun into something almost as hard as the stone. As the awnings disappeared, she raised the edge of her littiichangs to protect herself from the harsh light and heat and wrapped the end over her mouth and nose to cut out some of the smells. It was unusually hot for the time of year, with a dry wind that sucked the green out of the new flowers and herbs planted along balconies and carried the river stink even this deep into the city.
She pushed her way through the crowds, the people changing from the finely-dressed shoppers to other workers like herself. The streets narrowed as she moved out of the area surrounding Maltangku’s shop and into the old and shabby but clean neighborhood her family called home. People filled the streets, crowding against walls when a loaded wagon came down the roadway then swelling to fill the space between the carts. She stuck close to the buildings as she walked, not trusting herself to notice the wagons with her thoughts so muddled.
Tomorrow, she would visit the Jewelers’ Guild to see if any of the other jewelers needed a shop assistant. No. Wait. Did she really want to work in another shop where she might see Wiispuu or Maltangku again? She did not. So she would instead go to one of the other markets and go shop to shop. Someone had to have need of a shop assistant.
At least she did not need to be concerned about money yet. Cheeyt was working, and they had the money set aside—
It was the distant shouts that alerted her. Her head came up to see the driver galloping his team down the road. Everyone barely had the time to dodge out of the way as he bulled through the crowds. Of course there were never any city guards around when they were needed!
She pushed against the wall, yanking another with her as the people surged out of the road’s center.
The wagon swung out to take the turn onto the cross street just in front of her. But the driver was still going too fast. There wasn’t enough room. The wagon tipped onto two wheels as it turned, almost yanking the horses with it. Nuliyaa scrambled back as a crate tilted toward her.
It was going to hit her.
The crate hit the dirt just shy of her toes. Wood snapped. Pain flared across her shins.
But she had grown up in this city. If wagon drivers didn’t secure their loads, whatever came off could be scavenged. Leaning down, she pushed the wood away from the crate’s contents. Her fingers brushed fur and she froze.
“What’s that?” a man asked, peering too closely.
“A Malk.” She had never seen one of the magic-born beings outside of the books her father had copied. Native to the northern realm Nengmek, the Malks preferred their own company. They only came to Keeyl as part of diplomatic excursions.
Roughly the size of a house cat, the Malk had patchy silver fur, rough instead of the luxurious pelt Nuliyaa would have expected from the illustrations. No, not patchy. Bloody. And Nuliyaa could feel her bones through the fur, like the Malk had been starved.
Oh, please be alive. She did not want to be found with a dead Malk in her hands.
Then she felt the rise and fall of ribs and breathed out in relief.
“Smugglers,” the man said like it was a curse, then spat on the road.
Perhaps it was a curse. For weeks, the criers had hardly had any news to spread that was not related to university graduations or the smugglers. The magic-born were being captured in their homelands and shipped out to buyers across the sea from all over. The criers never said why, but she had heard whispers that it was because their bodies were used to power terrible magic. Nengmek was especially impacted, which had led to accusations against the human-only nation of Bakfath and rising tensions between the two lands.
With docks on both the river and the bay, goods from many regions passed through their area. The sale of sapient beings was forbidden in Keeyl, but that didn’t stop people from sneaking through her homeland to get them onto ships heading elsewhere. Someone needed to bring the Malk to the authorities.
“Best leave the creature there,” the man continued, turning and shifting his pack on his shoulders. “Someone might think you’re the one responsible.” He started off.
It seemed “someone” would need to be Nuliyaa. She carefully lifted the Malk into her arms, arranging her littiichangs to cover them both and freezing every time she heard a whimper. But the Malk did not wake.
With a firm hold, she set off for the Nengmekian chancery.

      ***From Maltangku’s shop, the Office of the Nengmekian Ambassador was in the opposite direction of her home.
She was so very tired of walking by the time she reached the Diplomats’ Quarter. It was in the oldest section of the city, a place where it was said the buildings had been built on top of even older buildings that had been destroyed over the city’s history.
It was also not an area Nuliyaa had much familiarity with. Maltangku had sold jewelry to some of the people who lived in the stately houses around this quarter, but most of them had preferred to have their guards pick up the finished pieces.
She had also felt uncertain about asking for assistance, so had to rely on squinting at signs and following people who seemed like they might work at one of the chanceries.
She almost sobbed at the sight of the Nengmekian crest. Her feet were sore and her arms ached. The Malk might have been small and undernourished, but Nuliyaa was not accustomed to carrying anything for long distances. The most she went with a load was a bucket of water from the neighborhood well to their apartment.
“Hold!” one of the guards snapped as she approached. He held a spear crossways, barring her entry even though she was still at the bottom of the stairs.
The other walked toward her. “What do you carry?” the woman demanded, her Keeylish crisp under her accent.
“I—I was walking home and there was a wagon,” Nuliyaa stammered, eyes darting from one guard to the other.
The guard with the spear scoffed. “State your business,” he demanded, his accent much more pronounced. She had to strain to parse out the words, not easy with how tired and nervous she was.
“This Malk fell from the wagon,” she pushed out and uncovered the Malk’s face.
One of the guards shouted, then the woman guard was pulling the Malk from Nuliyaa’s hold while a guard who had appeared from seemingly nowhere laid a heavy hand on her shoulder. “We have some questions,” they said, hand tightening when she went to flinch away.
Someone thought she was responsible, indeed.
She was marched around the side of the building to a cramped doorway that required five steps down from the ground level. The door opened onto a long hallway with doorways every few strides. From the plain walls and floor, it had to be some sort of working area.
A person in the soft green over-tunic that Nuliyaa thought signified a healer-aide among Nengmekians appeared in a doorway. “Bring her here.” Another Malk, this one hale and healthy, darted into the room behind the healer-aide.
Someone else directed Nuliyaa into a small, windowless room and shut her inside with a cup of water. Nuliyaa drained the cup, sat for a few minutes, then got up and opened the door.
The woman who had brought her into the room looked up from a small desk that was across the way. “Yes?”
“What is going on?”
The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Someone is coming to ask you that question.” Her accent was just heavy enough that Nuliyaa had to take a moment to comprehend the words.
Nuliyaa straightened. “I didn’t do anything to the Malk. I found her and brought her here.” They had said “her” earlier, hadn’t they?
“Yes. Well.” The woman straightened her papers. “Someone must question you.” Her tone made it clear she didn’t think Nuliyaa so innocent.
No wonder none of the other people who had seen the Malk come off the wagon had wanted to get involved.
“You are Nuliyaa?” Another woman was striding down the hallway, a man in the uniform of a city official beside her. She motioned back into the room Nuliyaa had just exited. “If you please. We just have a few questions.”
Nuliyaa returned to her seat, asking the newcomers, “How is she? The Malk I found.”
“She will recover in time,” the woman said in the brusque tone Nuliyaa associated with someone who had many tasks and little time in which to do them. Of average height, pale-skinned, and brown-haired, she moved in a way that reminded Nuliyaa of her sister Cheeyt. This was someone who had martial training. Was she a Sikoesnu? Curiosity broke through Nuliyaa's nerves. The Sikoesnu were supposed to be special among the Nengmekian diplomatic guards. There were many Sikoesnu in the plays she had seen. “The Ambassador sends you many thanks for returning one of our citizens to us.”
Nuliyaa doubted the Ambassador had any awareness of who she was.
The woman laid out some paper with a sigil drawn at the top, tapped a quill to the sigil twice, then released it. The quill hovered over the paper. A mechanism for taking transcription, one of the types of devices that had made it difficult for their father to obtain work later in his life. “My name is Singmij and I am an agent of this chancery. This is Sallew of your city guard. We are both involved in the investigation into the smugglers who are stealing the magic-born. Please confirm your name again.”
“I am Nuliyaa.” The quill touched down to the paper and started writing as Nuliyaa spoke, recording the conversation as Singmij asked for Nuliyaa’s residence and where the incident with the wagon had occurred. Then she asked about the timing, what the driver looked like, what the wagon looked like, in what direction the wagon had been heading. Though each question was asked as though Singmij was merely checking items off her list, she and the city guard looked to be getting frustrated with Nuliyaa’s answers.
“I do not know!” Nuliyaa snapped when she was asked, again, to describe the driver. “There are many wagons all day, and most of them drive too fast. I saw many more during my walk here and those I could not tell you about, either.”
“Very well.” The woman took hold of the quill, tapped it to the sigil twice again, then said to Nuliyaa, “Thank you for your assistance. The nation of Nengmek appreciates your protection of one of our citizens and the information you’ve given us.” She gathered the quill and paper, then stood. Sallew stood with her. “I will send someone in to escort you out.”
Nuliyaa pushed to her feet. She felt shaky. This day had been far too long, and she still had most of the city to cross to finally get home. She would walk twice the distance if that was how far she needed to go to get away from the suspicious glances of the people in the Nengmekian chancery.






  
  Chapter 4


When Nuliyaa reached the top of the stairs to her family’s apartment, three figures stood just outside it. She stifled her sigh. 
Her older sister Cheeyt and her friends Nuttulch and Saknuu turned. “You are home late,” Cheeyt said.
“And you are home when you told Miyt that you would most likely head back out immediately after your job.” Nuliyaa was not ready to hear her sister’s opinions on her day.
Nuttulch and Saknuu looked at Cheeyt as though they expected her to say something more than the curt, “Plans changed,” she gave, but when she didn’t open her mouth again, Nuttulch said, “I smell your miyt’s fish stew!” He then turned big eyes on Cheeyt and she sighed, pushing the door open.
“I ought to charge you two board for how much of my family’s food you’ve eaten over the years,” she said, her voice exasperated and affectionate as it always was with the overgrown boys in men’s bodies.
Inside, Miyt and their younger sister Tseetsaa sat on worn cushions around the stew pot, bowls on their laps. Perhaps Nuttulch and Saknuu’s presence would distract Miyt enough that she wouldn’t ask questions about Nuliyaa’s late arrival.
That hope died when Nuliyaa settled on her cushion with a bowl and Miyt immediately turned to her. “You are home late.”
There was nothing for it. She would not be able to hide her unemployment from Cheeyt, especially not if they would need to rely solely on her income for a time. And at least Cheeyt would sympathize about her job. If she told her about the Malk and the Nengmekian chancery, Cheeyt’s opinion would be closer to the old man on the street’s than Nuliyaa’s.
“Maltangku has officially retired and passed the shop on to Wiispuu,” Nuliyaa said to no one in particular as she contemplated her bowl of stew. “Wiispuu informed me he does not need me to work the shop.”
Cheeyt landed heavily on the bench on the other side of the table. “So you have no work,” she said flatly.
Of course it was her fault. She had expected nothing else from her sister. “You act as though I did this to myself! It isn’t as though I quit!”
Nuttulch sucked on his spoon. “She speaks truth,” he said to Cheeyt. “She didn’t quit.”
There was something there. Cheeyt was eyeing Nuttulch like she wanted to take the spoon and start hitting him with it.
“Nuliyaa is good at her work,” Miyt said, soothing as always. “She will find a new job quickly.”
“Yes,” Nuliyaa said. “Until then, we will need to be careful with our spending. Tseetsaa, no shopping.”
Her younger sister’s head snapped up. “It is hardly my fault you lost your job, either! Why must I suffer?”
“If you have money of your own, you’re welcome to spend that.” Did she think Nuliyaa would just walk out the door in the morning and come home with another job? Maybe if she’d try to find her own work, she’d have some more sense. But, no, her youngest sister always claimed to want a husband and house. Yet none of the men who had courted her had been acceptable.
“I haven’t sold anything in a while.” Tseetsaa’s voice was sulky.
“Until I have a new job, assume I have no money to give you.” Nuliyaa caught Cheeyt’s eye. Her older sister looked as annoyed as she felt.
Tseetsaa’s fingers clenched around her bowl and she looked down.
“That is enough.” Miyt motioned for Nuttulch and Saknuu to help themselves to another serving of the stew. She spoiled them so much. “Snapping at each other won’t help us.” She firmly directed her next words to Nuttulch and Saknuu. “Did the job go well?”
Cheeyt’s friends immediately jumped into a story about one of the company’s cooks losing something in a game. Nuliyaa didn’t pay much attention. The two men were full of stories just like it, and every time they told one, Nuliyaa wondered how her serious sister fit in so well with their juvenile antics.
That story tumbled into another, and then another, while Nuliyaa made her plan for the morning. Perhaps she should approach the silversmiths first. Their work was similar enough to a jewelsmith’s …
She stood, the movement so sudden she startled herself as much as her family. “I’m going to bed early.”
“Yes,” Miyt said after examining her face for a moment, “that seems best.”
Nuliyaa pushed past the woven mat that separated the living area of their apartment from the sleeping area. She sank to the ground under their small window. The anger that had fueled her through the day had evaporated.
Now, she was just sad. A sadness that had wrenched her heart around in her chest and left her dull and aching.
Because now she realized she had never meant as much to Maltangku and Tsus as they had to her.
Not a single coin of the money brought in by her ideas had gone toward an increase of salary. Her increases in pay had exactly followed the required percentages put forth by the Jewelers’ Guild based on her years of experience.
Never an offer to teach Nuliyaa jewelry making. Never an intentional introduction to the others of the trade. Those she knew, she knew only because they had visited Maltangku at the shop.
She had never expected Maltangku to overlook his son in favor of leaving his shop to Nuliyaa. She had never wanted to own the shop—she simply wanted to be left to run it in peace.
Now she had to start over. And in another decade or so, she would probably experience this again.
Because of everything she had built, none of it was hers.
Movement outside the curtain made her dart for her bed, pulling off her outer tunic and sliding under the blanket before Miyt came in. She laid with eyes closed, trying to push her thoughts into some sort of order. She failed. The thoughts circled again and again, like over-excited children who had too much energy to obey the adults.
This would be her life: working in shop after shop, pouring herself into learning the business and the goods and the customers, only to do it again when she was no longer wanted. Silent tears rolled down her cheeks, soaking the bedding beneath her.
Finally, long after Miyt and Tseetsaa had settled down and seemed asleep, Nuliyaa gave up. She wrapped the heavier of her two littiichangs around her shoulders and moved to the curtain. She needed tea, perhaps with some warm milk in it if there was any left. That would ease the headache left by her tears and maybe help her thoughts calm enough to sleep.
Right as she was about to push aside the mat, she heard, “I don’t know, I think this works out nicely for your plans, Cheeyt.” That was Saknuu.
“We all know you’re no good with the customers,” Nuttulch said. “So why not pass it off to someone else, yeah?” He added, a bit of challenge to his voice, “If you’re brave enough to ask, that is.”
Nuliyaa slipped past the mat. “What are you talking about? What has Cheeyt planned?” She moved over to the battered teapot.
Cheeyt rubbed her hands over her face.
The warming stone still gave off heat, so Nuliyaa busied herself with pouring water from the teapot over the leaves left from their evening meal. As her tea steeped, she checked the jug for milk. Yes, there was still a bit left. She moved the teapot off the warming stone and placed the milk jug there instead. Around her, the silence grew more and more uncomfortable.
Nuliyaa didn’t need to say a word. Nuttulch and Saknuu would do the convincing for her. Which, considering the narrow-eyed glare she was getting from Cheeyt, her sister knew exactly what her tactic was.
“You need to tell someone, Cheeyt,” Saknuu said, all teasing gone from his voice. “Especially now.”
Cheeyt sighed and Nuliyaa grinned to herself.
“I think it’s time to start my own company,” she answered. “A small escorting service. Pathfinding and guarding, like I’m doing now, but for myself instead of Supyuunch.”
A barb of bitterness dug into Nuliyaa’s heart. Cheeyt would never have to fear losing her place again. If only she had chosen to go into an apprenticeship herself. No, she had been good at the shopkeeping, and so she had stayed.
“She feels we’re not being given fair cuts,” Nuttulch said in a loud whisper, yanking her back to the conversation.
“You don’t agree?” Nuliyaa thought they’d been underpaid for the last dozen or so jobs they’d returned from, but she hadn’t said anything to Cheeyt because it would have resulted in an argument. Cheeyt was always accusing Nuliyaa of being nosy or interfering in her life.
He shrugged. “Maybe not. Works out well enough for us. But we’re not supporting nobody but ourselves, so it don’t matter to us.”
Tea made and milk added, Nuliyaa returned to her cushion and squinted as she thought and sipped. “You have enough experience for Guild approval,” she mused. “You would need a specialized skillset to attract customers, or they’ll go to Supyuunch and others like him over you.”
“I’m aware,” Cheeyt bit out. Her next words were less testy. “My application is in to the Guild. I need to interview mages.”
“Why do you need to interview a mage?” Nuliyaa asked.
“Having a mage makes pathfinding and guarding easier when you have a small crew,” Cheeyt answered. She suddenly sounded defeated. So odd, considering she normally acted as though the world was full of fools she barely tolerated. “But mages are expensive to hire.”
“The mages’ academies just held their graduation ceremonies,” Nuliyaa said. “Perhaps you could consider a recent graduate? Someone who will expect lower pay now, but who could earn more as your company grows.”
“And where, exactly, do I go to find this mythical person, Nuliyaa?” Cheeyt demanded.
Nuttulch leaned over toward her. “See, this is where she can help you. Because she probably knows.”
Cheeyt glared at her friend. Nuliyaa kept drinking her tea, because she did know.
“Well,” he said, flapping his hand in Nuliyaa’s direction. “Ask her.”
“Nuliyaa, do you know where I can find a mage to hire?” she asked in a dutiful tone.
“Yes. I can take you there in the morning.”
“There’s no need to take me. Just tell me where to go.”
Both of Cheeyt’s fellow guards bounced their gazes between the two women, watching as though a River Festival play was being acted out before them.
“There are three academies to visit. Each has different specialties and processes for requesting employment listings. It will go faster if I accompany you to fill out the forms.”
Cheeyt’s expression sharpened into a glare. “Fine,” she said. “I want to leave at dawn.”
Why did Cheeyt have to make everything so difficult? “The academies won’t take appointments until mid-morning, at least.”
Cheeyt smirked. “I have other errands.”
“Very well.” Nuliyaa’s feet ached, but she ignored them.






  
  Chapter 5


The next morning was cool enough for Nuliyaa to grab her warmer littiichangs before she followed Cheeyt onto the street. “Nuttulch and Saknuu are not joining us?” she asked. 
“No. They both want Miyt to spoil them as she does.” She eyed Nuliyaa. “Why are you so…dressed?”
“The mage academies will pay us more deference if they believe we have means,” Nuliyaa answered. She had even dug into Tseetsaa’s clothing to ensure she wore enough shiny jewelry to convince the administrative offices of their supposed importance. She wore her other shop tunic, a brooch in her littiichangs, and a wrist cuff. She had adorned her hair with a couple of carved wooden pins. Nuliyaa had no doubt her sister would shriek at her when they returned home later.
“I see.” Cheeyt fell to silence as she led the way out of their neighborhood and into the wakening river dock district.
Nuliyaa waved and greeted the people they passed, keeping the admonishments she wanted to give her sister under her tongue. Did Cheeyt not realize these people could potentially send business her way?
“Where are we going first?” she asked after a few minutes of walking.
“The Guild office.”
“You want to start your company soon, then?”
The barest hint of a hesitation. “Yes.”
Oh, her sister was most definitely hiding something.
“Have you given any thought to how you’ll differentiate yourself from the other companies? The Guild will expect you to have some idea of how you will operate.”
“I’m aware,” Cheeyt snapped.
They walked another few minutes in silence before Cheeyt said, “I think I will start with escorting single clients.” Her voice was hesitant, as though she expected Nuliyaa to laugh or argue.
Their relationship had strained the older they’d gotten, but Nuliyaa would not do that to her sister. Even if Cheeyt believed a service mindset extended no further than not voicing her opinions on a customer’s wants.
Cheeyt’s voice firmed as she continued, as though the more she thought about her plans, the more certain of them she was. “Young people going off to schools or apprenticeships, those visiting family, jobs like that.”
“That sounds like a good start.” They would be people of some means looking for security in their travels, but not wealthy or important enough to need a larger company.
Her sister’s manners were lacking, but she did seem to be good at her job. Nuttulch and Saknuu had often commented that Cheeyt had the best sense of direction of their company, and usually was right when she warned them of weather changes or rough roads. Not in a mage talent way. More from being the only one who paid attention and didn’t assume they could get blunder their way through problems.
But what was Cheeyt hiding? Nuliyaa narrowed her eyes. Did Cheeyt need to borrow money from her? That wasn’t likely. Cheeyt would have prepared a full speech on how she planned
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