
		
			[image: toat_A3.jpg]
		

	
		
			
Tools of a Thief 

		

	
		
			D. Hale Rambo

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2021 D. Hale Rambo

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher at the address below.

			 

			ISBN: 978-1-7361281-0-7 (Paperback)

			ISBN: 978-1-7361281-1-4 (eBook)

			Library of Congress Control Number: 2020925933

			Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Names, characters, and places are products of the author’s imagination.

			Fiercewood Press

			407 Alden Way

			Allen, TX 75013 
business@fiercewoodpress.com 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Zizy’s light-booted feet carried her quickly inside the winehouse. She strode up to the wooden bar, stood on the tips of her boots, and ordered a drink, then stared in dismay at the few king coins left in her purse. She was nearly out of money, out of options, and regrettably, almost out of time. She had to get out of this town and fast. If she didn’t, she’d have to face Emba—again. When her drink arrived, she took a large gulp and sighed, rolling her tired shoulders to relax them. Drinking had always helped to calm her nerves. Well, when it wasn’t dulling them at the sloppy, mistaken end of a night. She started breathing normally again halfway through the bitter contents of the glass, choking just a bit as she drank rapidly.

			Looking around the winehouse, Zizy noticed an attractive, chubby Brixan woman staring at her. The woman raised her mug, nodding a greeting. She was drinking alone with a large dusty-brown leather book. Her curly dark hair and deep brown pebble-colored skin were set off by her large green eyes and skewed black-rimmed glasses. She wore a short scarlet dress that Zizy thought was well suited to her. Zizy smiled and turned away quickly, not offering an invitation to talk. Back when she’d first arrived in the city of Shaw, she would’ve taken the time to wink at this woman. To entice her with conversation and perhaps earn herself a kiss or just a drink or two.

			But today she needed to focus. Distractions were everywhere. There were more than a few pleasures to be found in a nation like Shawia, and Zizy had enjoyed getting tangled in them. Most of the time. The Brix were quiet folks for the most part. She found it easy to mix among them when she needed to blend in. As long as she kept her ruby-colored curls over her ears, her brown cloak hood up, and a shy smile pasted on her lips, she was alright. The dark and earthen colored clothes she had purloined from a clothesline helped her blend in with the Brix. They were only a foot or two taller than her, but she could often pass for someone’s errant child if anyone noticed a tugged belt or a loose king coin here or there. The thought made her smirk. She hadn’t been a child, or had their carefree innocence, for some time.

			To see another group so differently shaded had been a shocking but pleasant surprise for Zizy. Being ruby colored, though brighter than the earth-, stone- and sea-toned Brix, meant almost nothing here, covered from head to toe as she often was. She counted herself lucky that the spellwork gate she had made her way through hadn’t been linked to Camdene, a newly militant nation whose worship of the second-age deity, War, had started to cause some concern on the continent as of late. Camdene seemed to have decided their petty infighting days were over and looked outward to the rest of the continent.

			No, being out of place had been middle on her list of concerns. Ending up in the Dragon’s Roost Mountain or under a sea, drowning, had a bit higher preoccupation in her mind when she’d forced her way through the old spellwork gate. Being caught by Emba had been number one.

			She drained her drink and asked for a suggestion on the next, winking at the tender—old habits die hard—before agreeing to it. She sipped, enjoying the fine fruity wine, a better drink than she’d ever come across at home in Zumi. She wondered why wine hadn’t made its way across the mountains to her home, noticed she was procrastinating, and then rolled her shoulders again. She surveyed the room, assessing her next move.

			In the corner, beyond the attractive woman, was a couple dressed in more rugged work clothes, their heads bent down as they talked quietly. At the bar were several older Brixan men, some with long brown beards, big bellies, and clay-colored skin, others with dusty sea-blue skin, their beards the color of seafoam. The men seemed to be enjoying the spirit of the afternoon, having clearly plucked off work early.

			Near the door was a human man, out of place in the winehouse this far south. He was pale cream, tall, and well dressed in fitted traveling clothes. He picked at bits of his food, twirling it on his fork before letting it slip back on his plate. Looking disdainfully around the winehouse, he turned to a simply dressed man, another tall human, though pink skinned—a servant of some sort, Zizy guessed—and mumbled something, jerking his hand in the direction of the curly-haired book reader. The servant gave a polite smile while the stranger laughed, pleased with himself. He noticed Zizy watching and glared at her.

			Zizy schooled her face to show no emotion, practiced in the art of pretending to have none, and turned back to the bar. It seemed to her a new option had presented itself to get the money she needed to leave town. Zizy nodded to the tender, paid, and jumped down to the floor.

			Her legs wobbled beneath her, and she hiccupped, smiling at the men on the stools. Making her way toward the door, she acted as though she was putting change back in her pouch and dropped a few kings, the gold twinkling on the ground. She heard the men get off their stools and pad up behind her.

			An older Brixan man called out, “Here now, miss. You’ve dropped some kings. You’ll be missing those.”

			But Zizy, dagger ready beneath her sleeve, ignored him and continued walking.

			She stumbled forward and bumped into the well-dressed human, cutting his purse in the process. She then swayed toward his servant in a practiced, distracting manner. Zizy gasped, pretending to look contrite, but before she could get out a word, the man bounded up out of his seat, hitting his head on the ceiling. He winced and strode toward her.

			“Drunken idiot,” he yelled. “Watch where you’re going. And get your filthy hands away from me.” He dusted himself off vigorously. The servant, lips tight either from annoyance or hidden mirth, brought out a brush and started swiping at the man’s jacket. The well-dressed human looked at her again, and his face screwed up in confusion. “Are you a child?”

			Zizy, thinking fast, started to cry. She moved away from the humans toward the door. The older Brixan men ran up to her, trying to console her and pressing the gold kings she dropped into her hands. She smiled tearfully at them, thanked them for being so helpful, said she really, really meant it, and then turned and ran out of the winehouse.

			Once outside, she quickly stuffed the kings in a pouch on her hip, along with the heavy purse she had taken from the human. She pulled out darkened glasses and pushed them over her eyes, wincing at the warm sunlight, and walked briskly down the street until she found a dead-end alley. Slipping into it she swiftly pulled out a small embroidered black cloth and muttered, “Make this trick real, keep me concealed.” The blue sigils of her spellwork burned brightly on the cotton square. Zizy felt herself being tugged into the Hylo, the realm of spellwork that surrounds all things mundane. The cotton square faded away as Zizy vanished from sight.

			“Where’d you go?” came a rich voice behind her. “How’d you do that?”

			Zizy turned around, the edges of her vision a fuzzy, shrouded mess when she was in the Hylo, almost too blurry see the brown-skinned curly-haired woman from before standing behind her. Zizy held her breath. How had she not noticed the woman following her? Cursing internally, she took a step back.

			The woman reached up and poked forward perilously close to Zizy’s nose. She almost made contact, and Zizy stumbled backward, unable to hold back a gasp.

			The woman inhaled sharply before laughing. “So you are still here. That’s clever.” She waved her hand in the air again. Zizy took a few hurried steps back toward the end of the alley as the woman reached out again. Turning to and fro she said, “I apologize. I didn’t mean to frighten you. That was rude of me. Please don’t go away. Are you still there?”

			A yell sounded down the street. Expletives loud and loose exited the winehouse as the door flung open with a hard thwack. Looking cautiously at the woman, Zizy began tiptoeing past her. Her light boots and soft footing made no discernable noise.

			“You’re a gnome, aren’t you?” the woman said. “You’ve come a long way over the mountains to pick pockets and drink wine.” Delight rang clear in her deep voice.

			Zizy pursed her lips. How long had this woman been looking at her? Not many people could tell the difference between her pointed ears and their round ones under heavy hair and cloak. She’d have to be more careful in the future.

			“I’ve never met a gnome before,” the woman continued. ”And I suppose I might not be meeting one now, actually. I thought that was clever, what you did back there. Not particularly nice, but very clever.” Zizy kept moving but smirked to herself. “If anyone comes by, I’ll look silly talking to myself in this alley. If you’re still here, I’d like to get to talk to you.”

			The belligerent yelling was coming closer now. Zizy had to hope it was just the humans to sneak her way around. What she wouldn’t give for boots like the ones back home. Sure, there’d be tiny puffs of ruby-colored steam coming from an invisible source, but she’d be so fast she’d be a blur to them.

			“You can find me, or follow me, to the library next door.” The woman motioned to the tall brick building on the other side of the alleyway. “Either way . . .” She cocked her head to the side, her eyes roaming the empty space around her. “I’m Laysa.”

			Zizy watched Laysa’s face for a moment, noticing the soft crinkles at her eyes and her spirited air. She was intrigued by her but wary. No one had sought her out like this before. She continued to creep past Laysa toward the exit of the alley. She could see indistinct shapes hurrying down the street as she got closer.

			“The little brat has to be out here somewhere. She couldn’t have gotten far,” the man said.

			She squinted her eyes to judge the distance between them. If she could dart out now and run the direction he was coming from, he’d be too hurried and mad to hear her. She stretched, preparing to run. Suddenly, the man’s indistinct shape became clearer. More focused. Her vision sharpened completely, and she felt tugged, vulnerable and visible, from the Hylo. Crap.

			Laysa coughed. “If you need some help, I do know a shortcut.”

			Zizy looked up into Laysa’s astonished face and raised an eyebrow. “For how much?” Her luck had gotten pressed rather quickly, and while the woman was interesting and good-looking, Zizy wasn’t entirely sure this wasn’t some sort of trap.

			“Just a few answers to a few questions,” Laysa said.

			“Suspicious,” she replied, backing quickly into the alley. She looked at the woman to see if she had caused her invisibility to drop away, but Zizy saw nothing of spellwork materials on her.

			They heard footsteps pounding toward them. “What do you have to lose?” Laysa said, moving toward a wooden door set into the brickwork of the library.

			“You lead the way,” Zizy said, and slowly put her hand on the dagger handle underneath her cloak.

			Laysa winked and pulled out a key. “In here.”

			Zizy followed her in, and Laysa locked the door quickly behind them. After they heard a clatter of footsteps outside, the handle jiggled, and loud cursing came from the other side. “She must’ve kept on down the street. Hurry, go.” Someone mumbled a reply, and then the footsteps ran away.

			Zizy breathed a sigh of relief and tucked her sunglasses back into her cloak. Inside the small dark room, she could see wooden shelves lining the wall and crates on the floor.

			“This is the delivery area,” Laysa said. “The door is always locked but, luckily, by me.” She lit a candle and held it aloft. “Welcome to the library.”

			They walked out of the small entrance, cluttered with crates and books, into a large wooden tower. Zizy’s mouth opened wide, and her head swiveled up. Impressive. “This is an awful lot of text for one person.”

			Laysa chuckled, her laughter a smooth, warm blanket that Zizy found relaxing. “The library is where we keep most of the things we want to preserve. Its architecture is supposedly reminiscent of the original Libraries, the ones created by the first-age deity, Noble Endurance, that stood before the Shattering. Brix contribute from all over our nation, There’s only one other like it in all of Shawia.” She smiled wide and moved close to Zizy. A delicious heat emanated between them as Zizy noticed the candlelight dancing in the sea of Laysa’s green eyes. Zizy sidestepped away awkwardly. Unphased, Laysa beckoned her forward and walked farther into the room.

			The curved walls went up three floors, higher than it had looked from outside. A spiral staircase ran along the inner wall. Light came in through inset glass. Swirls and patterns of vines and leaves were burned into different levels of the ceiling, making a sort of ringed decoration until they reached the peak at the top. Zizy had passed this building with no cares before, and she found she couldn’t reconcile the outside moments with this quiet one inside. Zizy shifted uncomfortably. “Thanks for helping me out back there. You didn’t need to do that.” She swallowed. “So, you said you had questions?”

			Laysa nodded and shrugged. “I always have questions. Here, sit please.” She motioned to a plush pink velvet armchair.

			The fuss outside, long past them, made the silence feel deeper to Zizy. She felt Laysa’s scrutiny and tried to relax her shoulders. She sat in the soft chair. Once she was firmly planted, her worries abruptly faded away, and she felt loose and light. She yawned. All that running must have caught up to her.

			“Why were you stealing?” Laysa said, sitting across from Zizy in a less ornate chair. She crossed her ankles and relaxed back.

			Zizy waved her hand, shooing away the question. She put on a practiced air of politeness. “Stealing is a particularly harsh word. I simply needed the funds more than he did, and I helped him help me. I didn’t take more than I needed or more than he could part with.”

			Laysa cocked her head, giving Zizy an appraising look.

			“Besides,” Zizy continued, “he was acting like a jerk and needed to be taken down a notch.” Don’t know why I feel the need to explain myself.

			“Why do you need funds?”

			“To travel.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“North.”

			“North?”

			Zizy nodded. Capping the questions would’ve been smart. Laysa’s eyes lit up with each answer. Zizy decided to end this conversation quickly and be on her way. “Why are you so interested?”

			“I’ve never met a gnome. Or a thief.”

			Zizy raised her eyebrows and made to get up. “I—”

			“I’m not trying to offend you,” Laysa said hurriedly. “Sometimes I’m too blunt for my own good. But I meant I’ve never met anyone like you before. And then you disappeared! I’ve never seen magic like that. I’m just curious as to how you got the Divine Consul to answer you so quickly.”

			Zizy shrugged with an indifferent air. “Just regular ol’ Orison magic,” she lied. She knew better than to discuss spellwork with someone who wouldn’t understand. It wasn’t forbidden in these parts, as far as she could see, but relatively unknown. And what was unknown could be scary to people of ignorance.

			Laysa pursed her lips and looked directly at Zizy, who looked back at her nonchalantly, trying not to smile. She suspected Laysa was anything but ignorant, which made her distracting.

			“You spend all your time here?” Zizy motioned to the room, changing the subject. She picked at the chair threads, but they were stubbornly resistant to her nails. She glanced around. There wasn’t a layer of dust on anything. Things were stacked and sorted neatly on their shelves. It reminded her in a way of research rooms. Less workspace and less clutter though. How could anyone get anything done in a place like this? If any gnome worth their tools had space like this in or above the Vault, the connected underground caverns all gnome cities had started in, you could be sure it would’ve been filled with, well, everything.

			Laysa nodded. “As much as I can. I’ve been working here for over a year or so now. The Librarian lets me live above, and I manage the ins and outs. In the meantime, I read. If you want, I can show you around. Maybe take a tour of the upstairs?” she said smoothly with a lowered voice and the beginning of a grin.

			There was that heat again. Zizy groaned internally. She would’ve liked to continue their rapid-fire discussion. Maybe even get around to doing more than talking. But she’d already dawdled enough here. She made appreciative noises and rose from the chair. “Well, I should be getting on—”

			“Wait. Can you teach me?” Laysa interrupted.

			“Teach you?” said Zizy, confused. She began moving toward the large ornate door she presumed was the main entrance.

			“The magic you did back in the alley?”

			Zizy turned and looked at her carefully. Did Orisons teach here in Shawia? That didn’t make a lot of sense. No one could really teach something granted by the Divine Consul. Could they? She couldn’t remember what little she had learned over the last months out here. “I don’t know if I have a lot of time to teach,” she said slowly. “I won’t be in town much longer.”

			“Oh.”

			Laysa’s disappointed face made Zizy feel warm. With some reluctance, she heard herself saying, “But I’ll still be here tomorrow. I can come round, and maybe you can pelt me with more questions.” She chuckled, unsure of why she was saying any of this. Spending time with her when Zizy had other places to be wasn’t the best idea. She looked up at Laysa’s brown dimpled cheeks and clever eyes. But it wasn’t the worst either.

			“Fantastic. You won’t regret this. I’ll clear out space. And breakfast! I’ll make you breakfast.”

			“You had me at breakfast,” Zizy said. “I’ll be off then. Tomorrow morning?”

			“Tomorrow morning.” Laysa stuck out her hand, and Zizy shook it. Her fingers were callused but soft in Zizy’s smaller palm. Laysa opened the door and peeked across into the sunlit street. “It seems clear. See you tomor—oh! What’s your name?”

			“Zizy.”

			Laysa smiled, and Zizy matched it unexpectedly. “Till tomorrow, Zizy.”

			The door closed, and Zizy sighed. Another day couldn’t hurt. She had made progress, and that had to count for something. She pulled out her shades and placed them over her eyes. Whistling a merry tune, she set off toward the inn she had been staying at in this town. She barely noticed the clanking hoot of a small owl up above, shadowed by the setting sun.

			Zizy knew she was in trouble before she rounded the corner. She always said she had a seventh sense about these things, and typically she was right. Her pointy gnome ears felt warm, and her heart quickened. From the corner of her eye, she spotted the wavy ruby-colored hair of Emba. When she was younger and thought she could get away with such things, Zizy would have ducked and ran in the opposite direction, hoping Emba would change her mind and forget about her.

			Instead, Zizy continued on, turning the corner and leaning into her act of nonchalance. She kept whistling as if she had all the time in the world and tucked a stray lock back behind her ear. She strode past the much, much older gnome woman as if she didn’t realize she was there and didn’t fear her. A tremble escaped in her whistle. That was enough.

			Emba crooked out a finger to Zizy, who stopped abruptly, her arms stuck to her sides, her feet frozen in place. With a swift spin of her finger, Emba twirled Zizy around and moved her into an overcrowded apothecary cart nearby. A young Brixan man inside the cart looked up, startled.

			“You may go,” Emba said, in a commanding yet soft voice.

			The man bowed his head slightly toward her and darted out of the cart, carefully avoiding looking at Zizy again.

			Zizy, unable to move her mouth from her whistle position, walked into the cart and sat down. Emba dismissed the spell with a wave of her hand, and Zizy’s limbs relaxed. Her face unpuckered, she tried to mask her emotions quickly.

			“And what do you think you’ve been up to?” Emba asked in dulcet tones. Her eyes flared with orange bursts of light. The oldest member in Zizy’s family, Emba had held on to her looks fairly well. Though wrinkled and slightly stooped, her eyes were lively and her mind just as quick. What kept her alive past the age of almost all other gnomes, Zizy didn’t know. But she had often wondered what her world would be like when Emba finally croaked.

			Zizy sat back and fiddled with the closure of her cloak casually. “Just prepping to leave Shaw.”

			“Just prepping to leave?” Emba repeated. “Just. Prepping. To. Leave.” She moved slowly about the cart with each word, her rich green robe brushing past bottles and vials. Zizy spotted the gleam of Emba’s mech owl perched on a shelf across from her. She could hear its gears clicking and its mechwork twirling inside. Its beady little eyes bored into hers as she stared at it. Damn nuisance.

			“You’ve already been here four days by my accounts. How much more preparation do you need to do? Is wandering around town instrumental to it? Seeing the sights of the wondrous Shaw?” She leaned in, her perfume-scented breath catching in Zizy’s face. “Making friends?” The large gray crystal attached to the silver chain about her throat glowed lightly.

			Zizy tried to resist the urge to shrink back but did so anyway. Cursing her involuntary nature, she wrestled with her emotions. She was normally better at this. She put on an unconcerned air. “I’m getting coin to keep going. It costs a bit to travel out here. They’re pretty mundane and backward in this place.”

			Emba stared at her and then sat down on the plush cushions across from Zizy. A small mechanical mouse on the table moved closer to Emba. Its metal mouth held a small flower bud of a brilliant aquamarine color, which it dropped it in Emba’s wrinkled hand, and then it chittered at her, its squeak sounding oily and clicky as the gears ground out its words.

			Zizy never understood what Emba’s mechs said, but she knew a nark when she saw one.

			“I see,” Emba said to the mouse, and stroked it lovingly. “Your time is ticking, dear Zizy. I don’t forget debts, and you owe me a large one. I want that Sandtimer.”

			Zizy nodded, her training coming back to her slowly as her nerves died down. “Of course, Aunt. I know I have a job to do.”

			Emba smiled and clasped Zizy’s chin in her cold, wrinkled rose-colored hand. She turned her niece’s face, inspecting it. “You’re filthy from this place. Next time have a bath before you come see me.” She dropped her hand and picked up the flower. “I think you need to be reminded about your duties to our family. Too much freedom can be harmful to one’s focus.” She crooked her finger to the mouse and whispered to it, “Stay by her side.” She put the mouse down, and it scurried over to Zizy.

			Zizy picked up the mouse and placed it in her bag. Great. Just what I want: pet snitch.

			“They”—Emba motioned to the owl—“will continue to send me reports, and if I don’t see any”—she plucked petals from the flower—“faster movement, then we’ll just have to go back to Hadu immediately. Do we have an understanding?”

			Not Hadu. Emba had too much clout in that city. Between the Academy of Casters training she presided over and the alchemical business she ran, Emba was powerful. It would mean everything Zizy had done and given up to get out of there would be for naught.

			Emba drew a small sigil, a triangular symbol pointed up, on the table directly around the petals. The gray crystal hanging from her necklace glowed very faintly. The sigil lit a deep pink, and with a flicker, the petals were licked by small tiny flames from the symbol surrounding them. One by one they burned to soft gray ash. Emba sighed, satisfied, and scooped them into a vial, which she then corked and placed on a shelf. Her ingredients. She looked up at Zizy then, waiting, and Zizy nodded quickly.

			“I expect more from family. Don’t trifle with me, Zizy,” Emba commanded, and waved her toward the opening of the tented cart. Zizy bolted from the cart, the little mechanical mouse vibrating in her cloak pocket. Not stopping to catch her breath outside, she walked on, getting lost in her haste. It didn’t matter. She always felt lost anyways.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Early the next day, Zizy made her way through the busy lanes. Though she had been in Shaw almost a week, she hadn’t quite gotten the hang of how to get around. The streets were busy, and the flow of life in Shaw moved at an orderly pace. Perhaps, without thinking too hard on the matter, it was that lack of chaos that confused Zizy. Everyone looked like they knew exactly where they were going. No dawdling, no staring off into space, no standing in the street just to pass the time with a bit of a chat. The Brix had somewhere to be, something to do, at all times it seemed.

			It was quite unlike Zumi, her home city, in every way. Whether above the Vault or in it, there was always something going on. Below the land, Zumi was home to a vast array of domed stone residences, shops, workshops, inventor arenas, laboratories, and ironsmiths. The roads were not brick, like in Shaw, but stone, smooth and glittery with tiny sparkles of crystals earlier gnomes had mined out of the caverns when migrating north.

			Above the Vault, the Twin Forest trees were three times the size of a gnome and thick as thieves together. Old, broken remnants of the cities that once commanded the Twin Forest were scattered about, along with what was left of their original inhabitants after the war and the Shattering. Human and Arenai. Worshippers of first-age deities Protector and Preserver, known informally as the Twins. The very few who still resided there, clustered near Zumi up above, had made peace with the gnomes in the Vault, trading meat and other provisions with them. As such the gnomes had allowed them access to Zumi. The Arenai and humans often came down, and some even preferred to stay in the Vault. One bustling, chaotic community.

			Zizy was taught growing up that expanding the Vault had been a request of the gnomes creator, the Trickster. The gnomes had built three glorious cities over the course of the last hundred or so years. Arovein, their original city, Zumi to the southwest along the coast, and Hadu on the northwest coast. All built in the tunnels and caverns of the Vault with small trading settlements above ground. But everything else after that had been gnome ingenuity. The waterworks pipeline, the spellwork-powered carts, the mechwork creatures—all made life grand for them. Enabled them to focus on their particular pursuits and research without worry for the busy motions of just living life.

			She missed the clanking of metal as someone walked down the street testing out some new contraption. She missed her favorite tavern. Discussing over mugs of brewbeer what new idea a friend had thought up and watching—or sometimes being—the one who had agreed to be a tester. She missed being in charge of her daily life. Zizy let the pang of homesickness for Zumi and her old life wash over her.

			What the minds of her people could come up with would be mesmerizing to a Brix. Simply astonishing. Or frightening, if they were ignorant sticks in the mud. She had encountered many like that since she entered their lands, those who saw her and understood she wasn’t like them. Some had been polite and ignored it when interacting with her. But others, scared beyond sense, had been more harmful and even attacked her unprovoked. So she’d tried to pass straight through, not standing out, with only mild altercations like yesterday’s.

			But then there was Laysa. Something about this Brix was different, intriguing, and though Zizy had thought, as she drank in the inn the evening before, that the best way to avoid Emba’s bad side was just to do as she said, the spark of defiance she felt every time she saw Emba had reared its head. Her mind returned to Laysa off and on all night. The way she didn’t hesitate to ask and answer. The volley of words she seemed happy to spill. Zizy sensed she could talk for ages, and Zizy wasn’t unhappy, she mused, at the prospect of talking to her again. Around in circles Zizy went, drink after drink, until she just decided to do what she was best at: ignore all reasonable suggestions and do what she wanted anyway.

			Zizy ducked behind a cart and looked toward the skies for the damn owl. If she hid from it now, it would hopefully take some time to search for her and, when it couldn’t find her, take additional time to report back to Emba her last known whereabouts. She winked at the mech mouse in her pocket before stuffing it out of sight. Just enough time to say goodbye.

			Using spellwork and another sigil-ready handkerchief for invisibility, she made her way through the streets, keeping to the small nooks and dark corners of the city as best she could without bumping into people. She quickened her pace, always keeping a watchful eye for a red-tented cart in the vicinity and followed a group of Brix heading in a somewhat familiar direction to the library. More and more people filed into the street, abandoning their shops and errands. She had to move quickly out of the way as they charged to fill the space they didn’t realize she was occupying. She looked around to find the signal they all must be receiving and noticed a cloud of smoke in the short distance.

			Burning quick and bright was the brick-wrapped building of the library. Smoke poured out of the upper-story windows and the open door. A small crowd had already gathered, and a line of people with buckets was slopping water on the next building, but the line of water buckets was moving slower than the line of empty buckets, and the fire was leaping from the library to the building next door.

			Scanning the crowd from a distance, Zizy couldn’t figure out which curly brown head might be the right one. At times like this, she hated that she never learned how to set a duration for her invisibility or drop it on command. She had never gotten the hang of using a focus crystal, an extremely rare item that enhanced spellwork, for her magic. With her rotten luck, the invisibility would probably last an hour. She stood still and strained to clear the Hylo, but her vision was still fuzzy. She moved through the crowd, lightly glancing at faces, clothes, postures, trying not to unnerve anyone with her unseeable body. A small group in brown hooded robes stood motionless with hands clasped in a semicircle near the building. Zizy could just make out the slight nodding of one as they seem to be speaking, but she couldn’t hear what was said, and she had to keep searching.

			When she found Laysa toward the front of the crowd, Zizy lightly touched her elbow and asked, “Hey, are you okay?”

			Laysa startled and looked down at where the sound came from, dabbing at her red-rimmed eyes and wet face with a magenta handkerchief. She nodded and clutched a bundle of what looked like bedding tighter to her chest. A rather large silver ten-sided pendant hung from her neck, and her dress was dirty with soot. She took a deep breath and said in a shaky voice, “I don’t know what happened. I’m always so careful.”

			“Here, drink some water.” Zizy handed her a canteen, which appeared as if from nowhere as soon as Laysa took it. “You might be in shock.”

			A crackle of thunder sounded above them as a downpour of heavy rain began to fall. That seems too lucky, Zizy thought with a frown. She looked around, expecting people to flee for covering, but was confounded when she saw no one moved. All around her, people were quiet. It was another invisible signal the crowd understood but was lost on her.

			She realized the crowd was focused not on the building but on the small group of hand-clasped people before it and, miraculously, the library entwined in a lavender-stained billowing cloud. Water was coming from all angles of the cloud inside the building, toward the crowd, up, down, and sideways. Like a cub submerging the building. Smoke still seeped from the window, but it was wispy and lighter now. Her vision cleared, and she looked down to see her clothes and brown boots. Finally.

			Lightly, reverently, words whispered through the crowd: “Thank you, Farmer. Thank you.”

			Laysa repeated this quiet praise, and then turned to Zizy and murmured, “It could’ve been worse. Without the Order of Stone, it could’ve been a lot worse. A benefit of living near the trade way, I guess.”

			“What happened?” Zizy said softly.

			“I don’t know. I—”

			“What happened, Laysa?” said an angry voice from her other side. “What did you do?”

			Laysa turned and Zizy saw a woman with Laysa’s height and a grass-green complexion bearing down on them. In one hand was a burnt scroll, and the other was balled into a fist by her side.

			“In the restricted section again?” the woman accused. “I told you if you went through those books, I’d have you kicked out. You no-talent—”

			“No!” Laysa interrupted. Zizy balled her fists and started to move forward, but Laysa blocked her. “No, I wasn’t. I was just waking up when I smelled the smoke. It was already up the stairs and it was all I could do to grab some things and make my way out. I—”

			“You imbecile! The library was in flames, and you grabbed your things. What about the sacred texts? What about the irreplaceable books? Have you any notion—”

			“Let us all calm down.” Another voice, lighter and accented, broke through.

			Zizy couldn’t help staring at the tall older person who’d come up silently beside them. A Celestial. His skin was almost translucent with gold swirls covering his uncloaked forearms, neck, and face. His wings were folded against his back, but she could see the rhythmic movement of the molten liquid flowing and swirling over them. They said a Celestial’s wings, while gold in color, were not made of gold like kings, but a unique substance that felt like flesh more than anything. Those who dared to touch one. A real Celestial. In this sheltered little nation.

			“Laysa would never leave a lamp unattended, a flame to flicker, or do anything to damage the library,” he said with a wave of his hands, snuffing out the accusation. “It is her home.” His voice and the way he spoke was new to Zizy, and she had to interpret the luxurious rhythm of the words as they melded into each other.

			He placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “I know you are troubled, but do not take it out on her. The library will be rebuilt.” He peered at the woman with gentle eyes from under his bushy white eyebrows and spoke with assured calmness. “This is why there is more than one.” Then he turned to Laysa. “Let us recover what we can now that the Order has done what they could.” Without a backward glance, the woman moved toward the library, and the Celestial followed, calling back to Laysa, “Your friend may help.”

			“You obviously don’t have to, of course,” Laysa told Zizy, slinging her pack over her shoulder and wiping her eyes. “I don’t want to delay you leaving.”

			Zizy felt a surprising need to reassure Laysa and took a step forward. “I’m happy to help.”

			Laysa nodded, dazed, and led the way into the mess. Water squished beneath their shoes as they entered the ruin of the library. Dark scorches marked what remained of the wooden walls. It smelled of smoke and burnt paper, and they both coughed in the caustic air.

			They set to work picking up items and sorting them into piles. A small pile of damaged but fixable. A large pile of ruined but replaceable. And, Zizy noticed with some feeling for Laysa, a pile of ruined and irreplaceable. She had been very quiet during the round up.

			Zizy worked slowly behind Laysa, going where she pointed and digging through the rubble. She wasn’t sure if Laysa wanted her around or not but was frustrated to find how much she cared one way or the other. “When you mentioned the librarian the other day,” Zizy said, breaking the silence, “I didn’t expect to see a Celestial. I’ve only seen one other myself. I thought they all were in seclusion together.”

			“He’s quite wonderful. He’s taken care of this place for a very long time. According to him, the position of Librarian was only granted to Celestials before the Shattering. They were made for it. It amazes me that he would watch over this one, it not being an original and everything.” Laysa smiled sheepishly at her river of words. “Either way he knows the value of a good read, which is more than I can say for a lot of people. There’s no point in having a pile of books to keep protected if you don’t know what they say and what they can do.” She looked sadly at the wreckage at her feet and sighed deeply.

			“What sort of books?” Zizy asked.

			“All sorts of things really. Texts on the mating behavior in livestock, journals of the first followers of the Farmer, records on agriculture and vintner practices and . . . ” She paused glancing around the room and whispered, “And restricted texts.”

			“So, secret books,” Zizy said. Of course they would hold some things back. “There are books here on things other Brix don’t know about, right?”

			Laysa nodded. “Of course. A few high-ranking Brix can select restricted texts and read them in the confinement of the library.”

			“But is that fair to the other people? How do they gain knowledge?” Zizy said sharply.

			“If someone asks, I’m sure they wouldn’t be turned 
away from most of the books in here,” Laysa said con­fidently.

			“But how would they know that if someone didn’t tell them they could ask? And if they wouldn’t be turned away, why not share them openly?” Zizy said, her shoulders tense as she leaned in to Laysa.

			Laysa’s brow wrinkled. “I guess they wouldn’t know. It’s what the Holy Speaker thinks is best though. She’s Shawia’s divine leader.”

			“Powerful people always think ignorance is for the best,” Zizy muttered, then cringed inwardly. Wasn’t Laysa’s fault. Shouldn’t take it out on her. She rolled her shoulders leaning away from Laysa and said nonchalantly, “I just meant, it’s good that you take chances to learn. Not everyone gets the opportunity, so . . . I’m glad you do something about it.” She smiled again, trying to smooth over her abrupt interrogation of Laysa and put her at ease. Way to be awkward, Z.

			Breaking her reverie, Zizy saw heads turn and reverently stare as the Librarian reentered the room.

			“Most of our collection is gone,” he said. “It may take years to rebuild. And we’ll need to visit the other cities to get donations from the temples. Some materials simply cannot be replaced, and others have copies that need to be retrieved from the Holy Speaker’s library in Olafstrey.”

			Zizy started at the mention of Olafstrey. She glanced at Laysa, who was frowning now, her face a mask of thought.

			“You know,” Zizy whispered to Laysa, “I’m going to Olafstrey.”

			Laysa looked at her quizzically. “I thought you said you were going north.”

			“It is north.”

			“Well, more northeast really. Why are you going there?”

			“Picking up something,” Zizy said quickly, keeping the subject focused and away from her job. “But you could come with me and gather things for the library. We could travel together. You know, keep each other company.”

			Zizy watched Laysa’s face. She tried to think of something, anything, to encourage her to come with. Traveling was lonesome. And dangerous. Why go alone if she didn’t have to? The mech mouse sprang to mind, and she thought of Emba. She would just tell her aunt it was less costly this way. Zizy opened her mouth to offer up another idea when Laysa stood up and said, “I’ll do it.”

			The aggravated lady from earlier snorted. “You? This wouldn’t be happening if it weren’t for you.”

			“I didn’t set the library on fire,” Laysa said evenly, “but I want to help rebuild it. This is my home too. I’ll go to Olafstrey. I can also stop in the larger cities along the way and send things back here.”

			The Librarian put up his hand to stop the aggravated lady from replying. “Do you feel strongly about this, Laysa?” he asked.

			Laysa nodded, and Zizy smiled triumphantly.

			“Very well. Laysa will travel to Olafstrey while we rebuild the library.” He looked around as if waiting for anyone to voice their thoughts. When no one did, he announced, “Let us move forward.” He nodded his head once, and everyone nodded back to him and rose, gathering their things.

			Laysa’s eyes shined, and she turned to Zizy. “And you can teach me spellwork properly on the road. I’ll have more time to learn it.”

			Zizy was taken aback. She had completely forgotten about Laysa’s request to be taught. Had she called it spellwork? She didn’t remember letting that slip. She’d have to figure out a plan later. For now, like always, she’d bask in the glow of getting what she wanted. Future Zizy could deal with the whole teaching mess.

			Laysa’s eyebrows knit together. “I haven’t traveled in some time. Are you sure you want me coming along? I can pull my own weight.” She clapped her hands together. “I can bake! A by-product of being a baker’s daughter.”

			“Of course.” Zizy swatted the air as if the notion were a fly. “We’ll make great companions, I’m sure of it.” Zizy winked and picked up her bag. “But first I have to pick up some things from the inn, and we’ll need to make a plan. Grab what you need. Take your time. I’ll be outside whenever you’re ready.” She squeezed Laysa’s hand and walked out of the library and into the dimming sunlight of the street.

			Looking from building to building, face to face as people made their way home for the evening, she noticed a two-toned metal owl watching her from across the street. She immediately recognized it as Emba’s mechwork. How long had it been there? Zizy moved closer to the building next door, the beady glass eyes following her. She moved back to the door of the library and the wafting smell of burnt paper, and a horrible realization hit her.

			Crap. To the Veil and back, she cursed Emba. Why would she do such a horrible thing? She knew, with a swift pang in her chest: Emba had burned down the library as a warning to her. Telling her that she would not brook any more running away from her job. Zizy’s heart twisted in guilt, stacking like heaving stones on her chest. This had been her fault. Laysa’s trouble, all those books, lost. She always seemed to cause someone else to suffer when she disobeyed Emba.

			But there was a flicker of warmth. A tiny glow she didn’t want to acknowledge; she got to spend more time with Laysa now. To travel with her instead of alone.

			“Ready?” Laysa’s voice floated down next to her, and Zizy looked up. The warmth grew.

			She put on a smile she hoped was brave and honest. “Always,” she replied, and led the way. She forced a laugh. “Do you think it’s too late for breakfast?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Zizy had been surprised when a handful of well-armed Brix with their bags and belongings had joined their caravan heading out of town. Laysa told her that a good number of Brix were enticed by the offer of coastal land in Kerryan, a majority Arenai and human nation who mainly worshipped the second-age deity, Lawbringer. The Brix helped them with their less thriving crops and fought with them against Camdene at the shared river that bordered both nations. The Lawbringer was thought to imbue their chosen Orisons with wisdom, strategy, and skill for battle. They vowed that their deity was the better of the two fighters.

			Zizy didn’t know whose deity could kick the other one’s ass, and she didn’t really care, but she was worried about the fighting coming to Zumi. She knew that some gnomes from the academies in Hadu already supplied spellwork mechs to Camdene. She didn’t know what kind specifically, but they could be dangerous in the wrong hands. Even in the right hands, she thought—there were always unintended accidents with inventing. Anything the gnomes created would definitely do what it was designed to do. But it would also likely do ten other unrelated things no one really understood.

			For six days, Zizy and Laysa had ridden an ice caravan that had made its way from south Halles, near the frost-ridden Wild Woods, and picked them up in Shaw, taking the trade road north. They passed farms large and small with fields of wheat and corn. Laysa pointed out the vineyards to Zizy, and it was unlike anything she had ever seen before. On one stop, Laysa made Zizy get out to visit the silkworm farm they were staying near for the night. Zizy couldn’t believe that the Brix had hand in the creation of so much.

			Curling up in between the large wooden crates packed with sawdust and large blocks of ice, Zizy felt safely hidden from the world. Emba, her job, the fire—it had all melted away in Laysa’s presence. They were together continuously, and Zizy enjoyed every minute of it. They ate together, looked after each other, and debated over almost everything. They discussed the merits of Brix and gnomes, the differences in their people and cultures. At last there was someone who Zizy could ask questions of without arousing suspicion. It helped, that Laysa had no inhibitions about asking questions herself. Zizy kept the conversation general, not getting into too many details about her family. It was more than enough just to talk about life as she knew it in Zumi. Or had known it.

			It delighted Laysa to learn that gnomes, often for fun, played pranks on each other. Laughing, Zizy recounted the time she and an old flame had volunteered for a creator’s duel, where people tried to create things on the fly and beat their opponent in its usefulness and inventiveness. They set up each station and then replaced all the tools in each bag with snakes. When the duel started and the creators reached into their tool bags, all they had were live, angry snakes.

			“But it was fine,” Zizy said. “An old teacher of mine ended up winning regardless. Tied a couple of snakes together and made a snake launcher with the tool pouch. If gnomes could be poisoned it might’ve turned out a lot worse, I suppose.”

			“Gnomes can’t be poisoned?” Laysa asked.

			“Not really. And believe me, there have been experiments,” said Zizy.

			Laysa laughed and asked for more stories, and Zizy supplied them heartily. It had been some time since Zizy had been around a woman she liked and had the opportunity to indulge that attraction. She didn’t know how she could care about someone so fast, but Laysa utterly charmed her. Zizy admired her stubbornness and noticed Laysa had the inability to accept some truths without debate. So Zizy poked her, often, taking joy in how passionately riled up Laysa would get.

			“That’s just not how that works!” Zizy said, laughing as she and Laysa took their bedrolls and backpacks off the caravan cart and started to walk toward the tree line. It had been storming hard the past few days, so the ground had been soft, wet with mud, and cold. They all had had to make do in the carts bundled up together. Now with no rain in sight, Zizy wanted to make the most of it and camp in the trees tonight.

			“Well, that’s exactly how I’ve read it. If you put your finger over this hole and then your thumb on this hole and blow”—Laysa gave a short demonstration, holding the bedroll awkwardly under her arms—“you’ll hit a C perfectly.”

			“That’s not a C. That’s an F. As the Loving Artist is my witness, Laysa, I grew up with music constantly surrounding me. It’s in my bones.” Zizy wiggled her fingers. “That’s just not how you play the flute.”

			“Then you show me, since you’re so musically inclined.” Laysa unpacked her small wooden flute and handed it to Zizy. “You play something.”

			Zizy cocked her head and shrugged. She dropped her bedroll, put the flute to her mouth, and played a low-pitched note. She moved on to a second note and then a third. She closed her eyes and entered into a rhythm that conjured up a menagerie of images in her mind. Her mom tinkering in her shop, bent over her work, red curls tied up. Her brothers hiding contraptions around the house, just to watch their sisters’ step in them and get strung up by the foot or blasted by a harmless color bomb. Her friends clinking mugs together in their favorite tavern.

			The rustle of other people around them stopped as she played. She felt all the bluster she’d kept up fall away from her. The song was not as lively as what she had been planning to play, and with the feelings of longing for her home swelling in her chest, her eyes pricked with emotion as the notes reached a crescendo.

			The melody died as the last note floated along with the wind toward the south. Zizy sighed and opened her eyes. Laysa, no longer stubborn faced but openly weeping, started clapping, and Zizy rolled her eyes. More applause came from behind them, and she whirled around to see almost all of the caravan clapping their hands and thanking her. The only one not moving was a bald, light-brown-skinned Brixan man. He nodded to her in acknowledgment, and she could see his eyes were wet with tears. Her face grew hot. She gave a quick nod, turned away from her audience, and held the flute out to Laysa.

			Laysa shook her head. “I think you should keep it. That was . . . beautiful. I’d like to hear more one day.”

			“But I can’t, Laysa . . . It’s—”

			“No, please. The music reminds me of my father. It’s good in your hands.”

			Zizy blushed and then stammered, “Th-thank you.” She swallowed. “So, we should set up camp before it gets dark, yes?”

			Zizy looked at the trees and picked one on the edge of the campsite. She deftly loaded her rolled bedding on her back and climbed the tree. Laysa did the same.

			“You’re not as clumsy as the first day!” Zizy called down to her.

			Looking up, Laysa slipped and caught herself on a lower branch, grunting.

			Zizy laughed. “And almost a little more graceful.”

			Once up within the branches, they spread their bedrolls into the thick trees.

			“So,” Laysa began while rummaging through her backpack, “I’ve been thinking that, since we’ve been on the road a bit and we’re clearly not hating each other, we should move on to the next step.”

			Zizy’s eyes glanced casually side to side. She wet her lips and moved closer to Laysa. I mean, sure, we’re attracted to each other, Zizy thought, but they were in a tree. On the side of the road. Above a dozen people. Has it really been so long since I’ve been with a woman that I’m looking for reasons not to?

			Oblivious, Laysa continued, “You can teach me how to go invisible. Or at least the basics of spellwork, right?” She pulled a small forest-green leather-bound journal and quill pen from her bag. She looked at Zizy with rapt attention.

			“Oh. Oh.” Zizy drawled and then pressed her lips together. “Oh, well.” She coughed and looked around. She liked being in the tree, the sun being mostly hidden from her eyes. She lay on her back and stared at the sky through the small holes in the canopy, feeling Laysa’s waiting gaze on her face. “How do you know what spellwork is anyway? I’m pretty positive I never said the word to you.”

			“I’ve been researching different accounts of non-divine magic ever since I took the job at the library. I may have gone into the restricted section after you left—I mean, it wasn’t my first time, but I didn’t know exactly what I was looking for before . . . ” She trailed off. “I didn’t think it would be my last time.”

			“So, you were researching spellwork already?

			“I have read accounts—in adventure stories, mind you—of magic unconnected from the Divine Consul. It seemed far-fetched, and I didn’t have any real evidence of it. That is, until I saw you.”

			Zizy sat up abruptly. “Are you just using me for information?”

			Laysa leaned forward. “No. Not at all. I mean, I had questions at first, but . . . you intrigue me. Talking to you started as research, but . . . ” She backed away. “I like you.”

			Zizy looked at her in the waning light, piercing like staves through the canopied leaves. She wanted to believe her. So she did.

			“You know,” Zizy said, “there’s so much that could be done with spellwork here. I don’t understand how a whole nation of people don’t know about it. Why is it in the restricted section?” She wanted to make her smile again, and if talking about spellwork was the key, so be it.

			“The Farmer created us and granted those original Brix divine magic. All deities, pre or post-Shattering, sit on the Divine Consul. Our entire ruling structure is made to answer the Farmer’s calls and above them, Noble Endurance. The Holy Speaker is the one who is directly linked to the Farmer and then of course there are individual Orisons and organizations centered around it all. With our faith, what else would we need?” She sighed then, exasperated, and Zizy got the sense that it was a question she was used to asking. Laysa carried on, “I’ve never met anyone who’s spoken of other types of magic, and from what I read, it has to be learned. Who here would teach it?”

			Zizy conceded with a nod. “We have masters and academies in the east.”

			“What sort of things can you use spellwork for?” Laysa asked in a low voice.

			“Well, really, almost anything you can think of if you have the knowledge and learned skill set. My dad learned to create metal mechanisms that kind of work on their own with steam and transmuted liquid ingredients from spellwork. He used to make them for us when we were kids and showed us how to turn them on and off by stroking the sigils on them and reciting the incantation.”

			“Sigils?” murmured Laysa, scratching Zizy’s words into her journal.

			“Sigils. Hmm. How to explain? There are these formulas. Recipes of sorts. They help to transfer some of the essence of the Hylo into a mark that’s called a sigil. But you have to learn the formula in order to use it. And you have to be able to create a formula in order to learn them. It’s . . . complex. But not everything is, of course. Creating water, creating small lights, stitching some cloth back together, day-to-day stuff is fairly easy if you have the materials to provide the spellwork. Most everyone in the Vault knows the basics.” Most everyone, she thought, cringing inside.

			“That’s amazing,” Laysa said, mouth agape and eyes sparkling. “Will you teach me? Please?”

			Zizy looked at Laysa’s face and clasped hands. “I could try some of the basic stuff.”

			Laysa threw her arms around Zizy and hugged tight. Taken aback, Zizy froze for a second and then wrapped her arms around Laysa.

			When Zizy pulled back, she reached into her backpack, looking for supplies, as Laysa moved to make space. Zizy carefully moved her body, blocking Laysa’s view of her pack in case she saw Emba’s mechwork mouse—that she really didn’t want to answer questions about.

			Zizy took a deep breath and gathered her water flask. Of all the times she wanted to succeed at minor spellwork, this was definitely near the top.

			“Okay, this”—she outlined in the air—“is the sigil for water. All sigils are based in some sort of language different than the trade language but there’s quite a bit of deviation I’ve been told.”

			“The sigils are based in the runic version of the old Kairasian language. There were no books on it in the library but the language was often mentioned in stories,” Laysa mumbled. “You know I like to read adventure stories,” she said sheepishly. She had been reading to Zizy most nights, and Zizy loved to hear her voice in the darkness as she fell asleep.

			Zizy shook her head to close off the memory and focused. “Well, then you’re further ahead than most! Okay, so using the sigil for water, you attach it to something, like this flask, and when you say the incantation, the flask disappears and you have water. There has to be a material component to help determine the specific effect and it becomes consumed by the spell. There’s a way to make it not consumed, but that sorta stuff is . . . ” She searched for a word that wouldn’t show her lack of knowledge. “Very advanced,” she finished. Great job Zizy, you sound real smart, she thought sarcastically.

			Zizy etched the sigil into the metal with her dagger. “Then you have to concentrate and reach out for the Hylo. That’s the important bit that connects the sigil, with your intent, to complete the spellwork. It’s sort of a fuzzy feeling, the Hylo. It’s intangible but right there. It’s a part of all, like a thin layer of dust on top of everything, humming with power and energy.” Zizy handed the flask to Laysa and put her hands on Laysa’s shoulders. “Close your eyes and reach out for the fuzzy.”

			Laysa looked slightly confused but closed her eyes. Her face scrunched up, and she recited the incantation, murmuring under her breath. She tensed up underneath Zizy’s hands, and Zizy closed her eyes as well, willing the spellwork to be successful. A loud cricket chirped below them, breaking the tense moment of silence.

			Opening her eyes, Zizy said, “It’s. . . sometimes difficult if you’ve never done it before. And I’ve never taught anyone else, so . . . ”

			“How difficult?” said Laysa, studying the flask.

			“Well, a few months to a year for the basics,” Zizy started, aiming for a hopeful voice. “It only took me four years to learn how to turn myself invisible.”

			Laysa sputtered, “But you told me you can’t even turn it off when you want to!”

			“Yeah, once I got the hang of making it happen, I kinda just stopped learning there. My father learned it from a passing outsider and only took him a year or so.”

			“Oh,” Laysa growled. “I knew it was too good to be true.” She dropped the flask back into Zizy’s lap and sighed, flopping back onto her bedroll and looking up into the canopy. “It’s not as if I would be good at it anyways.”

			Zizy thrust her feelings of uselessness away. “You’re smarter than me. I’m just a bad teacher. I’m sure it won’t take you any time at all once we’ve found someone who can teach you properly. And we can practice every night and then when you get materials we can practice with those too. You’ll be able to do it in no time, I’m sure.” She looked at Laysa’s face, her dimpled brown cheeks, and tilted her head, her curiosity getting the better of her. “If you’re so interested in magic how come you aren’t an Orison? Wouldn’t that be the easiest way around here? Nonrestricted, non-secret, full power?”

			Laysa plucked at the leaves. “They won’t answer me.”

			Hesitating, Zizy almost reached out her hand to Laysa but drew it back. What was she supposed to say? Sorry, the most powerful beings won’t speak to you? Instead she asked, “How often does that happen?”

			“A lot, of course,” Laysa replied. “Everyday normal people don’t have a direct holy link to the Divine Consul. They clearly pick and choose who they grant their gifts to. Who are we to question them?” She said this as if she had repeated it a million times before. “But my mother is an Orison, and my grandmother, and my great-grandfather, and so it’s pretty embarrassing that Laysa, daughter of the illustrious Baya would be, at the end of the day, just a girl who’s really good at baking cakes.” She sat up. “I used to be a baker. Did I tell you that already? Took over from my father when he passed away. I’ve been creating cakes and bread and pies for most of my life.” Her shoulders sagged. “I wanted to create something new. Be someone who was more than just the job she fell into.”

			Zizy chewed the inside of her lip and nodded, overcome with the mirror she felt she was looking into. It didn’t matter how old you got—sometimes you just wanted to go your own way.

			“I still have faith in Noble Endurance and the Farmer though,” Laysa continued.

			“Even when they don’t answer your . . . requests?”

			“Of course,” Laysa said firmly. “But if I can learn to cast spellwork, then I can be illustrious on my own. And I won’t be beholden to anyone’s approval.”

			Zizy had so many questions but didn’t want to get upset Laysa further, so she changed the subject. “How about another rendition of the scoundrel nay, the most heroic rascal of our time, Ronin?” She drawled her name out, putting on a voice she felt may be amusing. It was light and punchy. Laysa’s favorite stories to read aloud were of a swashbuckling Arenai woman who seemed to solve situations with dramatic flair and gallant heroics.

			Laysa’s quick laugh as she dug in her backpack for her books was a satisfying reward. “I wish I could find more stories about her. This one is growing thin, and the tradesman it came from says he got it in Kerryan so maybe after we’re done with Olafstrey I can find another.”

			Zizy smothered a smile. After we’re done. “I wager you could. I’m sure there’s lots of fancy, dusty books about Ronin the rogue and her adventures out there.”

			“Yeah, too bad she isn’t real. I would love to meet her,” Laysa sighed wistfully.

			“Yeah.” Zizy stared into the night sky and thought of heroic deeds as Laysa began to read. She doubted any of the things she’d done would be worth being written down. Certainly nothing heroic. She couldn’t compete with a story. Not with the mess her life was in.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			A few days later, the caravan encountered a small hiccup. The trade way was blocked by a huge ancient tree that had met its death in the storm. The carts, donkeys, and people wouldn’t be able to continue that way without help. They would have to travel back to the closest village. The leader anticipated it would take three weeks or so unless they could find an Orison to do the job.

			“Three weeks?” Zizy heard a disappointed voice say. Zizy looked at the Brix talking in earnest with the caravan leader and remembered him as the man who had teared up at her song. He was taller than most of the other Brix, she noted. His gray skin looked exactly like rough stone, now that Zizy was closer to him. A c-shaped weapon hung at his side, sheathed, and a slingshot sat on the other side.

			“Yeah, afraid so,” said the caravan leader. “Of course, you can go ahead on foot, but you’ll have to go into the forest quite a bit to get over the debris. Best we not take any chances with the bulls and the carts.”

			Zizy turned to Laysa. “It doesn’t look as if we’ll be moving out anytime soon. Now I’m not in any particular hurry”—she waved her hand, moving the concern along lest it look like she was in a hurry—“but I hate going backwards. What say we go around?”

			“We can’t just go wandering off by ourselves,” Laysa said, eyeing the forest. “There’s safety in numbers.”

			“It’ll be fine. We have weapons,” Zizy said, waving her dagger in the air.

			“A pointy stick and one dagger do not make weapons.”

			“Okay, weapon, in the singular sense.”

			Laysa laughed and Zizy smiled to herself. It felt really good to make her laugh.

			“I could travel with you if you want,” came a distinct deep voice behind them. “I agree it’s safer with more people.” Zizy spun around to see the bald, stone skinned Brixan man behind them. He smiled wide at them and stuck out his hand to Zizy. “The name’s Pace.”

			Zizy narrowed her eyes. “Is that a real weapon?” she said, ignoring the hand. She knew she was being rude, but she needed time to think. She didn’t want to add anything to their journey that would change it for the worse.

			“Yes,” he said, patting the sheath almost protectively. “It’s a sickle.”

			“Do you know how to use it?” Zizy asked.

			He hesitated for the briefest second and lowered his hand. “I know which end to hold and which end draws a cut.” He squinted a little, taking a deeper look at her.

			Zizy motioned her head toward Laysa. “One moment.” She moved to the side, and Laysa followed, glancing back at him.

			“He could be useful,” Laysa said cheerfully. “Look at him. He has a weapon. He has armor. He could help us if there’s any trouble.” Laysa leaned toward Zizy. “It’s better than wandering out by ourselves.”

			“That’s armor?” Zizy glanced again at the young man. Over his brown pants and green shirt, he wore thin padded stripes of green, black, and blue. It looked as if someone had laid a blanket on top of him and cut a hole out for his head.

			“I think we could use any hands available, Zizy. It’s not safe to travel alone off the trade way.” Laysa put her hand on Zizy’s shoulder. “What if we just stick with him until we get back to the road?” She turned to Pace. “I’m Laysa of the Tall Wheat. Where are you from?”

			“Solid Hand.”

			“Womodeck?” Laysa said with familiarity in her voice. Pace nodded. Zizy’s scowl deepened. Laysa turned back to Zizy. “Womodeck’s a village south of Shaw, and they have the best harvest and most skilled farmers in Shawia. They are persistent. Even in conversation.” She smiled knowingly at Zizy, who threw up her hands. She didn’t want to be out here all day.

			“Fine. If Laysa thinks you’re valuable, you can stay,” said Zizy. “But you’re in front.”

			He nodded his head toward her and walked a wide berth around them toward the trees. Zizy grabbed their backpack from the carts and pulled out her dagger as Laysa followed.

			They traveled quietly then, as best they could, through the brush. Laysa trod slowly behind the group, her stick raised. Zizy looked back at her from time to time, grinning and giving her a wave. The muddy ground squished as they walked. After a while, Zizy began to relax. Pace slowed his walk and fell back to just within arm’s reach of her.

			“How far do you think we have to go to get around the debris?” she asked.

			“Best bet is to keep going another hour more and then cut back at an angle to make it quicker,” Pace said. “I took time to climb up as far as I could on the fallen tree before talking with the caravan leader about it. The trade way’s a tangled mess. It’ll be best if we just bypass all of it but stay as close as we can to the road.”

			Zizy nodded and started to say something but could only grunt and scream as the earth softened and then opened beneath her. She tumbled down through a gaping hole. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Laysa and Pace falling with her. They landed with a hard thud on broken wood, mud, and dirt. Wet debris rained down after them.

			Zizy’s arm spiked with pain where she fell on it. “What in the blasted Veil just happened?” She screwed up her face, trying not to cry, as she looked around, her eyes adjusting to the dim light that shone through the large hole above her.

			She could just make out the shape of Laysa and quickly got up, trudging through the mud to Laysa’s prone form. Pace stood up and started to pull Laysa away from the hole above with Zizy’s help as bits of earth continued to break away and crumble down toward them. They moved farther into the underground area, out of the way of falling debris.

			“Shit. Laysa, Laysa, are you hurt?” Zizy touched Laysa’s face and gently nudged her.

			Laysa’s eyes opened, and she groaned. Sitting up, she winced as she put her weight on her wrist. “I’m okay. What happened?” She patted the ground around her, blinking repeatedly.

			Zizy noticed that her glasses were missing. “I don’t know. We sorta just fell through the earth. One minute it was mud and the next it was nothing.”

			Pace helped her and Laysa to their feet. Zizy cradled her arm and moved closer to the hole to look around for Laysa’s glasses.

			“Between the storm and our weight,” Zizy said, thinking out loud, “maybe it just couldn’t hold up anymore. I don’t know. Question is, how do we get out of here?” She found the wooden glasses in the muck—frames broken but lenses intact—shook them as clean as she could, handing the pieces to Laysa. “Sorry,” she said sympathetically. She would fix them later out of sight of Pace.

			Laysa gave her a quick smile and took them. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault.”

			Zizy looked around at the small room they were in, its walls boarded with wood planks, its corners framed with rotting wood. An arched doorway led to a tunnel on one wall. Odd that this would be here. Why would there be underground tunnels, underground rooms near the trade way? Near the Brix of all people?

			Zizy pointed toward the archway. “I don’t know if that’s a way out, but it’s clearly a way somewhere. Looks like it goes down a ways and then turns right.”

			Pace raised an eyebrow. “You can see that far?”

			Zizy shrugged. She realized that her hood had slipped off during the fall through the ground, and she pushed it back up over her hair and ears. She placed her pack back on her shoulders. Wonder if the snitch got crushed.

			“Here, let me light a torch so we can see,” Laysa said, digging into her pack. She pulled out a wooden stick wrapped in yellowed cloth, doused it in a sour liquid that smelled of rotted desert limes, and lit it.

			In the dim torchlight, they saw the passage was framed by rotting wood like the room. The frames were cracked and crumbling with age. This barren and dusty room must’ve sat empty for ages.

			“I’ll lead,” Pace said, holding out his hand for the torch, starting on through the archway.

			“This passage is tall,” Laysa said looking around and touching the cold stone walls. “Much taller than us. It must’ve been made with humans or Arenai in mind.

			“But why out here? They’ve never lived in Shawia,” Pace said, and brushed aside a cobweb.

			“Well, not now,” Laysa shrugged. “But they did. Humans and Arenai, from what I’ve read, lived all over this continent. Well, before it was a continent . . . ” She trailed off.

			“And . . . ” Zizy prodded, teasing. “I know there’s more.”

			Laysa blushed in the aura of the torchlight. “Well, I’m not sure how much you know about the history of Shawia. So, okay, before the Shattering, Shawia was all wilderness save for a small town far south of where we are now. Shawia as we know it started north of that town. But in the Shattering, that town was destroyed. Some think the immense magic energy that shattered the world gave life to the ice. And from there the ice destroyed all the southern cities.”

			Zizy glanced over at Pace, whose attention was focused on Laysa, his mouth set in a hard line. He noticed her looking and turned his face forward again.

			They continued following the stone tunnel, the light bouncing off the walls until they met a fork in the passage. Zizy could see thick dust on the floor in both directions.

			“Which one should we choose?” Laysa said hesitantly.

			“Let’s go right,” said Zizy.

			“Why right?” Pace said.

			“Right is always . . . well, right,” Zizy answered, shrugging, and motioned forward. She didn’t want to talk in front of him about the Vault. This reminded her so much of the vast underground cavern.

			Pace snorted, but he continued down the right passageway nonetheless.

			Their footsteps echoed softly, and the light filled every shadow with its caress. She hoped it wasn’t scary to Laysa, this underground tunnel. She looked at her and was relieved for some reason to see Laysa peering curiously ahead, touching the stone, and being herself. Zizy fervently hoped they wouldn’t reach a dead end and have to walk all the way back.

			Her stomach growled, and she slowed down. “I’m so hungry. Can we stop for a moment?”

			“I don’t think we should stop and have a meal,” Pace said. “We really need to get out of here.”

			“Why?” Laysa asked. “Nothing is going on here, and we could be at this for days.”

			“Days?” shouted Pace in disbelief.

			“I mean”—Laysa glanced at Zizy—“from the stories I’ve read, most of these tunnel systems are complex, as they were used for living underground and traveling to various places below as well as up top. If we knew what direction we were going, that would be helpful.” Laysa rubbed her hands against her dress to get the dirt from the walls off.

			A scratching, clacking sound echoed through the passageway.

			“We’re going back,” Pace whispered. He lowered the torch and began to back up.

			“What? What do you mean?” Laysa said. “We haven’t reached an end.”

			“Keep your voice down,” Pace said. “Did you not hear that?”

			“I thought it was Zizy’s stomach again,” she whispered.

			The scratching sound came again but closer.

			Zizy frowned. “That definitely wasn’t me.” As the scratching noise grew closer, Zizy saw a large amber scorpion in the dark distance, its back crusted with orange-brown crystals jutting from it. It emerged from the darkness, running straight for them. “Okay, I’m with Pace on this one. Run!” She turned and ran, reaching out to grab Laysa’s hand and tugging her along.

			“No argument there,” Pace said and he followed behind them.

			They ran up the tunnel, stumbling on loose rocks, and into the left passageway. Zizy could see the passageway narrow and pushed Laysa ahead of her. She glanced back and saw that the scorpion had found a friend. Great.

			“What are those?” Laysa asked breathlessly. “Amber scorpions,” Zizy wheezed. Usually not particularly terrible, small but annoying. But these looked like behemoths compared to the ones they trapped back home.

			They kept running as the scorpions pursued them. Zizy could see where there had once been other passages off of this one, but they had collapsed, blocked by rotting wood and fallen stone. What if they hit another dead end? They’d have to find a way to kill the beasts or be stabbed to death.

			Not paying attention, Zizy tripped, and a scorpion scrabbled toward her on the ceiling. Before she could scream in surprise, Pace bent over her, and the scorpion stabbed out with its stinger, plunging it into Pace’s back. Pace grimaced in pain, grabbed Zizy, and pulled her onto her feet, brandishing the torch above them to scare the scorpion off. A third beast joined them in the chase, but they seemed wary of Pace’s fire.

			“It opens up ahead,” Laysa yelled back.

			As they sprinted out of the tunnel into a large cavern, Zizy could see tall stone walls in the distance that jutted up from the cavern floors. They looked too straight to be natural and reminded her of the walls surrounding the cities in the Vault. She searched frantically for a way in, her mind clouded by the skittering behind her.

			Zizy spotted a tall wooden gate with rusted iron bands around it and shouted, “On the right! I’ll try and get the gate opened.” She ran as fast as she could. A large triangular symbol pointing up was burned into its wooden facade. She gripped the cold iron ring handle and pulled as hard as she could, but it didn’t budge an inch, and pain in her arm reminded her of her earlier fall. She looked around frantically to see if it was locked and noticed the gate was swollen and sagging in places. She tugged on it again to no avail.

			Turning around, she saw Laysa and Pace right behind her, the scorpions on the ground striking and clawing at their feet. In the open cavern, the scorpions spread out a little as one scurried closer to Pace, its white stinger swinging toward him and stabbing out. He dodged out of the way clumsily and scrambled back. He pulled out his sickle, his fingers grasping the handle nervously and started swinging. The scorpion scurried back and moved forward again, now flanked with the others to surround Pace, intent on taking at least one of their prey down.

			“I can’t get it open,” Zizy yelled.

			“Let me help,” Laysa said. Together they tugged on the door. They heard scraping and felt the gate give way. Zizy turned to see Pace stumbling as he backed up, whacking at the scorpions with his sickle. A stinger lashed out at him, and he sliced it with his blade, cutting into it. Brown-gold liquid dripped on the sickle from the scorpion’s flesh.

			“We got it!” Zizy shouted.

			Pace ran toward them, a claw grazing his leg. He pushed himself into the opening between the wooden boards, widening it. The women ran in after him, and together they all closed the gate.

			They heard a thud and then another against the door and the crack of the wood being splintered. “That’s not going to hold long. Run!” Zizy said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Who else builds a city underground? Zizy wondered. They wandered, quickly but cautiously, through the abandoned streets of what was, by all appearances, a town of some sort. It was all wrong to Zizy’s eyes. The stone buildings, square instead of domed like at home, had crumbled. In whatever could make stone crumble. Age, quakes, or something worse.

			They passed by building after building, most of them square and rectangular and still standing. Others broken to bits and pieces. A gargantuan round brazier stood in the distance, dark and unlit. Zizy motioned to it, and Laysa’s eyes grew wide taking it in. Stopping for a moment Zizy looked over at Pace and asked, “How does your back feel?”

			Pace turned around, revealing a jagged tear in his armor, thick white cotton fluff peeking through. He lifted it and his shirt to reveal his gray stone skin, unblemished. “Takes a bit more force than that to pierce through my armor. Let’s just keep away from them.”

			Zizy nodded. “Amber scorpions have a nasty habit of turning things into crystal. Useful for experiments but terrible for their prey. Wish the crystals were actually amber though. Looks like your sickle took a hit.”

			Glancing at his weapon they saw that small brown crystals formed where the scorpion venom had pooled on to it. Pace reached out to it, seemingly thought better of it, and held it away from his side. He cocked his head for a second. “I don’t hear anything right now. We should get to a higher viewpoint instead of circling around this place forever.”

			“It won’t take them that long to break down the door if they want us, and who knows how long they’ve been down here,” said Zizy, troubled.

			“Yeah, there could be anything down here,” said Laysa, moving to inspect an open window. “There are pieces of iron furniture in here. Some of it is rusted, but most is intact!”

			Zizy smiled at her and shook her head. “You sound excited while Pace and I sound worried. I’m not sure if that worries me more or not,” she teased.

			Laysa laughed and poked her, as they kept walking.

			“Do you think you can climb a building?” Pace said to Zizy. “I think you see better in the dark. Maybe see if there’s a way out.”

			 “I can give it a try,” Zizy said lightly, and they walked to the nearest intact stone building. The stones were shaped and settled on each other like bricks.

			Zizy dug into the wall finding handholds and footholds. She winced as pain shot through her arm and she stumbled. The stone crumbled beneath her hands and she started slipping but grabbed onto the building again, moaning into the pain. She made her way up and to the top gingerly. Once there, she stepped onto the roof tentatively to make sure the stone could handle her weight and wasn’t damaged like the other buildings. Feeling safe, she clambered up. She cradled her arm, peering out into the darkness. 

			The gate appeared to be holding, and she sighed with relief. She realized the city wasn’t as big as she had thought. More like a small village. The brazier, it’s round metal body looming over the buildings, was even more magnificent from this height. She noticed a large stone building close to the wall, a tall unmoving figure beside it, and a large archway farther along from them.

			“Ahoy,” she whisper-yelled, crouching down, “I spy an opening and some sort of tall figure beside it. It’s not moving, but it could be anything.”

			She climbed back down slowly, feeling her job done.

			Pace gestured to the building. “Thanks for taking a look around. We should probably head that way then.” Zizy nodded, surprised. Who put him in charge? She wasn’t sure if it rankled her or not. She followed slowly after him along with Laysa toward the direction she had pointed.

			The building sunk into the floor and wall of the cavern as if it was naturally part of it. From the open doorway and numerous arched window openings, they could see inside, where it was very large and drafty. Laysa gently walked in, and Zizy followed silently. There were tables made of heavy gray stone placed throughout the room. Laysa made her way over to the back of the chamber and stepped into an immense hearth, her form tiny in comparison, to look up the funnel that ran up the wall and through the ceiling of the building.

			Zizy grinned. “It’s a forge. Or was a forge. Bit large for gnomes though.” She moved out of the room toward the tall figure they had seen before. “Who do you think this is?”

			The figure, a statue, towered over her, impressively tall. Its features were confusing. It had none of the ear types Zizy had come to expect in Arenai or humans. Nor wings like the Cors. Nothing she could relate to one species or another. Its overall appearance reminded her of flickering hearth fire that had been captured in the midst of a light breeze, its hair, ears, and vaguely people-like features all flames and wisps arching toward the sky. It looked to be made of solid iron and was extremely old, judging by the caked dust. Zizy stopped, excited, when she noticed two emerald gems that hung above the statue’s head.

			“How are those just hanging in the air like that?” Pace said, putting his torch closer. The gems twinkled as the light cascaded on them.

			“I don’t know. There must be something holding them aloft,” Laysa said, peering up at the statue. She got closer and rubbed her eyes. Without her glasses, she looked vulnerable. Laysa glanced around, then wandered behind the statue and exclaimed excitedly, “There’s some sort of plaque here, but it’s pretty messed up. It has a marker and some wording in the older version of the trade language. I’m not sure what it means exactly. I hadn’t learned it all yet before we left the library. There’s a divine symbol here, so it must’ve been for someone who worshipped that deity. Maybe some sort of blessing. Although, it’s not a new symbol. This looks very simple and outdated.”

			Zizy looked at Pace, bemused, and said, “She tends to go on like this if she finds something fascinating. I’d give her a minute.”

			Laysa continued, “Yes, see. It’s got the one symbol only. No others, which is rare now.”

			“Well, rare or not, it would be sad to leave those jewels all alone down here. Just a travesty really,” Zizy said. She wiped her hands on her pants and started to climb the statue.

			Pace grabbed her shirt.

			“Hey!” She shook him off and glared at him, still holding on to the statue. Her arm ached painfully, but the gems made the pain worth it.

			He backed away. “I just think, before we go defiling someone’s monument, we take a moment. And then don’t.”

			“They’re not going to miss it,” Zizy said.

			Pace sighed and shook his head. He walked away toward the stairs as she continued shimmying and climbing her way up the statue.

			Once at the top, she sat on the statue’s shoulders and wrapped her arms around its head for leverage. She looked at the gems as they hung in the air. These could be worth hundreds of king coins. Easily enough money to get Laysa and me to anywhere. Maybe even across the sea to the northern continent, Tovo. She’d like to see Emba try to chase her that far. With two quick tugs, Zizy pulled the gems out of the air. She felt some minor resistance but leaned into the statue to pull them free.

			“See, easy as rotating a corkscrew on a mech weasel,” she said, emboldened.

			“On a what now?” Pace said, confused.

			Zizy felt the statue’s head turn to stare at her before she saw it. She sat looking into the blank eyes of the dusty black iron face. It frowned at her, and Zizy yelped. She scrambled to get off its shoulders, but its arm rose, picked her up, and held her dangling from its hand. Her backpack dropped to the ground, and she heard Laysa gasp.

			“A little help here, guys,” Zizy yelled, and flailed in the air trying to pull herself free of the statue’s grip.

			“Hang on, Zizy!” said Laysa, her voice high and distressed.

			“I told you to not touch it,” Pace said.

			“Could you give your told-you-so later and help me?” Zizy said.

			This statue was unlike anything she had ever seen. What was it running on? She saw no mechanical parts she could disconnect or take apart to stop it.

			Pace shouted, “Statue, if you could set her down, that would be very gallant of you. She didn’t mean to disturb you. She seems to be very hardheaded.”

			The statue ignored Pace and started to walk with Zizy away from the opening. Laysa ran up beside Pace, fumbling with her glasses.

			“Maybe give it back the gems?” Pace shouted.

			“They’re my gems now,” Zizy replied. “Why does it need them to sit in this dusty place?”

			 “It makes sense, Zizy. If you give them back, maybe it will stop,” Laysa said.

			“Alright, alright.” Zizy looked down at the statue, walking gracefully. She didn’t even feel jostled. She searched for a place to put the gems and settled for the statue’s iron robe collar. She placed them in carefully and then winced, ready to feel the stone ground greet her quickly.

			The statue walked on.

			“Well, that did nothing.” She grabbed the gems back before they fell out. “Now what?”

			“You try to slow him down,” Laysa said to Pace. “I’ll see if I can figure out how to make it stop.”

			She went back to the building as Pace ran around and stood in the statue’s path. The statue just walked around him, intent on its destination. Zizy looked ahead to see where the statue was so single-mindedly taking her and saw the gate in the distance.

			“Okay! This is bad! If it chucks me out, then those scorpions are definitely going to get in.” Zizy started to panic and kicked her feet at the statue. The statue shook her in its hand to get her to stop. She felt a small twinge of regret. Maybe Emba had a tiny point after all. I really shouldn’t touch things.

			Taking a second to think, she wriggled herself out of her shirt, and then hung for a moment before dropping to the ground and rolling. She got up and darted around the statue back toward Pace.

			Pace’s eyes grew wide as he saw Zizy half-naked, and he hurriedly closed them.

			“No time for modesty, Pace. Run!” She wished she had a teensy bit of time to enjoy his embarrassment.

			They ran as fast as they could back to Laysa with the statue gallivanting after them. As it got closer, it reached out and slapped down at Zizy. It almost caught her, but she moved out of the way just in time. It smacked at her again, this time catching her in the back, and she fell flat onto the ground. The statue bent to grab her, but Pace drew his sickle and rushed in between them.

			As he hit the statue, his sickle clanged loudly against the iron and then broke showering amber-looking crystals on the ground. The statue remained undamaged and threw a punch at Pace, knocking him in the stomach. Pace doubled over, groaning. “I really didn’t think the first thing I’d be fighting was a statue.”

			Zizy scrambled onto her feet and glanced around frantically between Pace and where Laysa was. If she was quick, she could make it to Laysa. They could go up the stairs and hopefully, exit. She just had to be quicker than Pace. But if—

			A shadow towered over her, and before she could react, it whacked her in the back. She stumbled and fell. Zizy hoped Laysa would run if this didn’t end well for her.

			The statue grabbed Zizy, its iron hands wrapping around her neck, and pulled her up. Groaning in pain, she dropped the gems and scrabbled at the hand around her neck, trying to pry its fingers free. “Okay, okay, okay,” she babbled. She heard the thump of Pace’s fist against the statue and him muttering curses, but the statue didn’t seem to take notice. It was getting hard to breathe.

			“Say you’re sorry!” she heard Laysa say. She had reappeared outside the building and was looking at Zizy, broken glasses perched precariously on her flushed face. “Say you’re sorry, Zizy, and accept punishment.”

			Zizy wheezed and licked her lips. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry I took the gems. They weren’t mine and . . . and . . . I’m sorry!” She squeezed her eyes shut and grimaced. She didn’t feel the statue dropping her, just the steady rhythm of it walking toward the gate. She continued trying to push and pull herself out of its grasp.

			“You have to accept some sort of punishment,” Laysa shouted. “It’s the only way it’ll let you stay in the village. It has to count for something, Zizy. I know you can do it.”

			Zizy thought hopelessly about what could be more punishment than this. She opened her eyes and looked at Laysa’s pleading face. She wiggled around until she could access her coin pouch and dropped it on the ground. The statute stopped and jostled her a bit. She rolled her eyes and reached into her pocket for her stash of sigil-covered handkerchiefs. She thrust them at the statue. “Here,” she choked out. “Take ’em. It’s all I’ve got left.”

			The statue paused. It looked down, its sculpted face inches away from hers, and raised its eyebrow. Its cold, hard fingers plucked the handkerchiefs from her hand delicately. Staring at her, it balled the handkerchiefs into its fist, and she heard a grinding as if it were shattering glass. When it opened its hand, she saw a yellow gemstone where the handkerchiefs had been. What a power.

			Bringing the stone up to its head, it gave it a little toss. The stone began floating around the top of the statue’s head, and it lowered Zizy to the ground. The statue released her, and she backed away from it quickly, rubbing her neck. Picking up the gems and coins Zizy had dropped, the statue turned and walked off past Pace and Laysa, ignoring them as it returned to its home.

			Zizy breathed in deeply as Laysa and Pace rushed over to her. Laysa wrapped her arms around her and helped her up. Zizy wiped her face and grabbed her shirt from Pace, who held it out to her. Putting it on, she mumbled a thank you and looked away from him. Her face felt hot, and she stared off toward the retreating statue.

			Pace began walking away. “Let’s get out of here.”

			Zizy took Laysa’s hand as they followed, and said, “How did you know how to stop it?”

			“I figured out it was a statue of the Wild, not for the Wild. The plaque, a bit destroyed, was an ode to them. These were their lands once, you know. Full of their elemental creatures. They must’ve loved the ones who lived here. Made this place for them. That’s when I realized it wasn’t a blessing—it was a creed: Temptation can be friend or foe / Rebellion nurture or nature, / but the Wild one’s rules, you must follow / or take Punishment for your failure,” she recited. “I figured if giving the gems back didn’t work then you had to do something else.” Laysa grinned.

			“I’m glad you’re so uniquely you, Laysa,” said Zizy squeezing Laysa’s hand. “I was worried about you. Hoped you were hiding.”

			“How could I hide while you and Pace were in danger?” Laysa said, her eyebrows knitting together in confusion. “There’s a lot of amazing things out there, Zizy. We just have to stay in one piece long enough to enjoy them.”

			Zizy held Laysa’s hand tight. Staying in one piece seemed like a solid goal.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			“There’s stairs in the opening,” Pace called back. He climbed, not looking back toward them.

			The stairs weren’t steep, but there were many. They climbed them as quickly as they could, muscles aching. Zizy’s stomach rumbled again, but she ignored it.

			At the top of the stairs, they came upon some rusted tracks and a broken wheeled cart. The tunnel began to open up wide here, and they could see wooden frames, sturdier than the ones below, in intervals down the passage. Zizy could see a faint light in the distance and pointed it out to the group.

			“I bet you this was an old mining tunnel,” Pace said. “Why it’s connected to the village down there, I don’t know, but the air is fresher here.” He sniffed. “At last.”

			They walked quickly on and came toward a wide opening. Seeing trees under a burnt-orange sky, they made their way outside and into the fresh air.

			Pace stared at the sky. “The sun will set in an hour or so. We needed to find shelter and a place to rest. A safe place to rest.” He glanced down back at the cave entrance, then opened his backpack and pulled out a yellowed roll of paper and a flat wooden disk. Its surface was marked with points and numbers, and a small spindle stood in the middle. He glanced at the sun again and then held the disk up to the light.

			He sat down on a log and unfurled the yellow paper to reveal a rough map of Shawia. He pointed to a dot off the side of a long line that ran through it. “We were around here with the caravan. My sun compass says that we’re farther east than we were this morning. If we keep walking north, we should meet back up with the trade way, which is hopefully over there.” He motioned. “We’ll hit Swimwey along the way. We could stop there to figure things out. Probably no more than three days or so walking. If we’re still on the right path. It’s hard to tell in the middle of a forest.” He marked where he supposed them to be on the map.

			“Good grief.” Zizy threw up her hands and sat down hard on the ground. Three more days? They were supposed to have reached the next stop that afternoon with the caravan. Damn fallen tree. Her head itched. She was sure, somewhere, Emba was getting impatient.

			Laysa sat next to her. “Zizy, what’s the matter?”

			“I just . . .” She sighed, rolling her shoulders to relax. Can’t really tell them everything now, can I? “I was just looking forward to getting to a bath soon, ya know? Just . . . wanted to keep this show on the road.” She cleared her throat and said loudly, “But, you know, setbacks that aren’t our fault are just . . . not our fault.” Her eyes scanned the trees for anyone that might be listening.

			Laysa and Pace raised their eyebrows. Pace looked around, too, and said slowly, “The faster we can get you to a town probably the better. Maybe stop by an apothecary or healer and have someone look at you. That fall hurt me, I know it, and the statue must’ve hurt you.”

			“No need.” Zizy bounced up and wiped off her hands, ignoring the pain in her arm. “I’m fit as a lute. Apothecary unneeded.” And unwanted. “Let’s go.” She started to walk down the road.

			“It’s the other way, Z,” Laysa said.

			Zizy nodded and turned around, and the others followed suit.

			“Where are you traveling to?” Laysa asked Pace.

			“Kerryan. To find my sister, Anya. She joined up with the slingers up north last year.”

			“That’s a long ways off from here. I’ve heard about our people joining with the people of Kerryan, but I’ve never met anyone who has.”

			“As a Speaker for Womodeck, I couldn’t leave when they put out the call, but Anya could. We used to do everything together, but once I took on the job . . . ” He trailed off.

			Laysa stopped walking and turned to Pace, eyes surveying him. “You’re a Speaker? But you can’t be more than . . . ”

			He rubbed his head. “Yes, I know. Speakers are usually old and grizzled and, if I’m being honest, just waiting for their time to end. I enjoy the responsibility of representing my town in front of the Holy Speaker. I may be the youngest in history, but I’ve still got half my life left. I plan on doing what needs to be done with it.”

			“I didn’t even know Speakers left their cities.”

			“They don’t,” Pace said, but didn’t offer anything more on the subject.

			A short silence followed. “What about your family?” Laysa asked Zizy. “You haven’t said much about them. Ever.”

			“Oh, well . . . there’s not a lot to say there, is there?” Zizy hedged and kept walking. This is what happened when new people joined you. You had to go through all the introductions again.

			“But there could be something to say,” Laysa said, prodding the conversation along.

			“Nope. Nope, can’t think of much. Typical family.”

			“I see. Just you, your parents, siblings . . . ”

			“That’s the way of it.” Zizy shrugged and smiled, trying to be charming.

			“Zizy, we have literally spent almost every moment with each other since we met. We have talked about lots of things and at the same time nothing. We have yet to discuss your family.”

			Zizy sighed. “There’s just not much to say. I left home fairly young. They stayed behind.” She glanced at Pace and then back at Laysa, trying to make it clear she didn’t want to talk about it. “Maybe later. Okay?”

			Laysa softened and uncrossed her arms, then wrapped them around Zizy’s shoulders. She nodded, and they walked on.

			The next day they continued toward Swimwey. Zizy had spent the night up a tree, but Laysa had stayed on the ground to keep Pace company. Zizy knew she shouldn’t be disgruntled. He’d fought to save her, more than once. And he barely knew her. She didn’t want to like him. Didn’t want any pains he felt from trying to fight the statue to be her fault. But things always, without a doubt, seemed to be her fault.

			Surrounded by low shrub brush and sparse trees, Zizy could see farther afield than she had previously as they were making their way from Shaw. Not too far ahead was a small shrine to the Farmer. The symbol was quite familiar in this land and duplicated everywhere. The Brix seemed to worship their creator with much love and devotion.

			When they came upon it, they found the shrine had baskets woven of bark and filled with offerings common to the Farmer: yellow and green corn, stalks of brown wheat, green potatoes, and plump red grapes. Laysa and Pace stopped to give what they could. Zizy stared off into the distance and wandered away and back again.

			It wasn’t that she wasn’t religious, it was just that this deity meant little to her. Offerings from her way of life were more in the things you made and the things you learned. What you did with the knowledge and what you dedicated to the Trickster were more in line with gnomish thinking. Boisterous and booming inventions with the Trickster’s stamp showed appreciation for their creator. She looked at the food in abundance at the shrine and at Pace and Laysa talking quietly nearby. Perhaps their people weren’t completely different.

			The group reached Swimwey before the end of the third day. This wall-less city was unremarkable in a nation of cities and villages much like it except for the loud din of the crowded market. 

			As they entered the city, Zizy pulled her hood up and over her hair. There were people milling everywhere, traders, sellers, and hawkers of all kinds. A few guards (as best she could tell) were mixed in, wearing armor much thicker than Pace’s, and dark violet with muted strips of yellow. Where Shaw had been quiet and busy with work, Swimwey was loud with Brix and a smattering of humans and Arenai all traipsing around looking for a sale.

			Zizy looked at Laysa, who was curiously taking it all in. She never talked about Zizy being a gnome. Not since the first week really. It was nice, Zizy realized, that it wasn’t a point of conversation anymore. Zizy smiled and for the first time in the last few days felt excited. The market was composed of dozens and dozens of stalls, some stationary and some with wheels to take them from one end of the large hexagon-shaped area and back again, with food, clothing, smells, spices, and sights that soothed Zizy like the first sip of a good drink.

			“We should probably find a place to rest for the night,” Pace said. He looked at Zizy and then at Laysa with a hesitant glance. “I don’t know about you, but I was counting on the caravan to have the necessary supplies for a long trip. Didn’t expect things to be so difficult before getting out of Shawia. I’d like to find some quick work and rest. In case the road continuing ends up being more difficult.”

			“Oh, are you coming with us after this?” Zizy asked. “Seems a bit expectant, isn’t it?” She agreed that they needed supplies to travel on. By foot would be fast but painful after a few weeks. If only the bloody statue hadn’t required all of her valuables.

			“Well, I’ve been thinking about that. I could trade the use of my weapon, when I get a new weapon, for being in your group and traveling together. We’re both going the same way, and it’s better as a pack than by myself. And not riding with a caravan means we wouldn’t have to stop unless we wanted to.”

			Zizy had noticed Pace fighting with the scorpions and the unsurety of his movements. She looked at Laysa and motioned her head. Laysa smiled at Pace and followed Zizy a short way off.

			“What do you think we should do?” Zizy asked. 

			Laysa placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed it. Smiling brightly, she said, “I’ve been talking with him, and we are going the same way. It can’t hurt, and he’s definitely proven himself to be helpful. We could get on another caravan, but we may have to wait a week or more depending on the next scheduled one. It does make sense. But . . . ” She moved closer to Zizy, and Zizy looked up into her sea-green eyes, relaxing a bit under Laysa’s gaze. “Look, if you don’t want him around, then just tell me why, and we’ll say no.”

			Zizy pursed her lips, then sighed dramatically. “It’s fine. It’s easier and better when it’s just two people traveling. A whole group, and people start noticing.” Emba starts noticing. She paused, then said quietly, “I just enjoyed it being us. That’s all.”

			“There can always be an ‘us’ with other people around, Zizy.” Laysa kissed her softly.

			Zizy thought of all the perfect things she wished she could say in that moment. She felt anxious, a little worried she’d ruin it by being crass, and in a second the moment was gone. Laysa leaned back and walked toward Pace.

			“Promise you won’t eat all the food,” Zizy said as she sauntered over.

			“We don’t even have food to eat right now,” Pace replied.

			“Which makes it imperative that you promise not to eat it all when we do have food.”

			Pace rolled his eyes. “I promise not to eat all the food.”

			“You can travel with us, but there’s some ground rules. First. I’m the ringleader of this operation.” Zizy counted off on her fingers. “Second, we help Laysa get books, no questions asked. Third, I’ll come up with it later.”

			“Now that’s settled”—Pace grinned at the two women—“let’s find some work.” He bowed at Zizy. “If that’s okay with you.”

			“Very well, Pace. Very well.” Zizy waved her hand regally, then turned heel and started toward the market stalls. She saw a large one with fresh grapes for sale. Ripe and plump. She had never seen as many grapes in one place, and her mouth watered.

			“Do you think it will be easy to find work?” Laysa called out as she rushed to keep up with Zizy.

			Zizy, impatient, said, “I can always just gather up money. We buy our things, we sleep a night, we’re done.” She motioned to the stall of grapes and winked at Laysa.

			Laysa playfully rolled her eyes and held up a quarter king to the Brixan man behind the stall. He nodded at her before taking the money, giving her a stem of grapes wrapped in a leftover corn husk, and moving on to the next customer without a backward glance.

			Laysa handed the grapes to Zizy. “I’m not sure we should gather up money here. We could just work for it. Less risk?”

			“This is work.” Zizy stuffed a grape in her mouth. Oh, the juice was sweet. She ate another. “It takes skill and effort to do what I do. I don’t just place my hands in the nearest pocket.”

			“Oh no, uh-uh,” Pace interjected. “I won’t be done in by you getting caught stealing from travelers. Maybe that passes in larger cities like Shaw or wherever you’re from, but I have a very strict code.”

			Zizy pulled her gaze from her stem of grapes. “Then hoooow do we make money? You can go farm or plow or something, Laysa can . . .” She trailed off. “Well, Laysa can do a lot of things because she’s smart. What am I supposed to do? A jig and a song? I have one good talent.” She offered the grapes to Laysa, who plucked a few.

			“Surely that’s not true. What else do you enjoy doing?” said Laysa, chomping on the grapes.

			“Eating, drinking, buying things”—she counted on her fingers—“drawing attention to myself, using that attention to steal so I can eat and drink and buy things.”

			“What did you do for work back home?” Laysa asked.

			Exasperated, Zizy said, “That’s different. You said enjoy.” She put her hands on her hips, working to embody the look of someone who wasn’t getting what they wanted. “The longer you both argue with me, the less I’m doing anything.” She turned and walked away toward the center of the market. What was she expected to do here if they were just going to judge her methods?

			She felt a little ache in her chest. She didn’t have time for this. It had already taken three extra days just to get to Swimwey. There was no way Emba’s little mech annoyance wasn’t watching her. Zizy looked up to the sky and around the buildings. She scooted around the corner of a stall, took off her pack, and opened it up. The mechwork mouse had been waiting for her there for some time now. It chittered at her, and she glared at it. She had considered leaving it in the forest by the cavern but chickened out. She stood there feeling a little numb and didn’t realize her name was being said over and over until Laysa and Pace were right behind her.

			“Where’d you go?” Laysa said.

			“Oh, I . . . ” She looked up at Laysa and shrugged a little, pushing her emotions down. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to make you worry.” She flashed a quick smile and a blank face.

			“It’s okay,” Laysa said “We just couldn’t find you, that’s all. Anyway we saw the work board. It’s over there.”

			Zizy turned to look and spotted a large wooden board near the center of the market. She trudged her way over to it. Pace and Laysa stopped behind her and looked up at the board as Pace read aloud: “Notices and Inquires.”

			It was covered in papers and crowded with other individuals reading, snatching papers, and then walking away. Two Arenai were taller than most of the crowd nearest to the board. One, their oblong triangle face and sky-blue skin marking the difference from their paler companion, smirked at them. Their long, pointed ears couldn’t be hidden underneath their disheveled and dirty braided cloud-white hair.

			Zizy made her way through their legs and feet, feeling cold wisps of air emanating from their skin, to get front and center. “This one seems easy money,” she said, throwing her words back to Pace and Laysa. “And best of all, you two can do most of the work. Just a little physical labor of hauling furniture and having to clean someone else’s house. Of course, there’s a chance of vermin.”

			Laysa took the paper and squinted at it. “It pays an awful lot for just cleaning out someone’s house. Let’s go inquire at the”—she skimmed the paper—“Chomping Goat Inn. We can get rooms there for the night as well.”

			They moved, Zizy following the others, through the intricate streets of Swimwey. Laysa took lead down the winding streets, barely glancing at where she was going as she made her way toward the inn. Zizy felt a little dizzy, but Laysa seemed like she was right at home in the bustling city.

			“Have you been here before, Laysa?”

			“No, never,” Laysa said, looking ahead. She stopped at an intersection and then went right with Pace beside her.

			“It’s just that you two seem to know where we’re going?”

			Laysa stopped and pointed at a marker when Zizy caught up. It had small distinctive burns in its triangular wooden frame. It was hung precariously on the corner wall, but Zizy had never seen the like of it before.

			“That tells me there’s inns and winehouses down this road,” Laysa explained. She motioned to another wooden frame, this one round with other burn marks. “This means the market is the way we came. How long have you been in Shawia, and you still don’t understand our signs yet?”

			“Well, I did get lost a lot in Shaw, but I thought that was just, you know, me being me. But I guess Smeeclyst and Halles turned me around a lot too.” Zizy shrugged and looked at the signs again, this time committing them to memory.

			They started walking again, this time slower. “Why did you go to Smeeclyst and Halles? That’s quite a bit of double-back traveling,” Laysa said.

			Zizy face-palmed internally. She didn’t really want to explain her inadvertent spellwork gate trip just yet. “Well, I caught a ride to Halles but then pointed my way north. It wasn’t until I got to Smeeclyst that I found out I was about to go north the hard way.”

			“I can only imagine. I’d heard the Halles traders had more than one ice route beyond the trade way. A secret one. Guess that’s true.” Laysa stopped. “We’re here.”

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			There was no sign on the door of the large two-story timber inn that indicated it was the right place, but as Zizy looked around she saw a pen with wooden posts, grass, and a metal gate on the side of the building and assumed the name, Chomping Goat, was more literal rather than festive branding. Pace pushed open the door and led the way into a large sun-filled room. The outside windows were angled so the light cascaded around the half-full tables and bar that was chock-full of all manner of people enjoying their midday here rather than at the market.

			Pace found an open spot at the bar and flagged down a portly, clay-colored Brix with a flushed face. “Do you have two rooms available? Looking to sleep here a day or so before heading back on the road.”

			The man glanced at the party, then nodded his head. “Quarter king apiece.”

			Pace passed over the shiny triangular coins, and the innkeeper dropped two keys on the counter.

			The innkeeper tilted his head and eyed Pace thoughtfully. “Where are you hailing from?”

			Pace held his head high. “Womodeck.”

			The man sighed deeply and let loose a short, “Hmph.”

			Zizy, bouncing on her feet, head bobbing just above the bar, piped up loudly, “Know who we can talk to about this?” She waved the notice around to draw his attention down to her.

			He glanced down and squinted. Picking up the glasses hanging from the chain around his neck, he looked through them at the paper, then arched an eyebrow as he looked back at Zizy. “You’ll have to check in with Rafus. He’s the go-between for this one, you see. At that table there with the red-wine hair. Can’t miss him.”

			Zizy looked across the room and saw a cheerful Brix sitting at a table drinking from a mug and tapping his feet to the rhythm of the music, clearly enraptured by the performer playing on a small stage in the corner. Zizy turned to Laysa and said, “Well, he looks like he knows how to have a good time.”

			“I’ll follow in just a moment,” Laysa said. “I want to find out about the nearest temple. Zizy nodded, walking over to the Brix’s table with Pace. She sat opposite him, careful not to block the view of the stage. She plopped the paper on the table. “I’m here to do you a favor, good sir,” she said, turning on the charm.

			“Ah, inquiring about this job I see,” he said, glancing at the paper before turning his attention back to the stage without looking at her.

			“Yes indeed. My company and I will take this on for your very handsome pay.” She flashed him a smile. “But we’re in need of more information.”

			The man continued watching the performer, who was playing the lute and flute at the same time, though not altogether well to Zizy’s ears. “Strozza’s place isn’t too far out of the main city,” Rafus said. “You clean it out, pack it up, come back here with the full carts, and you get your pay. It’s as clear as can be.”

			Zizy motioned for him to continue. “And it pays so well because . . . ?” Nothing was ever that easy. The pay would set them up for travel for weeks. What was she missing?

			“Strozza’s son wants to see a job well down. That’s all.” He drank from his mug, then clapped as the performer finished his solo piece, tossed the flute in the air, twirled, and caught it. People tossed coins into his open instrument case, as he bowed.

			And they think what I do is thieving.

			Laysa found her way over to them, and Zizy said with a flourish, “Apologies, I haven’t quite introduced myself. My name is Zizy.” Rafus looked from the stage toward Zizy for the first time, and his eyes had to travel even farther down to meet hers. He furrowed his brow. “Over here, looking not at all out of place, are Laysa and Pace, my two very indispensable partners. A round of drinks!” she called out to a passing server.

			Rafus glanced questioningly from Pace and Laysa, who smiled at him and sat down at the table next to Zizy, who carefully kept her polite act on despite his scrutiny, which was really starting to irk her.

			“Are you old enough to drink?” he said with a laugh. “Small one such as you. I bet a drop or two will put you out quite nicely.”

			Zizy raised an eyebrow, partly play acting and partly to hide her annoyance. She was experienced enough to know how to command respect in situations like this. She grabbed the tray from the returning server and set it before them. She knew she’d have to settle the tab once they left town and hoped the job was worth keeping. She handed a drink to Pace and Laysa before sliding one across the table.

			“A drink for me and a drink for you—”

			“Rafus,” he introduced himself. “Let’s see how well ya do, Zizy.” And with that, he tipped his cup back and drank.

			Zizy, not one to be left behind when it came to eating or drinking, tipped her cup back as well, not spilling a drop. It tasted better than expected and was as delicious as it was strong. She took another cup, clinked it with Rafus, and downed it again, giggling all the while. Laysa and Pace looked on, but the small drinking war was almost over before it started as the tray emptied rather quickly between the two of them.

			Zizy wiped her mouth and leaned toward him, ready to get back to business. “What aren’t you saying, Rafus?”

			He sighed, and then nodded. “No one around here who knew Za will go near the place. They think it’s cursed. Considering the boy’s had a hard time finding someone to get in, they might be a touch right. Seems no one can get past the front porch. No one here’s gonna test that plow, if you know what I mean.” Rafus shrugged.

			“What boy?” asked Pace.

			“Za’s son came into town early last week. We were all ready to send the body into the Veil. No one ever visited him in the fifteen years he’d lived here, but up comes this boy as soon as he’s dead. Have no way of knowing for sure, but . . . ” He looked at Zizy with an arched brow, leaving his sentence unfinished.

			“What kinda curse?” Laysa asked.

			“Oh, instant death if you go in, or that the house is keeping people out because it’s mad about Za’s dead. He died quite suddenly in the market one day. Had to bury him in the clothes he died in cuz no one could get in. Shame. Shame.”

			“So, he wants it cleared and he’s willing to pay but no one can get in, not even him. Seems kinda fishy,” Zizy said, leaning her elbows on the table. She may have indulged too quickly, but she could keep a straight face for a bit longer.

			Rafus touched his nose and looked at Zizy. “Za was a bit peculiar. He wasn’t from around here. Human from up north. Almost never left his place, but when he did it was to order things that shipped in from all over or just to wander around peering at things. Never seen a man so interested in peering at things.” He shook his head, picked up his cup, and finished the last drop of wine. “Friendly as anything if you talked to him but watch yourselves. Think he got up to something out there, but he never hurt anyone.”

			“Where’s it located?” Pace asked.

			“Out on the edge of town near the grassland next to a large sorta kernel-shaped pond. You can spot the white flowers surrounding it. Za planted them himself. If you take the job, just return with the carts, and I’ll pay up. It’s a good price if you can get in.

			Zizy nodded and stuck out her hand to Rafus. “Thanks, my good sir.”

			He shook it firmly, put on his hat, grinned, and walked confidently away.

			The three were silent for a bit and then all spoke at once. Laysa said they might as well enjoy the night and save going out to the place in the morning. Pace suggested they should find a different job. And Zizy exclaimed, “Sounds like a winner!”

			“How?” Pace threw up his hands. “There’s a fishy son, by your words, a house people can’t get into, and no one with any sense around here will even try.”

			“Clearly there is something valuable in there, and he wants it. I say we go there, find it, get it, and then bargain for bigger pay. I’m sure there are other things we might be able to use inside.” Zizy clapped her hands together and looked at Laysa, who was staring off, her face squished as if concentrating on a complex problem.

			“Or we go in there, die horrible deaths, and then someone has to come and retrieve our bodies after a week,” Pace moaned.

			“Don’t be so dramatic.” Zizy slid off the chair. “If there was something in there so bad we instantly died, do you think these people would’ve nicknamed the guy from Strozza to Za? They seem to have liked him well enough, even if he was peculiar.” She waved a hand affably in front of Laysa’s face to pull her from her daydreaming. “What do you say?”

			Laysa eyed them both. “Seeing what he had and why no one else can get in could be very interesting. I know my curiosity is piqued.”

			“Fine,” Pace said, “but we just do the job. We’ll note anything interesting, but we take nothing. Got it?”

			Zizy rolled her eyes. “I mean, he won’t miss it.”

			“But his son might.”

			Zizy scoffed. “Sons visit. He didn’t.”

			“Well, maybe he couldn’t,” Pace muttered, and walked away, saying over his shoulder, “I’ll meet you back here in a few hours. I’m going to wander around a bit.”

			Laysa started to say something to him but swallowed it. She gave Zizy a tight smile.

			“I’ve missed something, haven’t I?” Zizy got up and stretched her legs, then headed for the stairs.

			“He’s just worried about his sister. That’s all.”

			“Oh.” Zizy stopped. “Oh. He thinks she . . . ”

			“Maybe. We’ve only talked about it a bit, but it’d be on my mind too. If I had a sibling fighting far off.”

			They reached the rooms, and Zizy opened the door on the right. It was small but not piddly, with two beds set up in opposite corners covered in thick padded comforters, and the view of the back alley was not terribly unpleasant. Zizy checked around the room, feeling the walls, under the bed, and the door frame before smiling and declaring it safe for habitation, then hopped on one of the beds and bounced a couple of times, testing it.

			“Why all of the sudden investigating?” Laysa said, a small smile playing on her lips as she watched Zizy.

			“If you ever stayed in a house that wasn’t yours, back home, you’d check for contraptions too.” She looked up at Laysa, her glasses still perched crooked on her face. Cute but annoying, she was sure. “Here, hand me your glasses.”

			Laysa handed them over slowly and then, understanding what Zizy was about to do, sat on the floor and pulled out her quill and journal.

			Zizy took some string out of her bag and wrapped it around the wooden frame halves and the lenses, covering it completely. Next, she stole a piece of paper from Laysa, winked at her, and then took the quill. Marking the sigils she needed on the paper, she quickly folded it up and tucked the glasses into the makeshift envelope. She clasped the package in her hand and, focusing on the intent, reached out to the Hylo. A blue-gray light burned brightly from the sigil and enveloped the package. Laysa moved closer, watching carefully, and as the light faded away, so did the envelope and string.

			Zizy smiled at her success. “I did say I’d fix them.”

			Laysa picked them up gingerly and tugged at them. She put them on. “You are a woman of your word, Zizy Zakar.”

			Zizy laughed. “I suppose you want me to tell you what I did step by step so you can write it down right?” Maybe it was the wine talking, but Zizy was excited to teach her, even if it took all night.

			The corners of Laysa’s mouth lifted in a smirk. “I don’t think we’ll see such inviting spaces like these beds too often.” She leaned in to Zizy, locked her fingers in the curls at the back of her head, and gave her a long, slow kiss. “Perhaps we should make the best of it and save teaching for the road?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Zizy slept in for far too long, glad to have a pillow and bed for a short time. Laysa roused her when she returned from a quick trip to the temple to round up things for the library. Together with Pace, they set out on two carts with four plodding donkeys leading the way toward the edge of town by the east road. Zizy quite enjoyed the ride, curled up in Laysa’s cart and listening to the banter of her companions.

			“Do you really think all this fighting is worth half a farm field of land?” Laysa asked. “You can’t even plot corn or grow vines on it, I’ve heard.”

			“They say it’s the best way to expand peacefully,” Pace said. “And you know the Brix could make wheat grow in a tundra if we had to.”

			Laysa scoffed. “How peaceful is it if you have to fight for Kerryan to get it?”

			“You know what I mean.” Pace tightened his grip on the reins and slowed his cart to match Laysa’s.

			“If we’re going to expand Shawia, we could continue to do it into the grasslands. All this talk of creating fishing villages seems silly.”

			He shrugged. “It’s what the Farmer wanted.”

			“But at what cost? We could go east where no one is settled.” Laysa sighed.

			“You know as well as I do that Camdene won’t stop coming south. If we can build more firm relations with Kerryan, then we have a fighting chance.”

			“Ha,” Laysa said. Zizy was mildly delighted to watch Laysa debate someone else for a change.

			“I wouldn’t believe all the rumors you hear about them. How long do you think we can sit in Shawia and remain untouched? Already the southern cities are starting to feel the influence of travelers.” He softened his tone. “Better to fight now on our terms. Better to be a fighter than a sitter. We can’t all people be scholars and thieves.”

			“I’ll have you know,” Zizy piped up, “that Laysa is definitely not a thief. She’s terrible at lying.”

			Pace laughed and shook his head. “You know good and well I’m talking about you, Zizy.”

			“Oh, then carry on.” Zizy winked at Laysa, who was frowning in Pace’s direction.

			Laysa sighed deeply, her shoulders sagging, and then looked away over the side of the cart. “When will we get there?”

			“I think it’s there in the distance. I can see the pond Rafus mentioned up ahead.” Pace pointed to a large pond bordered with large faded yellow flowers.

			Zizy squinted. “I think those are dragon’s feet. Sometimes known as mad bone, but they’re as big as a dragon’s feet, I’ve heard. I’ve never seen so many.”

			“Dragon’s feet?” Pace murmured. He jumped from the cart. Zizy noted his interest. Of course the noble one’s interested in dragons.

			“What’s it useful for?” Laysa asked, getting down. She walked the slight distance over to the head-sized flowers, bending to grab one.

			“Dragon’s feet/they put you to sleep,” Zizy recited. She looked sheepish. “I’ve seen them in books.”

			“You read a book?” Laysa teased, running her hands over the flowers. Pace was looking at the sun-bleached flowers intently and put his hand over one, sizing it.

			“Well, the pictures were pretty large. It was hard not to notice them as I skimmed it,” Zizy quipped back.

			Laysa laughed. “Would it hurt to gather some?”

			“Couldn’t. I can carry them for you in my ingredients box—it’s meant to house these types of things.” Zizy shoved a few into a small metal and jeweled box and placed it back in her pack. She dusted her hands and said brightly, “To the house then?”

			Sitting far from the awkward road that bypassed it, the house was made of small red bricks and a wood tiled roof. A small overhang barely covered a simple wood porch led to a wooden door that was plain and uninteresting. Oddly, the house had no windows.

			Laysa looked around the house and its surroundings. Zizy followed after her quickly and stood by the door. For as far as they could see, it was shrubs, a few trees, and then a short grove of forest farther back.

			Zizy shrugged. “Suppose it’s time to get this job over and done so we can get back on the road.” She tried the door, but it didn’t budge. She examined the handle and saw no mechanism, no reason it shouldn’t turn. She rolled her eyes and felt around the door’s crevices. It was a solid wooden door. Hard and sturdy but not unbreakable.

			“Well, Rafus did say no one could get in,” Pace said. “Can’t expect to be more special than other people.”

			“I’ll have you know that’s exactly what I expect.”

			 “Let me try.” He jiggled the handle, then thrust his shoulder against the little wooden door. He threw up his hands and looked at Zizy. “Should’ve just gotten another job.” Pace sat down on the porch, palming his face in his hands. “Why do we have so much trouble with doors?”

			“Oh, don’t give up so easily. The guy probably put some sort of magic on the door to not allow entry to anyone but himself. So a riddle is out of the question.” Zizy had seen many types of magic in Zumi, and she knew she was missing something here. Or maybe that was the whole point.

			She took a step back and looked at the house. Why come this far south and seclude himself anyways? Maybe he had something to run away from too. She thought of Emba, waiting, and sighed.

			“If Za didn’t want anyone to enter,” Zizy thought out loud, “I’m sure he set it with someone specific in mind. Probably human, Arenai, or Brix. But I bet he wouldn’t have expected a gnome.”

			Zizy crouched down and felt for something out of place on the door frame a few feet from the floor of the porch. Running her fingers over the wooden surface, she felt a small bump. Brushing it with her hands and feeling a bit of movement, she took a breath and pushed it aside to reveal a small keyhole. If you knew where to look, it would’ve been obvious.

			“See,” she said proudly. “And now the master can get to work. I’d stay back just in case.” She took out her lock-picking tools and began to carefully insert the pick, listening for a sound that would suggest what type of lock this was. She heard a click and then yelped as she felt pulled from head to toe, as if someone had picked her up by the noggin and was thrusting her whole body through a tiny space. With a small orange flash, she found herself jolted into a swinging metal cage, tools still in hand.

			Zizy noticed the light first, streaming into a large sitting room from windows high, high up above her. The walls curved upwards, and there was a pointed apex in the middle. It made Zizy feel much smaller than she really was. Looking up, she saw her cage was hooked into a ceiling on a landing of some sort, with stairs going up and stairs going down beneath her. Great.

			She crouched on the floor of the cage and strained to see what was below. Down the stairs, she could see a beautiful white door with a glass window. Depicted in the window were two identical figures in robes, their arms stretched up, and vines wrapped around the outside of the glass with purple, green, and orange blossoms.

			Through the window she could see Laysa and Pace, their hands cupping their mouths as they looked in various directions. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but she could guess.

			“I’m fine,” she yelled. “I’m in here and . . . I’ll be out in a moment.” She heard no reply and sighed. Teleportation spellwork. Wish I’d paid attention to that particular subject from Emba now.

			Looking at the bars, she tried to imagine what a caster of this caliber would have done with an uninvited guest. And she made no mistake that Za must’ve been a caster with a good amount of knowledge. Who must’ve been hiding from some very specific people.

			Zizy tried escaping through the bars first, grunting and squeezing herself against them. She could get her arm and shoulder through fairly well, but her breasts and her head were just not going to make it. She pulled back in and thought for a moment. How in the world was she going to get out of this?

			At the top of the cage, she could see there was a knob that most likely was holding the hook that kept the cage on the ceiling. She looked at the bars. Slippery, but perhaps climbable? After rubbing her hands on her pants, she grasped the bars and pulled herself up with all her strength. She made it off the ground a few inches. There. Not so bad, she thought.

			She grunted and continued hoisting herself up, inch by inch, until she made it to the top of the cage. She reached out to the knob and twisted it. It didn’t budge. She twisted it the other way, and still it didn’t move. She whacked at it and slowly slid down the bars. So much for that idea.

			Zizy felt movement in her backpack and fished out the little mech mouse. It squeaked at her emphatically.

			“I don’t know what you’re saying. I don’t speak . . . whatever it is you’re speaking.” She rolled her eyes and moved to put the mouse back in her pack, but then, Perhaps . . .

			“Look. I know you know that if I don’t get out of here, Emba’s not going to get what she wants. And you want Emba to get what she wants, yeah?”

			The mouse squeaked, and Zizy nodded.

			“Right. So you’re going to have to help. I’m going to crawl back up and set you on the roof. You’re going to gnaw the chain holding this cage. You got that? We’re both going to fall but I promise, if anything happens to you, I’ll take you straight to Emba.”

			The mouse chittered and chittered. She’d have to assume it was a long yes.

			Zizy had previously been in several experiments with her brothers and sisters. Sitting patiently in boxes that were supposed to turn into boats when they were thrown into the water, jumping from cliffs over the ocean with unfortunately bad mechwings, and more. She was used to diving in headfirst. She ignored the fact that water was a little different than wooden stairs.

			She climbed back up the cage, swinging perilously side to side with her weight, and placed the mouse on the top. The mouse disappeared from view, and Zizy hoped very hard that it wouldn’t just ditch her in the cage and scurry back to Emba. That would really suck.

			As she dropped back down off the bars, Zizy heard a sound like a saw grinding through metal, back and forth and back and forth, and she thrust her hand up in glee. The mouse was doing it. It was really doing it. She called out to her friends, who she could no longer see through the door, “I’m coming! I’m com—Agh!”

			She felt the cage give way, free from its metal bond, and plummet toward the stairs.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Pain ricocheted through Zizy’s leg as the cage fell on the landing with a loud bang. She grabbed her leg and grunted and cursed. Thankfully, she didn’t think it was broken.

			Just as she’d hoped, the fall had weakened some of the cage’s bars, twisting them at an odd angle, and she was able to wriggle and push herself through. She breathed a sigh of relief and looked around for the mech mouse She feared that it had been flung somewhere and was dead. She didn’t want to have to answer to Emba about that. She started chittering, imitating the sounds it made. She heard a slightly metallic crunching noise from above and looked up. Hanging above her head, mouth still on the now-empty hook, was the mouse.

			Zizy took off her backpack and opened it up wide. “Drop. I’ll catch you.”

			The mouse let go and landed with a soft thud in the bag. Zizy bent her face in and looked at it. It seemed alright, and it chittered at her, but not as it had before, softer.

			“Thanks,” Zizy said, and she petted the mouse gently. “Thank you.” She closed her bag and walked carefully down the stairs to the front door.

			She unlocked it and threw it open. Glad it wasn’t trapped from the inside, she poked her head out to see where the others went. “Pace, Laysa,” she yelled. “I’m in! I’m here. Where did you go?”

			She heard a small commotion from around the corner, and her friends came hurrying toward, Laysa frantic and Pace frustrated.

			His eyes went wide at Zizy, and he stuttered, “How did you— But— Where did you come from?”

			“Well, Pace”—she drew his name out, smiling at him—“there was a bit of a mishap, but I sorted it. Being special, it wasn’t terribly hard for me.”

			He shook his head and sighed. “You had us worried. If you were inside, the least you could have done was let us know.”

			“I did try. But on this side of the door, you couldn’t hear me. Illusion spellwork is like that sometimes. From the looks of this place, it’s definitely bigger inside than it seems. Watch yourself as you come in.” She stepped back and motioned them in.

			Laysa’s face lit with curiosity as they entered but fell when nothing happened. Then she looked down at Zizy and gave her a big hug. “We were calling for you, and I thought you were completely gone. I’ve never seen anything like that before, but I figured, if you went somewhere, I would just come to you.” She held up a stick and smiled. “I was going to poke the lock with this.”

			Zizy giggled and gave her a quick peck. “Only you would try to follow instead of thinking I’d been killed. Come on, I’ll tell you about what happened when we’re done with all this mess.” She closed the door behind them and turned to lead on. “Umm, ignore the cage for now.”

			The room that met the front door was rather nice, if crammed with too much furniture, tables, and knickknacks for Zizy’s taste. There was a wall covered in filled bookcases that rose higher than the house had looked from the outside.

			“He got up to something, huh?” Zizy grinned remembering Rafus’s description of Za.

			“It’s . . . it’s much bigger in here,” Laysa exclaimed. “And with windows? And are those books!” She strode across the room to the bookcases and the rolling ladder leaning on one.

			Pace crossed his arms and shook his head. “Houses should be what they appear to be,” he muttered. “Glad you’re okay,” he said, placing a hand on Zizy’s shoulder and giving a squeeze. Zizy nodded, and they both turned as they heard Laysa gasp and then squeal in delight behind them.

			Zizy hobbled over, smiling. She should’ve assumed where there were books there would be a curious Laysa. “What did you find?”

			“It’s another Ronin book! But it’s clearly old. Maybe even a first edition. And it’s one I don’t have. See, there’s no mention of Keen so far that I can see, and Keen is in all the later ones, and oh!” She squealed again and turned to Zizy. “This is such a rare find!”

			Zizy laughed at Laysa’s excitement. Zizy would find all the books, all the time, if she could see Laysa like this this every day. “Keen?” asked Zizy.

			“Her wolf companion,” Laysa said. “Every hero needs a companion. Animal or otherwise. Who else does the hero trust at the height of danger?”

			“Was the library full of historical texts, or was it all adventure and romance novels?” Zizy teased.

			“Oh, be quiet.” Laysa laughed.

			“Well, we can’t keep it. We’ve got to get all this stuff crated and moved to the cart,” Pace said from the other side of the room, carefully standing in the middle as if to avoid touching anything.

			“Oh, I know,” Laysa said, the excitement all but extinguishing in her eyes. “It’s just amazing, that’s all. I wish I had time to read it, but no, you’re right.” Laysa put it back on the shelf slowly. “This will take us all day for sure. We might have to finish up tomorrow. Better get started.”

			Pace went back outside to retrieve crates from the cart, and Laysa followed after him. Zizy pursed her lips and, without a second thought, put the book Laysa had been excited about into her backpack. For good measure, she started to take books from the shelf and stack them onto the floor.

			When Pace and Laysa returned, Zizy said loudly, “I’ll pack the books so Laysa doesn’t get too distracted.” She smiled at Laysa and wiggled her eyebrows. Laysa smiled back, but Zizy noticed the disappointment in her. She’d be happy later when they were alone and she could show her the book.

			“Look,” said Laysa from the far side of the room. She was standing next to a statue that was only a bit taller than she was. The figure wore no robes, but swirls of painted gold, leaves, and rocks covered the naked form. At the feet were the faces of a clock set from one through ten. Laysa fingered the ten-sided pendant that hung from the chain on her neck. “The Celestials created ten of these statues and sent them far and wide for others to worship and praise Noble Endurance. I heard there was one in the library at Olafstrey. But here, in this home?”

			Pace came over. “I’ve never seen them in this manner before. They look quite intimidating.”

			Zizy reached out a hand to run it over the leaves and rocks. It looked textured and thick, like paste.

			Laysa grabbed her wrist before she could touch it, and shouted, “No. Don’t!”

			Zizy drew her hand back sharply, but nodded, confused.

			Laysa looked at her companions, bewildered. She dropped her wrist and lowered her head. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me.” She walked swiftly out of the house.

			Pace looked at Zizy, eyebrows raised, and Zizy followed after Laysa, who was standing by the pond.

			“I’m sorry if I did something wrong back there,” Zizy said.

			“No, you didn’t. I just overreacted.”

			Zizy let the silence hang for a moment, continued ahead. “So Noble Endurance, huh? I thought you Brix were all the Farmer this and the Farmer that. Not that there’s anything wrong with either.”

			“The Farmer gives us so many things, but even they can’t compete with the maker of time,” Laysa said  with light reverence. “No, I’m thankful for the gifts Noble Endurance gives my mother, even if they don’t translate to me. Having faith in them even when they don’t answer is one of the best ways I can thank them for what they’ve provided my family. Even if they don’t see me as a valuable person to grant the same gifts.”

			Laysa leaned in close to Zizy, and the scent of her, sweet and earthy, distracted Zizy for a moment.

			“I want knowledge. I want to know what I don’t know.” She clenched her fists and shut her eyes. Zizy’s heart felt heavy for Laysa, and she gently took her fist and uncurled it, clasping her hand.

			“You are absolutely valuable and any of the so-called Divine Consul would be lucky to have you on their side.” Zizy squeezed her hand and leaned up to kiss her slowly. “I wish I could believe in something half as much as you believe in their direction, Laysa. You are important. Whether they know it or not.”

			Laysa stood still for a moment, her eyes wide, and then she threw her arms around Zizy and kissed her.

			Zizy’s heart raced, and she felt her cheeks warm. “Hey, hey. If you’re going to hug me every time I tell you something obvious, then I’m only going to say ridiculous nonobvious things.” She laughed, struggling playfully out of the hug.

			“You already only do,” Laysa sniffled. “Okay, I’m done. I’m sure Pace thinks we’re out here letting him do all the work.”

			“Oh, was that not your plan too?” said Zizy, shrugging her shoulders.

			Laysa laughed, slapping her playfully on the shoulders, and they walked back inside.

			They began to work quickly to pack up Strozza’s things. Gathering the books from the bookcases, they found books of beasts in Erto and books covered with dust written in languages they couldn’t speak. They carefully wrapped glass bowls with little encrusted stones that shined yellow in the light and carved wooden statues of the deities, all twenty lined up in a row.

			“I wish these could be sent to the library. It would be quite the boon really, even though they’re not Brixan made,” Laysa mourned as she gathered art sculptures, tapestries, and other odd trinkets and crated them up for loading on the carts.

			Zizy rather enjoyed pawing through someone else’s things and not being told off or having to hide her interest in them for once. Whenever she found something she thought was interesting, she showed it to Laysa, and they would trade thoughts about its origins or why it was in the house and talk about adventuring to find something like it one day. Pace, for his part, harrumphed a lot and stayed quiet. Zizy ignored him when he didn’t indulge in their conversation. She got the sense that he liked things to be a certain type of way, and this house was not.

			When they were nearly finished loading the furniture from the higher floor into the second cart, Laysa dropped the chair she was carrying down the long wooden stairs. Zizy watched the chair careen down the steps and land with a loud thud at the bottom.

			“Oh no.” Laysa ran to see if the chair was damaged, stopping to stare at the bottom of the stairs. She placed her hands along the floorboard, then suddenly grabbed the stairs and shook them. They moved slightly. Laysa frowned and did it again. “Zizy. Pace. I think I found something.”

			Laysa pushed up on the stairs to reveal a gap and a latch. She flicked the latch, and the stairs swung up, creaking, pushed by a spring. Torches lit up on the walls below, and they saw a staircase going down.

			“Who hides stairs beneath stairs?” Zizy said.

			“It’s so . . . clever.” Laysa said breathlessly.

			“We’ve found something else to clean, haven’t we?” Pace said.

			“I don’t think anyone was supposed to find it at all,” Laysa said. “I only noticed because of the chair.” Her eyes lit up. “Let’s go down.”

			“What if the stairs come down on top of us?” Pace said.

			“They won’t,” Zizy said. “See the handle. It’s a spring-based system. They won’t come down unless we pull on them.” Zizy knit her brow. This was a system of cunning design, and it didn’t match what they had found in the place so far. The story of this caster was beyond curious at this point. She started moving down the stairs with caution. The torches gave no smell, and she held her hand near one. No heat either. Clever. Could use those in the Vault.

			The others followed and soon they lost sight of the top of the stairs. They came upon a bricked wall ahead of them and stopped with nowhere to go.

			“Now what?” said Pace, sheathing his sword and crossing his arms.

			“Well, outside there was a keyhole, and in here—” Zizy felt the walls and found a small misalignment in the brick. “—there’s a button.” She pushed the brick, cursed when she remembered the last door was trapped, and braced herself.

			But nothing happened. She sighed with relief when the brick wall peacefully swung open into a small room.

			Tables covered in papers, writing tools, boxes, and jars nestled the back wall. A leather-bound book and a small box sat on a table near a cushioned high-backed chair in a corner. There were small maps on the wall: one of Shawia, one of the continent they were on, Frovenzi, and a bigger one of the rest of Kairas. A large parchment covered the north wall with ten symbols in a circle with lines drawn from them to connect in the center. Zizy recognized some of them: Wild, King, Noble Death, the Twins, and Noble Endurance.

			Laysa confirmed, exclaiming, “I have never seen anything like this before. They’re all . . . equal. And it’s only first-age deities? No post-Shattering deities then?” She leaned in closer. “This is quite old. Explains the picture glass of the Twins on his front door though.”

			 “Oh, he got up to something alright,” Zizy said dramatically as she walked over to the tables. “He. Read. Books,” she said, and then made her face look as shocked as possible.

			“You kid, but books will save your life one day. Mark my word,” Laysa teased, then turned back to the desk, studying the contents. “But really, what’s so scary about a studious old man?”

			Zizy raised an eyebrow. “Think restricted section, Laysa.” She waved toward the bottles and jars. “Those are definitely spellwork ingredients like the dragon’s feet.” She pointed at a few, reciting, “Phoenix feather, coughing blade, demon tears.”

			“Those sound horrible,” Pace said, still standing in the door frame. “But why hide it if it’s not bad?”

			“I mean, none of you do anything resembling this. I’d hide a study full of spellwork books and herbs, too, if I had one. Fewer questions from people means fewer people frightened.”

			“But these symbols are more than that,” Laysa said, rifling through the papers on the desk. “I understand some of them. They’re divine symbols.”

			Zizy walked toward her. “What do you mean?”

			Laysa held the papers up. “These are the old symbols of the ten first-age deities. And only them. There are no deities represented here from when the ambassadors to the deities ascended during the Shattering,”—she flipped through a few pages—“There’s a marking on each page. Some for Noble Endurance, some Wild, a lot are for the Twins. I mean, there’s a bunch on this I don’t understand. I assume from the ingredients in here these are spellwork formulas, but these symbols”—she pointed to the paper—“I’d know them anywhere.”

			Zizy looked at Laysa, surprised. She was right. Most of the work was complex formulas Zizy didn’t want to admit she couldn’t exactly understand. But the symbols were out of place within the formulas.

			“Well, it really doesn’t matter what he got up to or what he was doing,” Pace interjected. “Let’s just pack it up, tell Rafus to tell his son, and we can be off again.”

			Zizy rolled her eyes at Pace. “Don’t you think it’s weird that his son couldn’t get in here?”

			“No. It was hard to get to. I mean, I’m still not sure how you got in.”

			“A keyhole was trapped to teleport anyone who tried to break in and didn’t do a good enough job into a cage to be dealt with later. Pretty simple really.”

			“Sure. Simple. Either way, it’s not really our affair to meddle in. We should just finish the job, get our kings, and move on.”

			“But what if he couldn’t get in here because he’s not supposed to be here?”

			“What do you mean?” said Laysa as she peered into the leather-bound book near the chair.

			“As the foremost expert in this room on spellwork, I know it can be dangerous if you want it to be. Wouldn’t a son know what his father was up to, or be able to get into his house, or even visit him once in a while? I don’t know, it’s just . . . ever since we started this job, things haven’t added up to me and keep getting complicated. And not the fun kind of complications.” Zizy chewed her lip. “I don’t think we should tell him about this.”

			“Not our decision to make, Zizy,” Pace said. He folded his arms and looked at her directly.

			“But I just think if he knew, and he knew we knew, he might—”

			Pace cut her off. “Look. This stuff isn’t ours, and we can’t just take things or make decisions about things that are none of our business. I’m sure he’ll be fine. And we need to be getting on. It’s not always about y—”

			A loud pop interrupted him, and Laysa coughed, then moaned and fell into the chair as a plume of purple smoke enveloped her. A small box and the leather-bound book clattered to the floor.

			“Laysa!” Zizy dashed over to her. The purple cloud started to dissipate as Pace bent to examine Laysa. “Don’t breathe it in! Let’s get her out.” Pace hoisted Laysa over his shoulder and began running up the stairs. Zizy looked down at the box, scooped it and the book up, and ran after him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			They charged back to the inn with the half-empty furniture cart. Pace drove while Zizy lay with Laysa on a pile of cushions, cradling her. Laysa’s skin slowly turning from her dark pebbly brown to yellow. Her pulse was slow but steady. Zizy grimaced as she stroked Laysa’s cheek. “Stupid box. Who traps things in their own office?”

			They made it to the inn, and Pace took Laysa upstairs and set her gently down on her and Zizy’s bed. “What do we do now?” he asked. “What was that?”

			“Poison. Sleeping, by the instant effect, but . . . she shouldn’t be turning yellowish if that’s all it was. I don’t know. Let me think.”

			“It’s just—”

			Zizy said with as much composure as she could, “This is an area I’m all too familiar with. Let me think.”

			Pace sat down on the edge of the bed and nodded. Zizy inspected the box. It had a rather obvious tripwire that was broken. She would have to teach Laysa in the future about looking before curiosity overtook her. In the 
future . . .

			She took a deep breath and refocused. Under the lid was a tiny pin sticking out of the top. It could be bypassed to get to the silver and sapphire bee-shaped brooch inside, but she could see how Laysa came in contact with it. Two types of traps for such a small object? Something about it looked slightly familiar, but Zizy couldn’t place it. Laysa moaned then, and she looked up, her eyes fluttering for a moment, to rest on Zizy, and then close again. Zizy rubbed her face, closed the box, and stood up. “I have to go to the apothecary.”

			Pace started to get up. “Okay, I’ll come with—”

			Zizy held up her hand. “No, you should . . . you should stay here and watch Laysa. Give her plenty of water. I know what I need to do.” She turned to leave but then paused and looked back. “Watch over her, please. If anything happens while I’m away, I . . .”

			“Of course. I’ll be here,” Pace said and nodded. He looked stern and confident, and it made Zizy feel a lot more at ease than she thought possible.

			Zizy walked calmly out of the room but broke into a run down the steps, out the inn, and into the street. She ran toward the market, taking turns carefully, but found herself instead in front of the inn again. Disgruntled, she pulled the mech mouse out of her bag and looked at it.

			“Take me to her,” she said.

			Zizy set the mouse on the ground, and it scurried off. She followed it, bumping into people and pushing them out of the way, to Emba’s apothecary cart in the marketplace. The cart stood there, mocking her. The mouse ran under the cart and disappeared as Zizy stomped up the stairs, threw back the curtains, and climbed inside.

			Emba was seated at her small table. Jars, bottles, and vials behind her on their shelf rocked as Zizy bounded into the cart. In front of her was a small glass twelve-sided orb sitting on a copper pedestal. Emba had her hands on two sides and was eagerly peering into the orb when Zizy’s shadow covered it. She looked up and the immediate scowl was replaced by an arched eyebrow. She leaned back into her chair and motioned for Zizy to sit.

			“She’s poisoned,” Zizy said. She stood in the entryway, feet braced apart as if she was setting up for a fight. The sweat breaking out on her forehead made her feel weak; anxiety was working its way through her body like a clawing drug. She just couldn’t care anymore about Emba. The fear gripping her nerves when she thought of Laysa’s rapidly coloring face overtook her.

			“Who is poisoned, my dear?” Emba asked motioning again to a chair at the table for Zizy to sit down in. Her face was unconcerned, but the gesture was forceful.

			“You know who. I saw your little owl yesterday,” Zizy replied. She wasn’t fooling anyone. “If you don’t give me something to help her, then I’m done.” Zizy’s chest thumped.

			Her aunt’s eyes flashed bright green, and she waved her hand dismissively. “I don’t see why I should.” Her scratchy voice sounded bored. “Honestly, if this woman can be poisoned so easily, she’s clearly not worth her weight. Why are you so insistent on traveling with these people? You have one job to do. You don’t need people who are going to slow you down, Zizy. Only the strong survive. I think it’s best you move on now before her death can be traced back to you.”

			Zizy felt her face warm and anger rise in her throat. She was a fool. Any other day she could afford to be careless with Emba, but not today. Her aunt may have trained her to con other people, but that training could backfire. She took a breath and then schooled her face in the way she learned so long ago. Less emotional now, she shrugged at Emba. “I know, I know. But they do have their benefits when you know just the right way to manipulate them. Honestly, it’s a lot more mundane out here than I expected it to be. The people I’m keeping around have value.”

			Emba cocked her head at her niece’s shift in demeanor. “Go on.”

			“Well,” Zizy said, “They use no spellwork at all. They rely completely on the divine power that only a few of them can get. The woman, she’s one of them.” Zizy nonchalantly sat down as if it had just occurred to her to take a load off and crossed her legs. “Oh sure, she’s not bright, but her connection as an Orison will get me into Olafstrey. It’s already made it easier to get past a lot of prying eyes. And, she did have this.” Zizy opened her pack, careful to show none of its contents to Emba, and pulled out her ingredient box. Opening it up to reveal the dragon’s feet, she pushed it over to her aunt. Emba looked into the container, fingering it. “What was she doing with dragon’s feet in a backwater like this?”

			“She thought it was pretty so she bought it off a Cors trader.”

			Zizy scoffed like it was an absurd notion. “I plan on making her the scapegoat for the Sandtimer. I think I can easily pin it on her, even get her caught red-handed. Then I escape with it and bring it to you. But I need that woman, specifically. They’ll trust her. And I’ve already invested so much time in making her trust me.” Zizy felt sick inside as she spoke, but her aunt smiled.

			“I see.” Emba closed the metal lid of the box and tucked it away on a shelf. She got up slowly and took a vial off a higher shelf. Its swirling deep-emerald liquid sparked with white flashes of minute light as it jostled. “This should cure her well enough, as long as she’s not poisoned with anything too terrible. Silly little things, these Brix. Always in need of our help.” Grabbing Zizy’s hands, Emba placed the vial in her niece’s palm and then clasped her hands around them in a smothering grasp. “I’m proud of you, Zizy. Well thought-out plan. I didn’t realize you were gathering pets to help.”

			Carefully extracting her hand from Emba’s clutches, Zizy schooled her emotions as best she could, swallowing back the hatred she felt. She stood to leave.

			“Once we’re done here,” Emba said lightly, her gravelly voice tinged with satisfaction as she settled stiffly back into her chair, “then we can get back to work.”

			Zizy nodded mutely at the words and bit her lip. She felt an old rebelliousness bubbling up and shrugged it off before it could wrap around her. “Goodbye, Aunt.”

			Zizy walked away from the cart and ran purposefully through the winding streets back to the inn. Startling Pace as she burst into the room, she ran to Laysa’s side and tipped the vial into Laysa’s mouth. They watched as the yellow started to slowly subside from Laysa’s skin. Her breathing deepened, and she looked peaceful.

			“There,” Zizy said with deep relief. “The sleeping effect will wear off after some time. But she’s out of danger now.”

			Pace let out a big breath. “What was that? How do you know these things? I just . . .” He crossed his hands behind his head and looked up at the ceiling. “This world is full of nightmares I can’t even begin to fight.”

			Zizy smiled sadly at him. “There’s a lot out there. I know. But there’s a lot of good too. Look for enjoyment. That’s what I do.” She tucked a corner of blanket back over Laysa. “Spellwork is complex magic. It’s very different from the divine. My family has studied this particular focus of spellwork since our people’s creation.”

			“Why don’t you carry vials and ingredients and equipment?” Pace asked. “I’ve never even seen you with a liquid that wasn’t a drink.”

			Zizy stroked Laysa’s hair. “My aunt tried to teach me when I was younger. She taught everyone in our family. It became the family business. But I didn’t care for it.” She looked directly at Pace, his honest and earnest face. He had such a clear view of things, and she envied it. She didn’t relish the things he would come to understand as he continued moving about in the world. “There are a lot of pleasures out there, and I want to try as many as I can. I want to make music and uncover secrets and get into bar fights. I want to be curious and lively and not take everything so seriously.”

			Pace nodded encouragingly at her.

			“Plus,” Zizy continued. “All that shit’s really heavy to lug around.”

			Pace chuckled. “So thieving is just a small piece, huh?”

			“Something I had to do and turned out to be good at. And then . . .” She realized she was revealing too much. “And then I left. And now we’re here.” She put her guard back up, realizing she had gotten too at ease with him.

			“Yeah, now we’re here.” Pace yawned widely. “If you think she’s going to be okay, I’m going to get some sleep. I think we got everything but the underground room, and that info plus the cart we brought here and the one we left behind should be enough for Rafus to pay us. If nobody takes it.” He scoffed. “We can leave tomorrow if Laysa’s up for it.”

			Zizy nodded and Pace left. She looked down at Laysa and watched her slow deep breathing in and out. She counted the number of seconds in between to pass the time but became restless with thoughts cascading in her mind. Rummaging in her backpack, she pulled out the flute Laysa had given her. She hadn’t played it for her since then. She frowned. How could she have neglected such a gift? She put it to her lips and started a melody, soft and slow, hoping it was soothing. She wanted Laysa to know she was there, supporting her.

			Focus. It was something Emba had always tried to pound into her daily lessons on this formula with this ingredient or that one. Focus. Don’t you want to be the best, Zizy? The brightest? If you would just focus, we could do great things. Don’t you want to follow in my footsteps?

			If she had focused on her job, Zizy wouldn’t have met Laysa. Wouldn’t have caught her eye, made her smile, or, you know, put her life in danger. Zizy felt sick at the thought. She had put all their lives in danger. Emba was patient. She wasn’t crazed, but determined, and she knew what she wanted very well. I shouldn’t have gotten you involved. If I was more careful, you wouldn’t have gotten hurt.

			Zizy thought of earlier today. By the Veil, she couldn’t believe the day was still going. She thought of Laysa’s open arms and her wide eyes as Zizy talked to her and told her she was special. Zizy believed it. More than she had believed anything before.

			Faith. Powerful people and beings and things will do what they want, but Laysa . . . Laysa still had faith even though she knew that.

			Zizy looked down at Laysa again. Maybe I could have those things too. She would tell Laysa everything tomorrow. She would tell Laysa about Emba, about everything, and between them, they would figure things out. Laysa would understand.

			Finishing her song, hoping it had gotten through to Laysa’s sleeping form, Zizy cradled her head, leaned back, and went to sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			The next day, sunshine met sleepy lids, and Zizy woke up happy to see Laysa awake and staring out the window, deep in thought. She hugged Laysa, and they enveloped each other for a tight, delirious moment.

			Then Laysa began asking Zizy rapid questions about what had poisoned her and what had Zizy done and where had she gotten the antidote from and on and on.

			“Slow down,” Zizy said with a chuckle, relieved to see Laysa back in her true form. “I’ll tell you all about it, but you should eat. Let’s meet up with Pace over breakfast, and you can ask me as many questions as you like. Oh, but first.” She took out of her backpack the adventure book, leather-bound journal, and silver hinged box. “I wasn’t sure if we would need them to figure out what was wrong with you. The box told me everything, but you should keep the others. I know Pace won’t be excited to see them, but by then we’ll be far away from this place, and I’m sure he’ll get over it.”

			Surprised, Laysa stared at the items, then hugged Zizy again and slowly opened the box to reveal the silver and blue-gem bee-shaped brooch. It was definitely something Zizy had seen before, but she still couldn’t place where.

			“Oh, and”—Zizy rolled her eyes dramatically at Laysa—“remind me to teach you about traps. I mean, for all those brains and glasses, you can be so unobservant.”

			“I saw it. I just didn’t realize it was a trap. It’s not as if I come across them every day.”

			“True,” Zizy said, getting up and putting on her drab brown shirt and tan pants. “But if you’re going to snoop into other people’s things, a direction I am never opposed to, you may want to slow your curiosity for a second and check for tripwires. Remember, I can’t be poisoned. I don’t think you and Pace will fare so well next time.” She turned to Laysa and stopped, motionless. “At least let me check first, okay?”

			Laysa nodded, and they headed downstairs. Feeling more open and confident with Laysa than ever before, Zizy answered her every question with no pauses or vagueness, even when Laysa asked about her parents. Zizy talked about her mother’s ability to manipulate ingredients and use them as components to cast spellwork and transform them. How her mom taught her about music, creativity, and spellwork. Her father’s love of mechs and metalworking and how he created small objects for his children when they were growing up—instruments and toys—and his work with their community. How her dad taught her to size people up, to take stock of a situation, and to go with her gut.

			She told Laysa of how she missed them when they died years ago, and Laysa, quiet, stroked her hand and laughed when Zizy tried to make jokes. It felt good to talk about it after all this time. She started to broach the subject of Emba and her job but chickened out. Some things never make sense on the outside of it. What if she won’t understand?

			It was some time before they both noticed that Pace hadn’t come downstairs to join them. After finishing their breakfast, they went to his room, but it was empty, the bedsheets tousled. They checked with the innkeeper and heard that Pace had met with Rafus and Strozza’s son early in the morning. He had left with Strozza’s son to show him what was left in the house and how to get in, the innkeeper reported.

			Zizy threw her hands up. “Pace, you hardheaded rusthead.”

			“Let’s get over there,” Laysa said.

			Arriving on the outskirts of Swimwey, having walked the long trek, they saw smoke in the distance. Dark and billowing, it reminded Zizy of the library fire, and she started to jog toward the house. A small crowd had gathered. The house was on fire, its roof glowing bright with a white haziness. Small sparks of yellow, green, and blue leaped from the house, as the magic visage of a small shack was burning away and breaking up right in front of their eyes. The front door was wide open.

			Frowning, Zizy turned to Laysa and pointed toward the crowd. “I’ll look for him this way, and you go the other.” They split up, and she began walking through the crowd looking for Pace’s face or Rafus.

			There were a lot of curiosity-seekers gathering in such a short amount of time. The illusion of the shack was gone. There, in all its magical glory, stood a tower unlike any they had ever seen. Fire and smoke streamed from the open door. More sparks of vibrant colors shot off from the tower and into the surrounding field and pond.

			No one seemed to want to get closer to it. People Zizy had seen in town, Brix and human alike, were pressed together, just watching the fire. No one seemed to be doing anything, and frustrated, Zizy pushed her way through the crowd, dropping the politeness she often wore as a means of fitting in. Seeing no signs of Pace or Rafus, she began to worry more. Could this have been impatient, impetuous Emba? Was this Zizy’s fault too? Spotting Laysa, she ran to her. “I have to go in and find him.”

			“What? No, Zizy. I don’t think that’s wise. Help will be here soon to put out the flames. I’m sure he went to get help.” Laysa held Zizy’s arm nervously. “You know that’s what Pace would do.”

			Zizy bit her lip and looked at Laysa. It was entirely a Pace thing to do. She scanned over the crowd again as it continued to grow bigger. But what if Pace couldn’t? What if he was trapped? Emba had a penchant for punishing her, and she wouldn’t care if there were any people in the house when she set it ablaze.

			Looking frantically around for her aunt’s owl, she panicked. She felt she saw a bird circling near the crowd but couldn’t make details out in the bright sun with her shades on. “I’m going in. I have to know if he’s in there. You stay here. Get everyone to stay back and when help arrives, you shout, okay?”

			Laysa looked at Zizy, eyes wide, and nodded her head. Zizy squeezed her hand, and Laysa turned to the crowd, saying, “Alright, let’s stand back. Who knows what else Za’s house will do once it’s on fire.” The people around Laysa looked momentarily taken aback but then did as she requested.

			Zizy took this time to sneak away from the crowd and run into the tower. The heat made it almost unbearable as she stumbled into the empty main room where the bookcases used to be. Directly in front of her, the stairs were swung up to reveal the passageway underneath. Cursing, she rolled her shoulders, ran to the stairs, and made her way down the dark passage to the previously hidden room.

			The door was ajar, and she could see smoke coming from inside. She covered her nose and mouth with a cotton square and raced in. Bottles and vials crunched beneath her feet. Pace was tied to a chair, unconscious.

			“Pace. Pace!” she yelled, and shook his face trying to wake him up. Quickly she pulled out her dagger and sawed through the rope binding him. Glancing about the room, she noticed a large pile of papers on fire in a corner. She dragged Pace out of the room, struggling underneath his weight.

			Once outside of the room, Zizy shook him hard again. Pace groggily awoke and moaned in pain.

			“Get up, get up. I need your feet.”

			He looked dazedly side to side and then groaned.

			Zizy wrapped her arms under Pace, pushed him up to his feet, placed his arm around her shoulder, and stumbled with him up the stairs. On the landing she whispered, “This is my fault.” She pulled him out the front door. “I’m sorry, Pace.”

			She veered away from the tower and crowd as quickly as she could with most of Pace’s weight on her. Spotting the cart they had left the day before, she hurried over and put Pace on the edge of it. “I’ve got to get Laysa, but you get in here. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

			She ran from the cart and back to the crowd. Looking for Laysa she moved through the growing number. Guards had caught up to the tower and were corralling people back. A long line of Brix were stretching out from the pond now and passing buckets, throwing water on the tower, but the fire would not be quenched.

			She felt an ache in her throat. It was only a matter of time before Emba found Laysa, too, and what if she already had? What if she was gone with her, and Zizy had made the wrong decision? Zizy noticed brown-cloaked people running up toward the crowd. She recognized the cloaks and the stone symbol upon them, the Order of Stone. She saw who was leading them and broke into a run. Laysa!

			“We can’t stop it no matter how much water we throw,” Laysa said to the group’s leader. It might spread to the grassland if we can’t shut it out.”

			“You were right to find us. We’ll take over from here.” The robed figure walked swiftly toward the burning tower.

			“Laysa,” Zizy interrupted, “I found Pace. We have to go.” She hurriedly grabbed her hand and tugged her toward the cart.

			Laysa held on and stumbled behind her. “Wait, if you found Pace, then why—”

			“It’s all my fault. I knew she was here and I told her about you guys and it’s all my fault. We have to go. Now.”

			Zizy pulled Laysa to the cart and untied the donkeys from the tree beside it. The donkeys, quite disturbed, started off on a slow, uneven walk as Zizy tugged the ropes trying to cajole them into getting close to the cart. Laysa walked up beside the donkeys, her hands petting them, murmuring soft sounds that Zizy couldn’t hear. Zizy tugged the ropes again, and the donkeys followed with Laysa in tow, murmuring and stroking them. Zizy lashed them to the cart and all but pushed Laysa into the cart bed.

			Pace groaned. He coughed and rolled over.

			Laysa crawled around to the back of the cart to look over him. “What happened? Are you hurt?”

			“He really roughed me up before he knocked me out,” Pace said, choking. “I fought back, but when he touched me . . . it did something to me. Sapped some of my strength.” He coughed some more.

			“Wait, he? He as in the son?” Zizy said. “Aw man, I knew there was something shifty about his whole situation. But he did all that? He burned the house down?”

			Pace moaned. “He was shocked when he got to the room. Asked me if anyone else had seen it. He had been all polite and fine, but when he saw the room he just . . . changed. Started flinging papers about and searching through things. When I tried to leave, he attacked me.”

			Relief flooded through Zizy, and then just as quickly she felt ashamed. It didn’t really matter that it wasn’t Emba. It could’ve been, and that was the point.

			“Well, rest for now. I’ll get us on the road.” Zizy spurred the donkeys on. The clop of their hooves on the grass was all that could be heard until Laysa cleared her throat.

			“Zizy, you said she. Who did you think it was?” Laysa asked.

			Zizy’s heart quickened, and her mouth went dry, but she kept her eyes forward. “I-I thought it was my aunt. I’ve been trying to get away from her. I’ve been pretty shit at it though. Sh-she threatened me last night, and I 
thought . . .”

			“You were with your aunt last night?” Laysa asked, confused.

			“The apothecary?” Pace questioned.

			The sound of the donkeys’ hooves on the ground and the rustle of the grass as they drove the cart through it were terribly loud to Zizy’s ears. “When I saw you, not waking and so sick, I knew she’d have an answer. Not many people know potions the way we do. So I went to her. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have made us run. I’ll stop in the next town. I’ll get you help, Pace. I . . . didn’t know what else to do.”

			“Besides run,” Laysa said gruffly.

			Zizy squeezed her eyes shut for a brief moment, trying to suppress the hurt she felt she heard in her voice. “I stole something from her,” Zizy admitted. “A key of sorts. I wanted to get away, and I thought that if I could just figure out a way to use the key then I could be miles away from her on some other continent and she’d never know where I was. She wasn’t always unkind, or at least I didn’t feel like it was undeserved. But every time I used the wrong ingredient or messed up the mechanics of something we were making, she got worse and more restrictive.”

			Zizy looked at her friends for some sign of understanding in their faces but saw none. When Laysa didn’t say anything, she continued, “My aunt taught me things. Skills that were useful. I used to be surrounded by all types of academic masters, and sometimes Emba asked me to swipe things from them for her research. Ingredients and the like. But the things she wanted got bigger, and the jobs got more complex.

			“I was an idiot, you know? I was a failure. Everybody in our family works for Emba, but I was the one who could barely handle basic spellwork. And I did try. I tried for years to be what they wanted me to be. I left Zumi, where I lived most of my life, to prove myself to Emba. I left my friends, and at the time I felt special.” She shivered in the sun. “But the jobs got dangerous and then turned from theft to sabotage. From sabotage to . . . she wanted me to sneak in and kill a rival of hers. I couldn’t do it. I wouldn’t do it.

			“You have to understand,” Zizy barreled on, desperate for them to hear her out, “in our culture, we create and invent things, yes, but we do it as a family. As a unit. We all knew Emba wasn’t great, but we still worked for her because she was the oldest. She was the leader. I saw the way she used to talk to her sister, my mother. As brilliant as my mother was, she was scared of Emba. My father hated her, but he married into the family.”

			“You said they died,” Laysa said quietly. “Was it Emba?”

			“Holy Veil of Shadows, no. No. Old age. Peacefully. Emba was the oldest. Still is.” Zizy paused, rubbing the reins between her fingers. What kept Emba carrying on had to be spite. She seemed made of it.

			“She got colder after they died. Distant. I tried just walking away. I tried going back to Zumi. I worked to convince her that I was useless. But Emba said she could break me. Mold me into what she needed me to be. So, I stole the key, and I ran. I didn’t have a plan. I didn’t even know if the thing worked anymore! A relic from an old time—that’s all I knew about it. But it was all I had. I couldn’t get out.” Salty tears coursed down her face. She gripped the reins till her knuckles were a deep, deep red.

			“You got to Shawia with a key?” Laysa said. “Is that why you ended up so far south?”

			Zizy nodded. “I landed in the snow. Almost froze to death, but there were these nice Brix. Great people, actually. Didn’t even ask so much as a single question. Just hauled me onto their cart and took me home. I liked being there, in Halles, with them, though I mostly stayed indoors. I would have ventured out more, but some of the villagers were spooked by a gnome, and I didn’t want to get kicked out. They told me they took ice to various cities, and I was preparing to go with them, learning the trade, when one day I saw her cart on the side of the road.” Zizy screwed up her face at the memory. “How did she get here? I took the only key, and it was gone. Crumbled as soon as I used it. I—” She stopped questioning it. She knew that Emba was powerful, but she hadn’t guessed how much. “Either way, she found me. Told me that I owed her something since the key was irreplaceable. Told me to go to Olafstrey. Or else. So I’ve been working my way north, but then . . . I thought maybe I could get out of it. This place, this world is so big, and eventually she wouldn’t be able to find me. But that’s just never been true, and she keeps turning it up a notch, and I just thought . . .”

			Zizy sighed, then sat in silence a moment before continuing. “She can’t get the Sandtimer without me. My gut tells me she needs me to do it. But she doesn’t need you two. You should—I should leave you as soon as we get to the next town. I’ll carry on to Olafstrey alone, and you two will take care of each other.”

			“So you just want to run away again?” Laysa said quietly.

			“No! I don’t want to run away. I want to finish this thing so I can be done with her.”

			“Zizy, getting this thing for her may finish this job, but it doesn’t sound like she’ll just let you go. I’m not going to let you just abandon me in some town while you go off and get trapped by your aunt.”

			Zizy knew she was right. At what point was Emba going to relinquish her control? But she had to try to save her friends. “You two have no idea what she can do. Fires like that?” She gestured back to where they came. “Those are a hobby for her. She loves making things churn. She’s not going to back down until I get her the Sandtimer.”

			“What is it?” Pace said groggily.

			“Emba said it’s a small hourglass with white sand and copper detailing. I don’t know what it does, but if it can replace a key that takes me from one side of the country to the other, it must be powerful.”

			“So, we’ll get her the Sandtimer. But you’re not going alone. And don’t take this as an endorsement of your lying. I am furious at you for not telling me. For not trusting me.” Laysa wrapped her arms around Zizy’s chest and hugged her tight. “I care about you, Zizy, but you need to act like you care too.”

			Laysa sat back down into the cart as far away from Zizy as she could get. Zizy wiped away her tears and pressed her lips together, staring off into the distance as the donkeys trudged on.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			As they traveled over the next few days, Zizy wasn’t shocked that Laysa was standoffish and quiet. Laysa took care of Pace, and without words, took care of Zizy too. But they slept separately, and it took all of Zizy’s patience not to constantly ask her forgiveness. Something in her manner told her she needed time, and so Zizy worked on giving her space.

			Traveling, they got supplies and a new sword for Pace from a small village, and Laysa suggested they trade with a couple of Cors. “I took stock of what’s left in the cart,” Laysa said. “The crate or two that made it in here from Strozza’s house we can sell or trade. Some I can give to the library in Olafstrey or have sent back to Shaw.” Laysa did the talking, negotiating for the trinkets from the cart and especially for the donkeys. Rafus had paid Pace before he and Za’s son went over to the house, and with that coin split among them, they could easily afford to sell the donkeys and buy horses to take them at a faster clip.

			They stopped for the night, a day’s journey left to Olafstrey, and made camp. After setting up food to cook Laysa made her way to Zizy and handed her a small box. “I found a couple of these in Strozza’s things. Figured you might be able to use them.”

			Zizy opened the box to find three cotton squares with the initials LS. “Oh, great! I’m completely out. I’ll need to add my sigil to them if you want to see how that’s done, but . . .”

			Laysa hesitated but then shook her head and started to walk away.

			Zizy cleared her throat and tried a different tack. “Hey, do you think it’ll be hard for me to find a person named Aynisa Carmela?” She looked at her soup as she spoke the words and then up slightly at Laysa and Pace. “My aunt Emba didn’t give me much to go on besides the name and Olafstrey. A little test of my intelligence, no doubt.”

			Laysa looked at Zizy, her eyes wide. She glanced at Pace as he said, “As in, the Aynisa Carmela? The Holy Speaker?”

			“I suppose so, if there’s only one,” Zizy shrugged.

			“She’s definitely the only one,” Pace said. “The last one. Everyone knows her, Zizy. Or knows of her. You really should’ve mentioned this before. We could’ve saved you the trouble of coming up here.”

			“Is she . . . is she dangerous?” Zizy said.

			Laysa laughed. “Hardly. She’s our divine leader. I told you about her when we were in Shaw. All other elders look to her to break ties, work with the outer nations, that sort of thing. I’ve heard she’s exceptionally good at what she does.”

			“I mean, she’s had the time to practice. She’s been leader for over a century,” Pace said.

			“I’ve seen her name a few times in the library registry,” Laysa said. “She sends in volumes and asks for some in return. She’s a collector of books and odd objects, I believe. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s the reason we even have a library in Olafstrey.”

			“So, you’re saying I just need to go to the house of the head of your nation, steal an item that could be anywhere among her collection, and not be noticed, but even if I am, she may offer me tea before punting me out the door?” Zizy smiled. Laysa shot her an unamused glare and she stopped smiling.

			“No, Zizy, what I’m saying is we may be able to get invited in to take a look around, ask about her collections, or at the very least be able to see if she wants to meet at the library to go over this haul of books, therefore leaving her home.”

			“Ah,” Zizy cleared her throat. “That’s smart.”

			“Yes.”

			“So, we’ll go with that plan then.”

			“Seems a good idea to do so.”

			Pace looked from Zizy to Laysa and then to his soup. Laysa got up and wandered back to the cart. She had taken to falling asleep among the books, reading her adventures to pass the time.

			Zizy stoked the fire. “How are you feeling, Pace?”

			“Better than you, I’d say.” He smiled at her, and she returned a timid smile. Too taxed to find any bright side in Laysa’s displeasure with her. 

			“Things will work out, Zizy,” Pace said confidently. “And then you’ll have some decisions to make.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like what to do next,” he said, and slurped from his bowl. “I’ve still got to get to Kerryan. Laysa will be at the library in Olafstrey. What will you do next?”

			“I hadn’t really thought about that yet.”

			“Well, now’s as good a time to daydream as ever. Despite what Laysa said, if your aunt gets what she came for, she very well may leave you alone. Or at least stop following you. Would you go home?”

			“I don’t know. I-I suppose so.” She suddenly felt hot and uncomfortable. She certainly missed Zumi. If her aunt really did leave her alone . . . She looked toward Laysa in the cart. “You think Laysa will stay in Olafstrey?”

			“Yeah, I mean it’s what she came up here for, right? To send books to the library in the south. Perhaps she’ll barter passage back.”

			“Right. Makes sense.”

			Pace raised an eyebrow. “Either way, I guess after this we’ll be parting. My journey will take another month of travel through the Stolen Lands and the Bellows. If I can make it to Kerryan without getting into trouble, I’ll be lucky.”

			“Tell me the truth, Pace,” Zizy said carefully. “You’ve never fought much with a weapon before, have you? I noticed in the cavern you whacked about as much as you tried cutting with the sickle.”

			He chuckled softly. “Just scarecrows, scorpions, and the statue really. I’m a good slinger but figured I’d need to do more to make it with Anya up north. I thought I’d be able to figure it out on the way.” He patted his side where the sickle used to be and sighed.

			Zizy nodded. “We’re all just pretending we’re more than we are, aren’t we?”

			Pace sighed. “Maybe. But if a person doesn’t have a shape of who they want to be to focus on, they’d never have any reason to challenge who they are.”

			Zizy let the silence after Pace spoke sit comfortably between them. She thought of who she could become, who she wanted to become, and squared her shoulders.

			“Well,” she started, smiling at Pace and clasping his hand, “with me around, you do tend to have better luck. I suppose sticking with you is a good option.”

			“I’d be happy to have you, mate. Maybe together we can survive.” He smiled in return.

			Zizy looked over at Laysa’s reading form wistfully. She hoped they would do more than just survive.

			A few days later, they made their way to the bricked walls of Olafstrey. Pace spoke to the guards, introducing them, stating their intent to stay in the city for a short amount of time, and complimenting the guards’ fine armor. He inquired where he might get some, and Zizy noticed the ease with which they responded to him and how they began chatting to Pace as old friends. She wasn’t entirely sure what a Speaker was in their cities, but she acknowledged now that Pace had all the charm to make trusting friends out of strangers.

			Inside the city, the streets were lined with shops with timber frames and wood tiled roofs. Scores of people streamed about. She had thought everyone stayed rather segregated in their own areas, except for the Cors, but she was beginning to realize how much of that was untrue. Gnomes should get out more.

			Zizy saw small street signs like the ones in Swimwey and Shawia, but there were large ones, too, with words she couldn’t make out and arrows pointing the way to places. She looked at Laysa and tempered her hope before saying, “Do you want to drop books off at the library first? I could help you.”

			“Thank you, but I’d rather go by myself,” Laysa said. She fiddled with the bee brooch from Za’s tower, then thrust her hands in the pockets of her brown dress. She had changed for the city, even twisting her hair up. She looked impressive, inquisitive, and irresistible.

			“Sure, sure, of course,” Zizy said, and gave a half smile. Laysa returned the gesture and then looked away.

			“I’m curious if there’s any news from Kerryan,” Pace said. “Zizy, let’s find a winehouse and ask around.”

			Zizy nodded and turned back to Laysa to coordinate a meetup, but she had already disappeared into the crowd. Breathing deeply, Zizy caught up to Pace. She hadn’t seen Emba’s mechs since they left Swimwey. She knew they were probably still following her, and Emba not far behind. First things first to worry about though, she guessed.

			Stopping at a large two-story winehouse, she waited outside as Pace went in. Zizy watched the streets as the people went by. She tapped her foot and paced in the small entryway. On edge, she turned to go into the winehouse and have a drink when she was surprised to spot the short stature of an unfamiliar gnome with elongated eyebrows and amethyst-tinged skin. Her hood was down, her shades were on, and she seemed comfortable. She was laughing at something her companion, a tall scruffy silvery-blue Arenai woman, said with ease. She was armed with a bow on her back and a dagger on her hip. What was another gnome doing this far west? Zizy pursed her lips annoyed at the carefree nature she saw, and before jealousy could get the better of her, she pushed through the doors of the winehouse to find Pace.

			He was seated at the long wooden bar, chatting with the tender. “—and not all news travels south,” Pace said. “Any word?”

			“Well, I’ve heard they’ve got some new weapons or something. Something the Kerryan folks have been cooking up.” She wiped a wine glass. “Don’t really know what it is, but they say it’s gonna turn the tides of the fight up there. Just hope it stops it before it comes farther south.” Her face turned cloudy as she spoke. “Those people always want something. Think they can just take it. I also heard there was a run of monstrous deaths in the Stolen Lands, but not sure what to make of that. Mostly wanderers on the trade way in between, so can’t be sure what’s true.”

			“But nothing about our people specifically?”

			“Nah. Had a recruitment group in here just last week, but they left when no one wanted to talk to them. We get enough business and dealings with the wanderers. Don’t need to go fighting anyone else’s battles.” Her eyebrows shot up, and she tipped her head toward Pace. “No offense.”

			Pace sighed and nodded.

			Zizy cleared her throat. “Do you know where I may find the good Holy Speaker Carmela?”

			The Brix picked up another glass and wiped at it. “Old District. You can ask for an audience up at the gate.”

			They thanked the woman and left the winehouse.

			“I want to do some investigating before Laysa gets us into the Holy Speaker’s house,” said Zizy. “You don’t have to do any of this, you know. I know how you feel about stealing.”

			Pace stopped and placed a light hand on her shoulder. “I’d like to think we could just explain to the Holy Speaker what was going on and ask for the item you need. But . . .” He hesitated. “I don’t understand everything in the world, Zizy. So until I think what you’re doing is wrong, I’ll support you. Or at the very least, convince you to only take the Sandtimer.”

			Zizy smiled. “Well, it only took me a couple of weeks to turn you into a thief. Maybe I’m good at something after all!”

			Pace chuckled and shook his head. “Trust me. If I think it’s wrong, I’ll say something.”

			Zizy nodded. “Let’s go have a look at the Old District then.”

			They found their way through the streets to a large brick wall and wooden gate.

			The guards, the thin lined expressions on their face marking them as more serious than the ones outside Olafstrey, motioned them to come closer. “State your business in the Old District.”

			Pace spoke up, his voice honeyed and assured. “Requesting an audience with Holy Speaker Carmela. We’re from Womodeck. I’m Speaker of the Solid Hand.”

			The guards looked appraisingly at Pace and then over at Zizy, who adopted a timid, childlike smile. She leaned into Pace as if relying on him, reached out for his hand and looked down shyly. The guards looked at each other, and the taller one nodded. Opening the gate, he whistled, and a guard came jogging down toward them. “He’ll escort you there and back again.”

			Zizy grimaced. How in the world were they supposed to skulk outside of her home with this leatherhead next to them the whole time?

			They walked behind the guard up through the streets. Here, things mirrored Shaw in large order. The streets were small but bricked. The homes were much taller, too, but the maze of streets was very reminiscent of the capital. “Actually, it’s almost identical,” Zizy accidentally said out loud. “Why is it like being in Shaw again?”

			The guard piped up, “Olafstrey was based on Shaw. When Holy Speaker Carmela moved here, she had the Old District mimic the part of the city where she grew up. If there are changes in Shaw, she doesn’t copy them up here, but they’re pretty close to the same.”

			Talk about homesickness. “It’s a bright idea.”

			“You just have to be powerful enough to get away with it,” Pace said out of the corner of his mouth.

			“There ya are. I’ll wait for you right here,” the guard said as he stopped in front of a two-story brick house.

			The unassuming building was connected to a structure that was the spitting image of the library in Shaw. The former library, Zizy remembered with sadness. So not only was the Holy Speaker involved with it, but she probably ran it as well. Well, this just made things more complicated, didn’t it?

			Zizy glanced sideways at Pace, then said, “Of course. Thank you ever so much for escorting us.” Zizy pulled Pace toward the door and whispered, “There’s no way we’re going to be able to scout around with him watching us. What do we do? Can you knock him out with your sword or something?”

			“I’d really rather not. It’s one thing to fight scorpions and a statue. It’s another thing to attack your own people. Let me think.” They stood before the door now, and Pace suddenly said, “Give me your money pouch.”

			“What?” said Zizy, alarmed.

			“Just trust me.”

			Zizy grumbled but took off her pouch and slowly handed it over. “I know just how many kings, half kings, and quarter kings I have in there.”

			“Look, do you want to scout or not?”

			“Alright, alright. What are you going to do?”

			“What I do best: talk.” Pace jogged back to the leather-clad guard. Zizy saw Pace start talking animatedly to the man and open up the pouch to hand him a couple of kings. The man, seemingly taken aback, waved Pace’s hands away, shaking his head. Pace nodded and put the coins back in the pouch, talking earnestly to the man. Zizy took this as an opportunity to begin stepping off toward the side of the house. Pace was gesturing to the city now and waving between the man and himself, illustrating some point. Zizy smiled, rolled her eyes at his theatrics, and snuck around the building.

			After looking back to see if anyone noticed her, she went into the alley, pulled out one of the new handkerchiefs Laysa had retrieved, and turned invisible. She looked around, the edges of her vision fuzzy, and saw a few windows on the first floor. She stopped below the first one. Jumping up to peek through, she saw a small dark chamber. She dragged a small crate over, climbed up, and pressed her face against the window, fogging it with her breath.

			“And then Ravi smashed out the window,” a guard said. “As the Farmer is my witness, I didn’t think he could even lift that cask, but he did.” He laughed loudly as he rounded the corner from the back of the house with another guard.

			Zizy froze, then breathed a sigh of relief that she was still invisible. She could either wait for them to pass by and hope that they didn’t brush by her, or climb through the window. She grasped the frame and slowly tried to push it up, but it didn’t budge. She pulled out her tools and started to pick the lock. It quickly clicked into place, and she opened the window just enough to fit her small body through. With a backward glance at the guards coming closer, she clumsily pulled herself through the window and closed it shut as quickly and quietly as she could.

			The guards passed by the window, still chatting away, completely unaware. Then they stopped and hailed the guard across the street who was with Pace. Pace and the guard started walking over to them, Pace glancing around. So much for scouting the outside. She decided to press her luck and continue checking out the inside. She had two more handkerchiefs, and hopefully this place would be empty.

			As the room was dark, Zizy immediately bumped into something hard. Stifling a cry, she rubbed her knee and plodded silently in the room, touching what she assumed was furniture until she felt a wall and then a door. Pressing her ear up to the door and holding her breath, she heard muffled voices on the other side. Crap. She turned to go back toward the window when she heard the door open, and the room was bathed in light. She closed her eyes against the glare and froze in place.

			“Please put them over there. Such a generous donation from . . . whom did you say?” a deep voice said behind her.

			Laysa’s voice answered, “A Strozza, of Swimwey.”

			“Was the inventory endowed to you?”

			“Abandoned. Coming from Shaw, I’d like to send some to the library there if possible.”

			“I see.”

			Zizy turned around and looked at Laysa, who brushed a loose dark curl out of her eye as she entered the room. Ahead of her was a well-dressed Brixan steward clearing space on a corner desk. Zizy realized they were in some sort of parlor. Little globes of light danced in the corners, and Zizy was confused with the familiarity of them—she had often seen lights like that in Emba’s home.

			“If you would be so kind as to write the names of the books in this ledger, that would be very helpful indeed. I’ll take the other items directly to the Holy Speaker’s chambers for her to appraise. You’ve come such a long way from Shaw to deliver these. I’m sure the Holy Speaker would like to greet you and also talk of the burning of the south library. Unpleasant though it will be to her.”

			Laysa sat down and nodded. “Of course.” The Brix smiled at Laysa and left the room, leaving the door ajar.

			Zizy walked quickly toward Laysa and whispered furtively, “Laysa.”

			Startled, Laysa dropped the quill and spun around. “What are you doing here?” she whispered. “You could get caught at any moment.”

			“Pace and I came to scout, and then there were guards so I snuck in here. I thought that I could take a quick look around. What are you doing here?”

			“Delivering books, just like I said. The Holy Speaker’s home is connected to the library apparently.” Laysa picked up the quill again. “Go back outside before you turn visible. If you get caught, we’ll never get the Sandtimer.”

			“Or—and just hear me out. You ask to see Holy Speaker Carmela now, and I go get it and be done with it. This place has way more guards than I thought it would. And I don’t even know where to find the Sandtimer. I need some time to explore.”

			“No, Zizy. It’s a bad idea. You could—”

			They heard heavy footsteps heading toward them and a familiar voice.

			“Yes,” Pace’s voice rang out, “I lost track of her, and I’m meant to accompany her. I hope she doesn’t get mad at me.”

			“Shit. He’s the worst liar.” Zizy ran her hand over her face.

			Pace and the steward walked into the room, and Pace’s eyes widened. “Laysa. Ah, there you are, Laysa.”

			“I thought you said you were looking for a Z something or other.”

			Zizy rolled her eyes and scooted away from the steward toward the door.

			Pace cleared his throat. “No, no, the . . . Laysa. I was looking for Laysa. I’m her armed escort for this trip, and I got distracted with the guard outside, but look. She’s fine. I’ll just wait here.”

			The steward nodded and raised his eyebrows momentarily. “Yes, well, if you’ll just wait in the hall.” He motioned out.

			Pace nodded, shrugged at Laysa, a question in his eyes, and went with the steward out into the hall. Zizy followed behind them and looked back at Laysa in her blurry Hylo-shrouded vision. Laysa looked around for her, reaching out her hands but not finding her, and whispered her name quietly.

			Zizy started to move back toward her and then stopped. This was as good a time as any to find what she was looking for and keep scouting. Something like the Sandtimer, something this Holy Speaker Carmela collected, would have to be in a special place. What had the steward said about taking other items to the Holy Speaker’s chambers? She needed to catch up with him. Hopefully, Laysa would understand.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Zizy skulked around the corners of the mostly empty house, following the steward. It wouldn’t do to get caught now, and she willed everything in herself to keep the invisibility up. She would, when all this was done, learn how to make her invisibility work better.

			She shook her head to focus and watched the steward, now with a crate of items she recognized from the cart, go up the stairs. She followed as quietly as she could, but the stairs were old and creaked as she stepped on them. The steward stopped and turned around as Zizy stood motionless in the darkness, but then he carried on.

			Reaching the second-floor landing, she could see a number of doors on either side and one large door at the end of the hall. A tall statue stood close to the stairs, and Zizy recognized the figure as the Noble Endurance. It was an exact replica of the one they had found in Strozza’s home.

			To the left side of the large door at the end of the hall was a small table with papers and an unlit candle. The steward approached the door, and Zizy squinted to see what he did as he drew out a key. As she stood there watching, her vision sharpened and the entire view came into stark focus. She quickly ducked down behind the statue, holding her breath.

			She heard a number of clicks, and then light spilled into the hallway. She only had one more cotton square and wanted to make it count, so she didn’t dare to poke her head out to see what the steward was doing.

			Soon enough, the light went out and the door closed. She heard several locks click into place, and the steward walk slowly back down the hallway. Zizy crouched in the darkness, trying to make herself as small as possible. He was empty-handed when he passed her, and she waited, heart racing, as he descended the stairs and his footsteps receded. She looked at the statue, its immense size and cold stone, and patted it twice, thanking it, before getting up.

			She listened for voices before moving down the hall toward the door. Laysa would, rightly, be mad at her more once she realized Zizy wasn’t in the room anymore. But she was so close now, and she could get this done and then, hopefully, Laysa would be mad at her later, outside, at an inn. And Zizy would take Laysa’s disappointment or cold shoulder or whatever Laysa threw her way. She deserved it, she knew that. But she had to get this over with first.

			The wooden door had two locks, and Zizy studied them as she pulled out her lock-picking tools. She pressed her ear against the wood but didn’t hear inside. A creak from the stairs though caught her attention. As she begin to pull out her last handkerchief she heard a small voice whisper, “Zizy.”

			She jumped and whirled around. “Laysa?” she whispered furtively.

			“What are you doing?” Laysa walked over, arms crossed over her chest.

			“What are you doing?”

			“You can’t just disappear and then think I wouldn’t follow you!”

			“I . . .” Zizy was at a loss for words. Of course she would follow. Zizy felt heartened. “I just need two moments to open this door.”

			“No Zizy, we need to do more planning. We should leave and come back.”

			“I think this is the best chance we’re going to get. No one knows we’re here. I can get in and out unscrewed,” Zizy said pleadingly. “Trust me. Please.”

			Laysa sighed warily and then nodded. Zizy squeezed her arm reassuringly and then set to work.

			Both of the locks easily gave way, each offering a satisfying click. She turned the knob, slowly opening the door. Without a sound, it opened a crack, and candlelight invaded the hallway.

			I’ll keep watch,” Laysa shook her head before Zizy could argue, the wayward curl bouncing in her face. “And if you say that’s too dangerous or no or anything else, Zizy Zakar, I will go in there myself.”

			Zizy wrinkled her nose and nodded, trying not to smile at Laysa’s commanding tone lest she think Zizy was making fun of her. She pushed the door open and entered.

			It was dark save a candle glowing in the far corner of the room. When her foot hit a fluffy deep-purple rug spread from the doorway to an expertly placed dark wooden desk in the center of the room, four more candles lit up. Zizy quickly shut the door behind her. The desk, large in the space, held neatly stacked papers, books, and the crate from the steward. A petite leather chair sat on the opposite side.

			There were a variety of cases on each wall. Bookcases, glass display cases, deep wooden cases that Zizy couldn’t even see into from this distance. There were, she noticed pedestals in each corner of the room below the bobbing candlelight. She walked over to the closest one to peer inside a transparent glass dome and saw a book, red leather bound, sitting on a plush purple pillow. Another held a spade, grimy with dirt and age. Curious.

			On the next pedestal, she spotted what she came for: the Sandtimer, nestled under a dome on a soft gold pillow. Apprehensive, Zizy licked her lips and looked for wires or any other mechanisms that would be ready to spring should she pull up the dome, but she saw none. She rolled her shoulders. Just relax. Why would a lawmaker trap their own collection?

			She reached out a hand and slightly lifted the dome. When nothing happened, she quickly pulled it up and set it on the tiled floor. She looked around the room, trying to notice even the slightest change. Glancing at the door, she wished Laysa were in here with her. At that thought, Zizy squared her shoulders and reached for the Sandtimer.

			“Apologies, Holy Speaker Carmela,” Laysa’s voice sounded from the hall. “I was just waiting outside your office for our appointment.”

			Without hesitation, Zizy pulled out her last cotton square and winked into the Hylo.

			“I see,” Holy Speaker Carmela said dryly. “And how did you find your way up here? My official office is at the library.”

			“Your steward showed me in.”

			Zizy cursed herself for standing around listening. She picked up the Sandtimer and tucked it under her arms. It was lighter than she’d expected.

			The door opened swiftly. “You say my servant showed you in?” A short rusty-red-skinned Brixan woman in purple robes stepped into the room. Large swathes of gray curly hair were piled high on her head. Her pleasant face, round and wrinkled, was pursed in concentration. She looked older than Emba, if that was possible.

			Laysa followed behind her. “Yes, Holy Speaker Carmela.” Zizy’s brow furrowed as she heard Laysa’s strangled voice. Laysa held her hands together and looked down at the floor.

			Carmela bent toward Laysa. “A lovely pin you have there. A symbol of the Twins you know. Did you get this from Lel Strozza too?” She reached out and stroked the bee brooch on Laysa’s shirt. A brief flash of pink light emitted from her finger.

			Zizy recognized the energy of spellwork immediately. She was floored. Why did Holy Speaker Carmela use spellwork instead of divine? How did she? She hadn’t even made a sigil for whatever she just cast.

			Carmela smiled wide and relaxed back on her heels. “Tell me the specific reason you are here,” she said. Her gaze swept about the room slowly, and Zizy held her breath.

			“To deliver books to you,” said Laysa. Zizy started to make her way around the desk toward Laysa. Maybe she could grab her and run. Surely this lady couldn’t run that fast. And where was Pace? Zizy crept along the sidewall picking up her feet as best she could.

			Carmela murmured, “Tell me: Are you alone?”

			“No,” Laysa choked out. Zizy narrowed her eyes, ignoring the blurry nature of the Hylo. Just a few more steps, and she’d be close enough to grab Laysa.

			“I see I need to be more specific,” Carmela said. “I am very rusty at this, you know, dear. Tell me: Who are you here for?”

			“Zizy,” Laysa said.

			Just a few more steps.

			“Tell me: Who sent Zizy?” Carmela said impatiently.

			Laysa replied, “Emba—”

			Zizy clasped her hand tightly and started to run toward the door. Laysa stumbled but regained her footing and followed. They flew out the doorway and down the darkened hall toward the stairs. Zizy listened for feet behind them but heard nothing. As she reached the stairs, she smacked full force into a hard, invisible surface. Her sight blacked out for a moment, and then an icy sensation took over her limbs. She was frozen in place. Her eyes darted frantically around the dark stairs. She could feel Laysa’s hand in hers, but as much as she struggled, she couldn’t move an inch.

			“I am no longer accustomed to entertaining spies who can still hold their powers within my home,” Carmela said curiously behind them. “Clearly Emba has been busy these past hundred years or so. I never thought to hear that name again.”

			Zizy had never felt magic like this before, and its power terrified her. Emba’s abilities were nothing compared to this.

			An orange light spread from the center of the invisible wall in front of Zizy encompassing her. She felt her body begin to loosen, her vision fade from the Hylo, and the cold dripped away from her slowly. She turned to the woman, her face hot with anger, and took a step in front of Laysa, who was still frozen, eyes wide with shock.

			The woman smiled calmly. “Emba sent you two?” She cocked her head, appraising them, and waved her hand, beckoning them to speak.

			“Emba sent me. Laysa has nothing to do with this,” Zizy said.

			“So, she didn’t send this one but you’ve brought her along to your thievery. How interesting.” Carmela looked over Zizy, her gaze stopping on the Sandtimer. “I see,” she said shortly.

			Zizy stepped toward Carmela. “Let her go. This is all my fault.”

			“Oh, I won’t harm her. I have no interest in that type of altercation.”

			Zizy didn’t trust her for a second. She moved closer to Carmela, rapidly thinking up another plan. Curious, she asked, “How do you know Emba?”

			“Oh, did she not tell you? We grew up together. You know, our species were created at the same time. The exact same day even.” She chuckled as if she had told a joke. “Emba and I, among others, were like family. But families do grow apart sometimes,” she explained, a hint of resignation in her voice. “Suffice it to say, it was a long time ago in a very different world,” Carmela said. “But clearly, she has not forgotten.” She leveled her gaze at Zizy. “Now, I want you to put that on the ground and take a step back, dear.”

			“Emba never forgets,” Zizy said bitterly. “And she won’t forget my failure if I don’t bring this to her. You know what she’s capable of. If you mean us no harm, just let us go with it.”

			“Of course, I could have you arrested,” Carmela warned.

			Zizy grit her teeth and looked at the Sandtimer. She knew it was the only tool she had to work with if she wanted to get Laysa out of here. Zizy placed it on the ground.

			A small smile played on Carmela’s face as she walked toward the Sandtimer. “This could work out well for me all the same.” Zizy couldn’t read the intent behind her eyes. Carmela reached forward, her hand resting above the Sandtimer. She traced a sigil on the top of it and pink energy emanated from the sigil as she stared at the glass. Zizy tried to think back to what the pink energy signified but couldn’t grasp the meaning.

			The light faded, and Carmela backed away, clasping her hands together. She smiled brightly. “Yes, very well. Now, you must get your prize to Emba. Laysa, you’ll stay safe here with me.”

			Zizy was taken aback. “I . . .” she stuttered. “How is she safer with you than with me?” Zizy placed her hands on the sides of Laysa’s frozen face. “Laysa. Laysa!”

			Carmela sighed and muttered under her breath. Laysa blinked and then slowly looked down into Zizy’s face and grabbed her hand.

			“See, a token of my goodwill,” Carmela said. Picking up the Sandtimer, she traced a new sigil on top of it. In a flash of orange light a burlap sack appeared out of thin air around it. She closed the bag, pulling the drawstring, and handed it to Zizy. “You are meddling in things you do not comprehend, child, and I am sure this is not the first time you’ve heard that.” She patted Zizy’s shoulder. “Deliver this to Emba. Laysa will be fine.”

			“What did you do to it?” asked Zizy, shrugging away.

			“Don’t get clever. I can see through your parlor tricks now that I know who taught you. You haven’t even attempted anything beyond what a first-season caster would know. Deliver this to her and all be well.” She stood there, an imposing figure. “Oh, and mind you don’t touch it yourself.”

			Zizy turned her back on Carmela and looked at Laysa. “I’m so sorry,” Zizy said. She stroked her face with her hand.

			“I’ll be fine.” Laysa squeezed her hand. “Go.” Laysa smiled reassuringly at her and then glanced back at Carmela. “Have faith in me. I’ll be alright.”

			Zizy nodded. She looked apologetically at Laysa one last time before running down the stairs.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Zizy ran through the halls and out the front door, frantically looking for Pace. She spotted him across the street and motioned for him to follow.

			“Where’s Laysa?” Pace asked, jogging to keep up with Zizy.

			“The Holy Speaker is keeping her as ransom,” she said bitterly.

			“What? Zizy!” He stopped and put a hand on her shoulder. “We can’t just leave her here.”

			“Laysa told me to go. She said she’d be okay and 
to . . . to have faith in her. I didn’t want to leave her, Pace. I didn’t do it because it felt right. I did it because she asked me to.” She stared into his eyes, silently begging him to understand. “And because we had no choice.”

			Pace nodded. “I know how Laysa feels about you, Zizy. You should trust her more.”

			Zizy groaned. “I know I know. I didn’t realize I wasn’t. I hope I get the chance show her that I do.” They continued through the streets silently. At the gate, Pace waved to the guards, and they opened the door to let them out of the Old District.

			 They ran on, Zizy looking for signs and markers. Pace jogged alongside her, apologizing to every passerby they bumped into. Guards watched them curiously, eyes focused on Zizy with the bulky sack, but Pace gave them a quick nod and no one stopped them.

			“I assume you know where we’re going?” he said, nearly out of breath.

			“She’s always following me. Always in her apothecary cart. I haven’t seen her mechs for a while, but I bet she’s waiting for me in the market. And we aren’t finding her. I am.”

			“Zizy, don’t be ridiculous.”

			“No, I’m serious. Carmela, she’s powerful. More so than I expected. I noticed that the magic she uses is similar to Emba’s. If Emba is afraid of facing Carmela—something I’ve considered before—then we should be scared of her too. I want to do exactly what she said.”

			“I’m not leaving you to fend for yourself.” He stopped as they reached the entrance to the market square.

			“I’m not asking.” She sighed as he looked sternly down at her. “Fine, if you want to watch my back or whatever, that’s . . .” She threw up her hands. “Thank you. I just don’t want you to get hurt too.”

			“Well, that was easier than I thought,” Pace said with a smirk. “Only took me a few weeks to turn you into a friend. Maybe I’m good at something after all.” He looked around the market. “Okay, so your plan is to just walk in and give Emba the bag?”

			“It’s the only way. Carmela said not to touch it. I don’t know what this Sandtimer can do. I should’ve asked more questions. I should’ve listened harder, but . . . there has to be more to it. Emba’s smart, but she’s selfish. She wants this so badly that nothing will stop her from taking it from me.”

			“Plus Laysa.”

			“Plus Laysa. There’s no time to think of a better plan. I’ll give Emba the package, and we’ll get Laysa back.”

			“And if Holy Speaker Carmela doesn’t give up Laysa?”

			“Well, that place was full of books. If I’ve learned anything from Emba, fire burns,” Zizy said her voice thick with conflicting emotion. She could almost feel the heat she would endure should anything happen to Laysa.

			They headed deeper into the market and were surrounded by various sellers. Zizy rounded a corner of tropical fruit stalls and saw the wooden cart. Her ears felt warm and her heart quickened. “It’s over there.”

			“I’ll be right behind you, Zizy. Say my name or yell for help or curse loud enough, and I’m there. You understand?” He looked down at her, grasping her shoulders. “I’m right there.”

			She nodded and made her way forward toward the cart, taking a deep breath and rolling her shoulders. Pace took off to the right, hand on the hilt of his sword. Buzzing with apprehension, she pushed back the flaps.

			Emba sat curled up on a few cushions in the back of the cart. She looked to be dozing, but her eyes flew open upon Zizy’s entrance. She yawned and stretched, looking like a cat awoken from a short nap and pleased to see that it was about to be fed.

			Zizy walked farther into the cart and stopped close to the table she had spent so much time sitting at long ago. She set the satchel on the table unceremoniously. The bag slid open, revealing the gleaming Sandtimer. Emba smiled wide and clasped her hands together.

			“Now, this is a great surprise. I thought for sure I’d have to hunt you down like a rat in the night,” Emba said lightly. “But you come in easy and calm and deliver me exactly what I asked for, and only a half-dozen weeks late. Well done.” Emba whistled loudly, then giggled to herself like a schoolgirl with a new treat.

			Zizy forced herself to relax and be patient. Emba couldn’t resist touching the Sandtimer eventually. She just had to make her way out before that happened.

			“Oh, stop looking so sad. I’ve decided something that I am sure will delight you. We aren’t going back to Hadu!”

			“What?” Zizy said, taken aback.

			“No, Hadu is no longer the place for us. I’ve taken a penchant to these warm lands traveling as I have the last few months after you. I think I should stay a while. Perhaps take over a city or so on the outskirts of this dumb little nation. These mundane people would bow down quickly at my repertoire of power. And, eventually, yours too. Especially with this.” She motioned to the Sandtimer.

			Dread settled on Zizy as Emba continued, “I’ll show you everything you need to know about the Sandtimer, and then you’ll understand. You’ll see why it’s your destiny to be with me. And perhaps you’ll like working here more. We’ll have fewer prying eyes, and I can really ramp up business. I’m sure some of these Brix will even volunteer as test subjects. It’s win-win.”

			A screech sounded behind her, and metal clanking swooshed over her head. The owl made its way inside, carrying its metal rodent friend. They dropped to the table, and Emba scooped them up gently.

			Zizy felt nauseous with anxiety. Laysa’s face flashed in her mind. She just had to wait it out. Emba would surely touch the Sandtimer to store it away soon. Maybe if she asked about it, she’d turn her attention to it quicker. Zizy looked up at Emba and realized her aunt was slowly casting a spell. “What are you doing?”

			“Well, first, I have to take care of Carmela. I can’t get away with too much with her nosing around. Without the Sandtimer, it will be much, much harder for her to stop me, but I like assurances.”

			Emba raised her hand and started tracing a sigil in the air. It shimmered a deep red, and the gray crystal dangling from her neck glowed faintly. Zizy wasn’t sure what Emba was about to do, but she thought of Laysa with Carmela and panicked. Without thinking, Zizy carefully palmed the Sandtimer while Emba was distracted. She had to pray to the Trickster Carmela’s magic was quicker than Emba’s.

			“What are you going to do, exactly?” Zizy asked, staring at her nails as she spoke and making her voice sound bored.

			“Burn her down. Render everything she loves and cherishes to ash. Abandon her with nothing. The way she did to us.” Emba glanced at Zizy, her eyes bright, and continued tracing in the air, the sigil glowing dark red with white light outlining its shape.

			Zizy had never seen that color before in anything Emba did. Zizy felt hopeless as the sigil pulsed.

			Feeling her hands warm, an orange sigil appeared on the Sandtimer. The energy seemed familiar, but Emba broke her thoughts before she could place it.

			Emba jumped up and grabbed the Sandtimer from Zizy’s hands, her spell dropping at once. “What did you do?” she cried out, and frantically started to cast a spell on the Sandtimer, but the sigil she traced on it faded away. The orange sigil pulsed and grew within seconds, encasing the two women in its light.

			“It’s time for a change,” Zizy said simply. She felt so damn tired. She thought of Laysa. She’ll be alright. I have faith in her.

			 “Do you have any idea what that woman has cost me?” Emba looked distraught and frantic. Zizy took an involuntary step back as Emba charged towards her. “You don’t know anything! I never should’ve let you have so much freedom.”

			The sigil pulsed again, now taking over the entirety of the cart with vibrating orange energy. It was faintly mesmerizing to Zizy, and she suddenly remembered where she had seen this energy before. “We’re going home,” she said with realization.

			The flap flew open, and Zizy and Emba turned, startled at the intrusion. Pace leaned into the cart and hooked his arm around Zizy’s waist. Like a sack of potatoes, he hoisted her up and over his shoulder, pulling her through the door with all his strength out into the market.

			As they toppled to the ground, Zizy felt the spellwork’s vibration pulse again, the orange energy from the cart moving over them. When the orange glow disappeared with a flash, Emba and the cart were gone.

			Zizy and Pace sat there for a moment, breathing heavily. Bewildered, Zizy patted the ground and looked up at the bright sky. The noise of the market returned her to her senses, and she looked around, confused.

			Pace smiled at her. “Even?” he asked.

			“Even,” Zizy laughed, a hollow sound. “You could’ve been teleported, too, you know.”

			“Could’ve. But you said Carmela meant for only Emba to touch it. When I saw the orange glow, I took a chance that whatever she had planned wouldn’t work on me.”

			“Crazy chance. Terrible chance,” Zizy said. “I’m surprised it worked on the cart, too, actually.” She shivered.

			“Where do you think it took her?” Pace said, standing up. He dusted himself off and then offered a hand to Zizy.

			She took it and stood up shakily. “I don’t know. I get the sense that sending her home would be a kind thing for Carmela to do. And . . . I’m just not sure who’s the kinder one out of the two of them.” She felt light-headed with despair for a moment. Her aunt wasn’t weak. Wherever she ended up, she was alive. Zizy would bet on it. But she knew there was only one person she could ask for particulars. “Let’s go get Laysa,” she said.

			Pace nodded. “Agreed.” Zizy barely noticed the people openly staring at them, but Pace smiled and waved his hands about. “It’s okay, everyone. It’s over.” He whispered to Zizy, “We should probably get moving quickly. That was a bit of a show, and I can’t sweet-talk us out of everything.”

			They started off back toward the Old District. Zizy wasn’t sure what she had walked into or what to do from here. She looked back to the empty spot where the cart had been. She supposed she just had to have faith that she had done the right thing. While not cheerful about the prospect of dealing with Carmela, she had hope that things would be alright. She wasn’t going to deal with new struggles alone, and it was a comforting feeling to hold on to.

			THE END
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