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Zi gave Ysina a single nod, then walked into the throne room. It had been a busy morning, and with the summons from the Queen, it was about to become busier.

Back home she hadn’t given much thought to what the life of a Princess might be like. As the daughter of a merchant, even an important one in her province, she had little prospect of marrying into nobility. Not that she’d had any interest in such a prospect. She preferred the company of women to men, and Lords tended not to marry their daughters to women.

Then she was whisked away to the Ancient Land by Ysina. An adventure to get back home became an affair with a witch. The affair turned into genuine love, and then Ysina revealed she was daughter of the Queen of the Kingdom of Stone.

Zi had fallen for a Princess, and a Princess had fallen for her. When they married Zi became a Princess as well, though she’d chosen not to assume any powers with her title.

The marriage did leave the problem of an heir for when Ysina became Queen. The two chose to solve the problem through adoption. They made it clear they would prefer an infant, a baby girl at that, who either had no home or couldn’t remain with her mother. They took the time to review prospects and investigate the backgrounds of those offering babies. A few months ago they made their choice.

Most days baby Ziyenna was a joy. But there were times when she was messy and, like this morning, fussy. Autumn was coming, and there had been a chill in the air the previous day. This was Ziyenna’s first experience with chill and she didn’t like it, for her nose became stuffy during the night. Her displeasure with the weather and her nose kept her mothers hopping once the sun had come up.

Not long after the baby had settled into an early nap, Ysina’s mother called them to the throne room. A messenger bird had arrived from an old friend, and the Queen wanted to consult with them. They left Ziyenna in the care of their maid and Ysina’s younger sister Yliria, and went to the throne room.

The two came before Queen Oglira and curtseyed. “Mother,” they said in unison.

“Highnesses,” Oglira replied.

Zi had long since gained a familiarity with Oglira’s moods. In private she addressed everyone by their name. In most formal settings, the simple titles of “Majesty” and “Highness” were acceptable, and names were proper for she and Ysina to use to their mother. That Oglira was using the simple title suggested this summoning was about kingdom business.

“I trust we haven’t offended, Majesty,” Ysina said quickly.

Oglira shook her head. “I want to keep both of you on your toes. I’m not going to be here forever, you know.”

“The Gods curse us for thinking such a thing.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere, Ysina.”

“Yes, Mother.”

It was then that Ysina looked over Oglira. She’d been so busy being a mother herself she hadn’t really had time to “notice” her wife’s mother. Oglira still had a round figure, rounder than Ysina or Yliria, and dark brown hair. This day her preference for green and yellow had gone towards a green gown with with white accents. But Zi saw more lines around Oglira’s dark eyes and streaks of gray in her her hair.

Their mother wasn’t close to being dead, but she was now firmly past the middle of her life. The last years were ahead, but closer than Zi had thought they might be.

Oglira pushed herself off the throne and stepped down to face Ysina and Zi. “A messenger bird came all the way from one of the orc tribes.”

“The orcs are in trouble?” Zi asked.

“No. The message came from that Chief of the ape-folk you met.”

Oglira walked to one of the side tables in the throne room. Zi fell in beside Ysina as she walked behind her mother to the table. Oglira picked up a piece of paper and handed it to Ysina.

“You read it,” Zi said.

“Your reading skills have not progressed as far as I’d like,” Oglira said.

Zi shook her head to Oglira. “I read this language well enough.”

“You’re just slow,” Ysina said with a slight smile.

“True.”

“All right.” Ysina paused for a moment, then took in a breath. “It’s from Chief Wuk!”

Zi recalled the name at once. The man who had pretended to be a male witch, and who had captured the fairies to do his bidding, had used them to bring a small band of the ape-folk from the south to the mountain lair he’d taken over from dwarven miners. In defeating him Wuk was free to return his band to their native land.

“Did he visit the orcs?” Zi asked.

“He did. His message says he traveled himself rather than trust anyone else. He would have written to us, but we haven’t gotten messenger birds to his part of the Ancient Land yet.”

The idea of “messenger birds” was one that Gray the dragon had come up with while studying in Silver City. His thought had been to enchant birds with a spell to make them fly to certain places. It was the sort of animal control spell that had been used against Ysina, Zi, and their companions by the false “male witch.” The messenger birds were allowing the various rulers of the Ancient Land to keep in contact with each other.

But the notion wasn’t as simple as just casting a spell or two. The birds needed to have a route, and something to make certain they flew to the right place and not just any place. That meant someone had to fly along the route and adjust the spell, and the enchantments on the rings the birds wore, to establish a route.

All that took time. There was also protocol to be maintained. A common witch might have the authority to undertake such an errand, but there was no way for the ruler she would meet with to be certain she wasn’t lying. Ysina, being both a Princess and a witch, had both the talent and the authority. What she didn’t always have was the time. Therefore not all the little domains on the west coast of the Ancient Land had yet gained messenger birds, and neither had the tribes of the ape-folk.

Zi suspected that if this message hinted at an adventure, Ysina was going to have to create the time to undertake that work.

“What is his message?” Zi asked.

“Wuk says that he, as Chief of Spear Mountain Tribe regrets to report that Chief Tyok of the Jaguar Tribe has gone missing.”

“Missing?”

“Missing. Wuk says that this Chief’s tribe lies south of his own tribe. Someone from that tribe came to him, knowing that he was once in the northern part of the Ancient Land.”

“I take it he wants help.”

“Help, but he says there’s more to matters than just that a Chief has gone missing. Word has come to him of tales of lights in the sky at night and sightings of odd animals.” Ysina shook her head. “No one in his tribe has seen anything of the sort, but he does seem worried that it’s only a matter of time before odd things happen in the land his tribe lives in.”

“If it wasn’t for the Chief being missing, I’d say those were just tales to scare folk.”

“I quite agree.” Ysina put the paper down on the tale, then turned to Zi. “He hasn’t come out and asked for our help, but I think we ought to help.”

“Didn’t you already help him?” Oglira asked.

Ysina looked to her mother. “Zi and I freed them from the Master of Light, yes. Our friend Tur and his fellow orcs got Wuk and his folk home. But that can’t be the end of it, Mother.”

“No, it can’t,” Zi said. “Only recently have the orcs gotten a witch or two. You know it’s been one of our goals to assist the ape-folk in gaining witches.”

Oglira nodded to her. “I remember.”

“More than that, one of the leaders of their tribes has gone missing,” Ysina said. “You, more than anyone, ought to know in your spirit the danger in that.”

“I do remember being under that rascal’s control, yes, Ysina.”

“We know little about the land the ape-folk live in,” Zi said. “Wuk said his tribe had no enemies among the other tribes. He also said he wasn’t aware of other races south of the other tribes. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t any enemies.”

Ysina pointed to Zi. “Or someone isn’t causing trouble in that part of the Ancient Land.”

“Quite so.”

“Young ladies, please,” Oglira said. The sharp tone in her voice gave Zi a start.

“Mother!” Ysina replied.

Oglira frowned and shook her head. “My I remind the both of you that you are Princesses, and don’t have to go rushing out of the castle every time there’s a problem.”

“We have a duty to be kind, Mother.”

“And a duty to make more allies,” Zi added.

“Which I understand, Zi,” Oglira replied. “I therefore remind you that my granddaughter needs her mothers right now, and my kingdom needs its heir safe and sound.”

“And whom would we send? Certainly not Yliria.”

Oglira clenched her jaw but said nothing.

Ysina’s younger sister resembled her physically in almost every way. They were the same height, they had the same build, they had the same brown hair and dark eyes. In truth Yliria appeared to be a younger, less mature version of her older sister.

But that was in appearance. In character Zi knew Yliria was nothing like the woman she loved with a passion. Yliria preferred her books and her writing to physical activity. She was diplomatic when she spoke, but that was because she was a shy young woman. She was lively around her family and close friends, and tended to blend into the walls around strangers.

More than that, though, the sisters were different when it came to magic. Ysina had the gift of the Goddess. Yliria had no such gift.

Not that Yliria was jealous of her older sister. Her quiet and contemplative nature made her reluctant to be seen. Being seen, and listened to, and now and then obeyed, was a large part of what made witches important and influential. That was all the more true when the witch in question was a Princess as well. In words and gestures Yliria expressed thanks that she didn’t have the gift of using magic so she could enjoy reading and writing.

 That did mean, however, that if anyone was going to represent the Kingdom of Stone to Wuk’s tribe and their neighbors, it wasn’t going to be Princess Yliria.

“Nor would it be considerate to send anyone else,” Ysina continued. “We cannot think of Wuk as lesser than any King, Queen, or Chief. We certainly cannot think of the ape-folk as lesser than us. They might not have witches, but that doesn’t make them beasts.”

“No,” Oglira replied, letting out a sigh.

“Nor should we ignore this matter because Wuk and his kind are far away. What happens there could affect the orcs, then the dwarves, then us.”

“I am Queen, Ysina, I do know these things.”

“Then something ought to be done.”

“I’ll not have you leaving, not with Ziyenna in need of you. I accepted you and Zi returning to her land to meet with the King of her land. I wasn’t troubled that you went on an adventure, because you found Gray and brought him here to be instructed. That dragon will be potent force for good, thanks to the two of you.”

Ysina bowed her head. “Thank you, Majesty.”

Oglira waved her right forefinger at her daughter. “But this is not a matter for a Princess to get involved with.”

“What if it wasn’t a matter for Ysina, but was for me?” Zi asked.

Oglira turned to her. “You?”

“Why not? I am a Princess now.”

Ysina nodded. “That’s true. She could speak for us. She certainly can speak for me.”

“I also know how to fight.”

“There’s that as well.”

“But your daughter,” Oglira began.

Zi shook her head. “Between Ysina staying here, Yliria helping her, and Jerona helping them, Ziyenna will be fine. Besides, what our daughter needs now is magical protection. Ysina and the witches of the city can do that work, not me.”

“Well, yes.”

“And if the cycles of the Sun and Moon are true, Gray and Biya will be here in ten to twenty days. With autumn upon us, they’ll remain for a couple of months.”

“Biya through till spring,” Ysina added.

“Quite so. The kingdom, the castle, Ysina, you, our daughter, all will be very well protected soon.”

“But you?” Oglira asked.

“Why not her, Mother?” Ysina countered. “As my wife she speaks for me. As my wife, and thus the wife of your daughter, she can speak for you as Queen of the Kingdom of Stone.”

“I suppose.”

“Zi might not be able to cast spells, but she’s far more familiar with magic than almost anyone in the castle.”

“There is that.”

“She’s also good at thinking quickly. She knows how to use her hands in battle. And if Chief Wuk remembers me he must remember her. Therefore, with his word, Zi can represent us to the other Chiefs of the ape-folk.”

“Well, yes.”

“Zi’s been on a couple of adventures with me. She knows all about finding a place to sleep while traveling, and obtaining food, and when it’s wise to talk and when it’s wise to listen. When she returns, she could bring us important information about the ape-folk. Information that could aid us in extending the hand of friendship to those tribes.”

Oglira nodded to her daughter.

“Furthermore, Mother, I can make some enchanted objects to help Zi on this journey. I can craft her a flying wand, a truth wand, and a sleep wand.”

“The ape-folk do have their own language, I think,” Zi said.

“Then I’ll craft you a communication ring to hear and be heard.”

Zi nodded to Ysina. “Well, if I am going to go, I’d like to have some armor, just in case.”

“Armor?” Oglira said with a gasp.

Zi smiled and raised her hands. “Nothing that much. A little protection is all. Besides, Wuk said something about his land being far hotter than here. A leather vest for my torso. Perhaps something for my forearms. Leather boots.”

“You will take your knives with you?” Ysina asked.

“Indeed I shall.”

Zi looked to Oglira at the same instant as Ysina. “Who else could we send,” Ysina asked, “who can represent us, and has the skills to solve whatever trouble is facing Wuk and his kind?”

Oglira looked from Ysina to Zi and back. “I’m not going to win this argument, am I?” she asked, her body sagging.

“Not unless you want us to ignore this plea for help, Majesty,” Zi said.

“I do not.” Oglira heaved a sigh. “Very well, you two. Make your preparations so that Zi can depart in the next couple of days.” She pointed to Zi. “But if you don’t come back, I swear I’ll pray for the Gods to curse your spirit!”

“You won’t be the only one, Mother,” Ysina said wryly.

Zi smiled to mother and daughter. “No burden on me at all, is there?”

“You’re the one who can go.”

“In that, I agree with my daughter,” Oglira said.

“Yes, Your Majesty, Your Highness,” Zi replied as a little of her mirth vanished.
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Two days later Zi was flying south and west away from Silver City. There were domains she wanted to stop at along the way to her destination. She decided she only had time for one stop, and the was to the Northern Tribe, the orc band to which her companion Tur belonged to.

She, Ysina, and the elf named Lor had saved Tur from being beaten nearly to death by rogue orcs while they were heading for Silver City. They had brought the ruffians to the Chieftain, and in thanks the Chieftain sent Tur with them. 

Tur had proven brave in their travels, and in the rescue of Ysina. He was a scribe, and therefore was a fountain of knowledge about his folk and their land. He’d assisted in setting up the system of messenger birds among all the orc tribes. He’d also been the one to help Wuk and his tribe return to their land. It was because of that, more than anything else, that she wanted to pay him a visit.

First, though, there were the formalities. Chieftain Gaj had to greet her with news of his tribe and the others. She had to greet him with news of the Kingdom of Stone and their allies. Brief accounts of trade to and from the tribes were given to her. She’d arrived late in the afternoon, so there had to be supper with tales exchanged and dances conducted.

The next morning she was allowed to walk a short distance from the tribe’s camp with Tur as her escort. It always struck that, though their reptilian faces had sometimes subtle and sometimes significant differences, just about every one of them, including a scribe such as Tur, was built like a hardened soldier who had been through many a battle.

“I see the quiet life has weakened your form,” she said lightly once they’d stopped walking.

“I see that motherhood still hasn’t put much meat on your bones,” he shot back.

“Neither of us had to bear the child. We just had to find her and give her a home.”

“Is that all?”

“It is.” She inhaled a breath. “You do know why I’m here, yes?”

“You received the message from Wuk.”

“I did. How is he?”

“Concerned, my friend.”

“How concerned?”

He sniffed. “Not for his own hide. He’s tough, and his folk seem far from danger.”

“Could the same be said for the Chief that’s gone missing?”

“Perhaps.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He stood quiet for a brief moment. “Our kind live among the plains and deserts. You know this, so I’m not telling you that because I think you know nothing.”

“Then why bring it up?”

“What do you know of the land of the ape-folk?”

“That it lies south of here, and thus is hotter than here.”

“Hotter, yes, but also wetter. They live among tangles of green.”

“Like forests?”

His head bobbed back and forth. “Not like those we went through when we all became companions, no. There, like some places at the edge of our lands, there are forests of tall green trees. Wild animals live in those forests. Between the trees in the forests we know are sometimes bushes, but sometimes open ground.”

She nodded. “Grass, flowers, and the like.”

“Yes. In the land of the ape-folk, there aren’t just trees. The ground is covered in green things. Grasses, yes, and flowers, but small plants.” He huffed. “Recall the mountains?”

She shuddered. “How could I forget them?”

“The land of the ape-folk, what is called a jungle, is like the mountains in one way. Where in the mountains there were rocks everywhere, in the jungle there’s plants and trees everywhere.”

“Wuk said something like that. What does that have to do with him and his folk? Or the missing Chief?”

He spread out his arms. “Here there are open spaces to get lost in, but there’s no open space to hide in. When we threaten to cast out one who does evil, it’s into a land where there are few places to hide.”

“Or find food or water.”

“There are places and ways to find both, if you know how to look. Among the ape-folk, every place is a place to hide. Every cluster of trees. Every plant taller than your waist with wide leaves. Every river and every stream. If we had a choice, we would rather be lost in a land such as this than one such as that.”

“And the elves would rather be lost in their forests to the north. What of it?”

“If one of their kind, even one of their Chiefs, wanted to go missing, there would be many places for him to hide.”

“Why would a Chief want to hide, Tur?”

He huffed out a breath. “True. But some of the bands at the southern end of our range have told of attacks by ape-folk.”

She shook her head. “You can’t mean Wuk’s tribe?”

“I cannot and I do not. Since we freed them, and I helped them to return to their land, his tribe and ours have been at peace. His tribe is at peace with all our tribes.”

“Outlaws?”

“That’s what our Chieftain thinks. The others do as well.”

“What’s happened in these attacks?”

He turned to face her. “That is the odd part of the accounts, Zi. Food has been stolen, and one would expect that from outcasts. But stones have been taken as well.”

She blinked at him for a moment. “Stones.”

“Madness, I know.”

“What sort of stones?”

“Colored stones. We find them here and there. Blue, red, green, tan, all sorts of colors.”

“Not gold, or silver, or precious stones?”

He hissed out a laugh. “No. Nothing so obvious. Besides, we’ve always traded them to your kind, or the dwarves, for things we do need, like leather or fine tools. We’ve always been more of a folk that prefers bartering to the trading of coins. Gold and silver don’t compare with a good tent, or strong arrowheads.” He laughed again. “Or paper and ink.”

“True. So, these stones, have they any value?”

“For ceremonial necklaces and such? Some. But it’s not as though they could be melted to make coins, or weapons for that matter. It’s not as though they’re magical.”

She shook her head. “Then why steal them?”

“If there’s one thing I learned from our adventure, Zi, it’s that everything has value. What that value is depends upon who values it. Someone must value those stones, or else they wouldn’t bother having outcasts encroach on our lands and steal them.”

“True. I suppose the mystery is who thinks the stones are valuable and why.”

“I suppose it would, yes.”

“Another matter to investigate as part of this journey.” She glanced around, taking in the view and the warmer air, before resuming the conversation. “What do you know about the ape-folk, Tur?”

“What do you mean?”

“I suppose, to start with, what do you know of their past?”

He looked down for an instant. “Not much is known about their past among my folk. They appeared out of the south a long time ago, fighting with our tribes.”

“Fighting? What over?”

“We didn’t know at first. They live in a far different land than we do, so the attacks were not over streams or springs or sources of food. We are obviously not the same race, so it’s not as though they’d be taking our females or children.”

She shuddered. “I should hope not.”

“Over time we learned, through captives taken in battle, that their way was to elevate Chiefs and leaders through fighting. They had fought each other for some time. Someone among them pointed out that fighting amongst themselves only left their bands small. It was better to fight against another folk than themselves.”

She frowned. “That makes sense, of a sort.”

“Of a sort, yes. Their way seems to have been that for those that fought and wounded a foe, they would get a mate. Those that killed a foe would get some sort of tally, and after a number of years, the one with the most tallies would be Chief.”

“How did you find that out? You didn’t have magic.”

“Hard work. Taking captives and trying to talk with them. We were still rivals with the elves, but we had captives and rewarded them for assisting us.”

“Dare I ask for details?”

He hissed. “Don’t. It’s not a time we’re proud of now.”

“Very well.”

“In time we learned the ways of the ape-folk, such as they were. Something else we learned was that all the tallies a band had counted towards which could live near our lands. Every two years, three of their bands would be allowed to live near our lands and fight us. Of those three bands, the one with the most tallies would stay the next year, while two other bands would move south and live off hunting. Two other bands would be allowed to come north. This, we learned over time, was why they plagued us so much.

“About five generations ago, one of their Chiefs thought he could bargain with us. He sent a member of his band to one of our tribes. By then I believe they were aware that we knew their language. The one the Chief sent asked what we might give his band if he told us when other bands attacked.”

“When other bands attacked?”

“Yes. The bands had to agree to determine when they would attack our tribes. Apparently there had been times when a band would ambush another about to attack us, and claim that their tallies were for attacks on us and not their rival. The three Chiefs would have to agree upon times to attack, otherwise they’d get to fighting with each other.”

“It sounds complicated.”

“It was madness and nonsense, Zi, but it was their way. Anyway, the one Chief sent word that, if he told us when the other bands were coming, would we give them better spears, food, and so on. If it was a way to spare our folk pain and suffering, our Chieftains determined the bargain was a chance worth taking. They agreed to the Chief’s request.”

“I take it the bargain went wrong.”

He hissed out a laugh. “For them, not for us. After just a few attacks in which the members of the other bands were killed or wounded while we barely suffered, the other two Chiefs knew something was wrong. The attacks stopped for a month, so the tale says, then a few ape-folk made it to the camp of the Western Tribe. They told of a mighty attack on their band by members of the other two bands.

“Over the next few months other ape-folk fled to our lands. It seems that the Chief who made the bargain had also made bargains with two other Chiefs, to whom he was related through mating. They had the thought to make bargains with us to get members of other bands killed or wounded in attacks on us. When the other bands were weakened, they would take them over to form even greater bands.”

“The plan failed?”

“Quite badly. One of the Chiefs of the bands who suffered at our hands took a captive from the band of the Chief who’d bargained with us. The captive told a little of what he knew. His Chief sent word to the third Chief. They attacked the first Chief’s band, took captives, and learned the truth of the matter.

“When word of that reached the other bands it caused a war between the bands of the other two Chiefs and the rest. The Chiefs who had made the bargain amongst themselves already ruled strong bands. Even with the others fighting them, they were able to hold their own.”

“Even outnumbered as they were?”

“Don’t forget what I said about the jungle they live in, Zi. There are many places to hide. But as there are many places to hide, it also takes time to get word from one band to another.”

She thought about that for a moment. She thought back when she’d first journeyed through the Ancient Land with Ysina. Without the Roads of Wood, she could see how easy it would be to get lost, and how long it might take to walk through wilderness. If what he was telling her about jungles was true, such travel by foot would take far longer.

“I think I see what you mean,” she told him. “Do go on.”

“From what we heard, all of us orcs, matters among the ape-folk became confused. Everyone seemed to know that the two Chiefs wanted to ally against the others, but no one was always sure if new alliances had sprung up. Wuk told me, before we parted in the land of the Southern Tribe, that outcasts may have used the fighting to ambush others for food, or to take part in battles in hopes of finding a place.

“When it was all over, there were just five bands left. Five in a land that had supported twice that many or more. The Chieftains of the Southern and Western Tribes offered a truce with the ape-folk. If they lived peacefully with them, and the rest of our tribes, we would live peacefully with them. The Chiefs of the five bands agreed to the pact. They formed what are now the five tribes. They choose their own Chiefs, they live by hunting and trading with us, and all is quiet between our races.”

“What of recently?”

“Wuk and his tribe have been working on building upon what happened to them. I take it he’s been sending members of his tribe north to learn from us. Wuk himself visited here last winter. As far as I know, the other four Chiefs are pleased with Wuk is doing.”

“So none of them could be up to something?”

“That I don’t know, Zi. The one to ask will be Chieftain Kral of the Southern Tribe. I travel there often, as I helped get Wuk and his band home. But his tribe has far more regular dealings with Wuk’s tribe, and the other tribes, than all our tribes combined.”

“Will you give me something so that he’ll speak with me?”

“I’ll do better than that. I’ll go with you and give you a proper introduction. With me present, he’ll answer all your questions.”

“You mean, he’ll answer all the questions that he knows the answers to.”

He let out a single hiss. “Yes.”

“Then let’s go before your Chieftain and tell him that you’ll be going with south with me.”

“Of course. I don’t know if I’ll be able to continue past the edge of the domain of the Southern Tribe, though.”

“As long as I can reach Chief Wuk, I think I’ll be fine,” she replied. She heard far more confidence in her voice than what was in her spirit.

They went back into the camp and sought out Chieftain Gaj. Before midday they had packed and were flying south. They flew over smaller camps that Tur had explained were more hunting and trading outposts than places to live. They also flew to where the plains ended and more rocky and mountainous terrain began.

This, he told her, was the domain of the Southern Tribe.

She saw from the air that the landscape below was not utterly bereft of life. Here and there were valleys with rivers flowing through them. In those valleys were patches of green, grass it seemed to her, but with some trees. There were also fields in a couple of those valleys. Yet mountains of rock and scrub bordered just about every valley.

After two days of flying they came to a very wide valley. At the north end was a pasture with grazing goats. In the middle was a camp of tents, and at the south end were fields of grain. Tur told her they should land, as that was where they ought to find the Chieftain of the Southern Tribe.

She brought them back onto the ground at the edge of the camp. Tur told her to wait while he sought the Chieftain. Several moments later he returned with a group of orcs, with a particularly tall one in the lead.

She noticed right away that these orcs, while having the same reptilian appearance of Tur’s tribe, were not at all identical to his folk. These orcs had scales that were various shades of tan and light brown. Unlike Tur’s folk, whose scales were sometimes mottled, these orcs were all of a shade with no extra coloring or banding. These orcs also had more slender builds that Tur’s folk had.

Tur had explained this to her and Ysina sometime back. The colors of the scales on the orcs depended upon where they lived. Those of his Northern Tribe tended towards grays and darker greens. Those of the Eastern Tribe had scales of light green, and often with vivid banding or colors on their arms and legs. The Western Tribe tends towards darker browns, grays, and blacks as they preferred to be out at night rather than in the hot desert air, but would paint white lines and shapes on their scales to define themselves.

Then there was the Southern Tribe, which lived in a warm climate but one that was sometimes hot and sunny and sometimes cloudy and rainy. She didn’t know how the climate affected the appearance of the orcs. When she thought about it, she realized she was only partly aware of how climate affected the skin tones of humans. She determined to mention that to Ysina upon her return.

Assuming there weren’t more important matters to mention, of course.

The tall orc in the group that Tur stood next to introduced himself as Kral, Chieftain of the Southern Tribe. Zi had to introduce herself, then she had to explain how it was she knew Tur. After a while in the warm sun standing and talking, Zi was pleased that Kral expressed his satisfaction. She was led to a tent in the center of the camp. She and Tur went inside with Kral and two others. The two others sat by Kral. Zi was invited to sit across from him, while Tur sat to her right.

“What brings you to our land, Princess?” Kral asked.

Zi shook her head. “You may call me by my name.”

“If you ask, I shall do so.”

“What brings me here is that the message from Chief Wuk made it to Silver City.”

Kral tapped his chin. “Good. I was hoping someone would come.”

“Have the troubles plaguing his tribe, or the other ape-folk, have they bothered you?”

“We have had thefts of knives we’ve bought from dwarf merchants this past year.”

“Knives?”

“Yes. Being the Southern Tribe, we’ve always had the greatest difficulty in getting good weapons. Our tribe was quite desperate in the times when we fought the ape-folk.”

“They raided their neighbors,” Tur said. “It made unity hard.”

Kral waved at hand at Tur. “That is in the past, not the present.” He turned back to Zi. “When trade was opened after your adventure, I asked the other Chieftains to send dwarf merchants here. We’ve bought tools from them, but also knives for personal protection.”

Zi nodded to him. “That I understand. Then were your folk hurt when their knives were stolen?”

“No. Since matters quieted with the other orcs and with the tribes of the ape-folk, we no longer find it proper to walk around carrying weapons.”

That struck Zi as odd for a moment, then she remembered that one of the items Tur had to get before traveling with her was a knife. She thought back on her time visiting the orc tribes, and realized that only after her first visit to them did anyone go around armed.

“Yes, right,” she said, more to herself than to Kral. “Did these ape-folk outcasts break into tents?”

“At night, and only a few tents. They mainly took knives, though a few other tools were stolen.”

She thought back to what Tur had told her about other recent problems with ape-folk outcasts. “Did they also take stones?”

Kral pointed to her. “They did. Decorative stones.”

“Stones of a personal value?”

“Yes. No gold or silver. Of all the tribes, we value gold and silver the least of all.”

“The least?”

“There’s little to be had in the land around us, and we barter for what we need.”

Zi turned to Tur, who gave her a bow of his head. She looked to Kral again. “Have you been getting along with with Wuk’s tribe since they returned?”

“We have,” Kral answered. “We were worried that the other tribes would move onto their land. Since then Chief Wuk has told us that not all of his tribe were carried off by that strange human and his magical allies.”

“The fairies were his captives.”

“True.”

“Forgive me. You were saying?”

“Yes. About half of Wuk’s tribe fled south when he and the others tried to free the first handful of captives. They told the tale of what happened. A few came here and told me and my tribe. I had no desire to start another war with the ape-folk, so I wasn’t going to push my folk onto their land. I believe the tribes of the ape-folk felt the same way.”

“Then’s it’s good Wuk and part of his tribe weren’t gone for long.”

“Very good.”

“And since their return?”

“Chief Wuk has been my guest a few times. I have only been his guest once. He’s told me the other tribes of ape-folk would like more contacts with the rest of the world. I’ve told him that merchants are slow to reach our land. I know he understands that, having been taken far to the north. I’m not sure the other Chiefs understand how large the world is.”

Zi shook her head. “I didn’t know until I left my land and came here.”

“Wise of you, Zi.”

“Thank you. Chief Wuk’s message said that a Chief of another tribe had gone missing.”

“Chief Tyok of the Jaguar Tribe, I believe.”

“Do you know much of him? His tribe?”

Kral let out a low hiss. “I do not. All I know is that the tribe lies south of that of Chief Wuk, and that most of those of Wuk’s tribe who fled during his captivity went there.”

“Tur told me the land of the ape-folk is one of jungles and wilderness.”

“It is. We have had, over the last few generations, hunters of Wuk’s tribe and perhaps another enter our land. Usually they have been young, in pairs, and said they had gotten lost in the jungle. As they only asked for food and to find the path back, and there were no raids or attacks after their departure, we’ve had no concerns about these incidents.”

“What of thefts by outcasts?”

Kral snorted. “Food, and perhaps hides or blankets gained in trade.” He waved his hand before him. “We’ve had no such robberies all summer, and into the autumn.”

“Is that strange?”

“Quite strange. There tends to be one or two every season here. The thefts are more frequent to the north, but I’ve heard there’s not been a one since winter ended.”

“Why more frequent north of you?”

“We believe word has gotten to some of the tribes of the ape-folk that, north of our land, there are mountains with caves. Caves that don’t have as many wild beasts as here or in their lands. If any outcasts make it north, they go in search of those caves.”

“They become parts of small bands of outlaws,” Tur added. “But because they’re not always familiar with the terrain, these bands don’t operate for long before being captured or killed.”

“Killed?” Zi asked Tur.

“Some are killed trying to steal. Most, though, are killed by each other, fighting over scraps of food or sources of water.”

“They think about caves and places to hide,” Kral said, “but they think little of water. Streams run here, and as you go south streams, rivers, and springs are common. Not so on the plains or in the mountains.”

Zi nodded slowly. “Yes, I understand now.”

“Have you other questions?”

“Yes. Wuk’s message also mentioned tales of lights in the sky at night, and accounts of odd animals being spotted.”

“Chief Wuk told me of that. I’m not sure members of his tribe have seen such things, but he wouldn’t put that in a message if he wasn’t hearing of them from his fellow Chiefs, or from those of other tribes he considers reliable.”

“So whatever trouble is going on, it hasn’t come this far north yet.”

“No.” Kral leaned back. “Now that you mention that part of his message, I recall something I should have said.”

“What?”

“The theft of knives.”

“What of it?”

Kral held up his hands. “We buy knives made for our hands, Zi. You’ve seen ape-folk.”

She took in a breath. “Your hands are smaller.”
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