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“Where’s Biya?” Du asked the moment she had a chance.

She was walking alongside Gray, who was a dragon. Gray wasn’t dragon-sized as he, Du, and their escort party walked through garden of the King’s Palace and into the palace proper. Gray had made himself human-sized so that the King and his Royal Court didn’t have to come outside to see him.

He’d also shrunk himself down so he wouldn’t risk damaging the appearance of the garden. It wasn’t so much that crafting the garden was expensive, so much as it took effort to replace anything Gray damaged or destroyed with his tail or his wings.

Making himself small was just one of the many spells he knew. Some, like his ability to fly, were inherent to his nature as a magical creature. Most he had to be taught, so for the last four years he’d been flying to Silver City in the Kingdom of Stone, across the Great Blue Sea to the east, to learn from Princess Ysina and the witches of that domain.

Ordinarily Gray was a massive snake-like being with wings. He still had that reptilian appearance when he was smaller. At the smaller sizes Du found him less fearsome and more like a large pet. A pet who could talk, of course, as well as cast all sorts of spells upon her if she ever called him a pet. His voice didn’t resound so much when he was the size of a human or smaller. For that she was very thankful.

“Biya is still studying,” Gray answered after a brief pause.

“Then, you’re not going to help her get back?”

“I don’t have to anymore. Biya has mastered flying spells all on her own. She’ll be able to fly back and forth for the next year.”

“Then what?”

“She’ll be able to return to the Bands of the Peaks and begin the next part of her life.”

Du had been in the company of Ysina and her wife Zi when the three of them had met Gray. He’d been taken in by one of the bands and had been sent out to steal from farmers in the western parts of the kingdom. Du herself was once a bandit, and had some sympathy for living outside the law.

Ysina and Zi had been the ones to capture her. They pointed out the dangers to her, dangers she was keenly aware of but had tried not to think about. They also pointed out the injustice of preying upon those only a little better than herself. They made the same point to Gray, along with making the bargain that if he stopped raiding Ysina would teach him to use his inherent gifts.

Yet Ysina and Zi weren’t foolish. They could see the precarious life the Bands of the Peaks were living as nomadic raiders. Gray also wanted them to offer some help to the folk that had found him and raised him. So they went to the Chief of Chiefs of all the bands to attempt to arrange a peace.

As it happened, a niece of the Chief of Chiefs, Biya, had been blessed by the Goddess with the talent to use magic. Thanks to Zi and Ysina becoming a couple, the Kingdom of the Coast was already gaining witches. If the Bands of the Peaks made peace with the kingdom, Ysina promised to teach Biya to become a witch. They did so she did.

“She’ll have completed her training in a year?” Du asked. “You’ve been going back and forth for almost four years now. I thought you’d be done sooner.”

“As did I.” Gray gave her a smile. “We made some wonderful discoveries about my inherent talents.”

“What?”

“You’ll see.”

As they were entering the palace Du decided to pause their conversation. They were led to the throne room. They gave their formal bows to King Jiu Ko. Du stepped to the side while Gray told the King about matters in the Ancient Land in general and the Kingdom of the Stone in particular.

Then it was time for Gray to inform the King about what spells he’d learned. Much of that was in what he said rather than what he could do. It would neither be right nor proper to demonstrate spells that affected the mind on the King, his sons, or the Royal Court. Gray did tell them that he had promised not to use those spells unless it was to save lives. He’d promised Ysina, her mother the Queen, and the rulers of the Elf Kingdom.

“Now I can show you what I’ve learned,” Gray said once that part of his report to the King was completed.

The first spell that Gray cast was an illusion spell of a large bowl of soup floating in the air. Gray had learned illusions spells a while back. They had been helpful when she, he, and Biya had joined Ruzi and her brother in overthrowing the wicked King of Adahilara.

But those spells had been images. As Gray floated the illusion to the King and the members of the Royal Court, and eventually to her, everyone noticed the smell that came steaming from the bowl. One of the Princes thought Gray had created the soup and put his hand through the illusion.

“Depending upon the size of the illusion,” Gray said, “I can add one or more aspects aside from the appearance to enhance it. As you can discern for yourselves, I can make it smell as good as it looks.”

“What of taste?” the King asked as the illusion ended its journey in front of Du.

“It’s still an illusion. As you saw, it has no substance. But for this I could have also made it feel warm. It could put the illusion over a fire and make it sound like it was cooking.”

When it seemed the King was satisfied with that information, Gray demonstrated a few more spells he’d learned. Then came what he said was the most important. He became enveloped in a white cloud for an instant, and then there was a dog standing where he had been.

“I am still here,” the dog said in Gray’s distinctive voice.

“You can change your form?” the King asked with a gasp.

“I can. I can become an animal, a human, an elf, whatever I wish.”

“For how long?”

“If I concentrate, up to ten days. I can change like this quickly, and change back. However, size does not matter to the spell. I would be a human for ten days or a rat.”

“Still, Gray, that is most remarkable.”

“And perhaps quite helpful,” said the King’s youngest son, Prince Bin Yu.

The King asked if Gray was tired from his journey, or if he had the strength for a meeting. Gray said he had plenty of strength. The King instructed him to go with Prince Bin Yu. The Prince told Du that she was needed at this meeting as well. The King told everyone to resume their duties, and promised Gray a celebration that evening for his return to Yensin.

Du wasn’t shocked about the summons. She had been busy with matters both within the kingdom and just outside. With Gray back and apparently back to stay, she was certain her friend would be paired with her for some errand or another. She knew she’d find out soon what that errand would be.

What was intriguing to her was that the Prince didn’t lead them to the working room by his chambers. Instead they only went as far as the palace library. That suggested to her the errand wasn’t going to be some secret mission, but something more formal and proper.

She enjoyed secret missions, but proper missions were more safe, and she was starting to prefer safety to excitement.

That included speaking with Prince Bin Yu in the library and not close to his chambers. He was still a man of average height, though his round build was thinning due to marriage and his duties. He was the youngest of the King’s three sons but was also the most well-read and the cleverest. Prince Nu Lin, the oldest and the King’s heir, wanted to keep his youngest brother around because of that. Therefore meeting Prince Bin Yu in the library suggested to Du that what he would ask of her and Gray had the sanction of either the King, the King’s heir, or the both of them.

“Please, sit, both of you,” Bin Yu said as he sat down behind the writing table.

Du sat down in one of the cushioned chairs across from the table. Gray made his form slightly larger and curled up on the floor to her right.

“Gray, has Du told you about how trade with the Snow Kingdom is going?” he asked.

“We haven’t had much time to talk, Your Highness,” Gray replied.

“I don’t mean this day. I mean since last autumn.”

“It hasn’t come up.”

“I see. Du?”

“I’ve only mentioned a few times that trade is increasing, Highness,” she said.

“Gray, how familiar are you with that kingdom?”

“Not at all familiar.”

Du turned to Gray. “Most of our trade goes up in the eastern part of the kingdom, into the settlements along the Little Northern River.”

“Little Northern River?”

Du shrugged and turned to Bin Yu.

Bin Yu smiled. “It seems to be a name that suggests its lack of importance in that kingdom. The river, and the streams that flow into it, start in a region of high hills and low mountains that separates that part of the kingdom from the rest.”

“Would those be the northern range of the Bands of the Peaks, Highness?” Gray asked.

“They are indeed, yes. The mountains narrow and become hills as they approach the Sea of Ice that marks the northern border of the Snow Kingdom.”

“And the river?”

“We are told the Little Northern River is not as wide as the two main rivers of that kingdom, the South River and the West River. From what we’ve been told, there are a few minor rivers that flow into those that are as wide and long as the Little Northern River.”

“Parts of the Snow Kingdom are vast plains and parts are vast forests,” Du said to Gray. She turned back to the Prince. “If you don’t mind me assisting, Highness.”

Bin Yu shook his head. “Not at all. It’s most helpful of you, to be honest.”

“Why is that?” Gray asked.

“There are two matters that we should like to know more about. The first is not as important, but it should be fairly easy to determine by a visit. For the last year reports have reached Yensin that merchants from the Snow Kingdom are asking more questions about magic.”

“I’m not surprised, Highness, what with more witches being trained here and going to work among the provinces,” Du said.

“That is not unusual, no. But it makes us wonder, and me in particular, if what we know about the Snow Kingdom is correct.”

“What do you know?” Gray asked.

“Wizards, Highness?” Du asked.

Bin Yu pointed to her and nodded. “Yes, Du, you’re quite right.” He turned to Gray. “For generations, when we hear about the Snow Kingdom and magic, we hear about men able to use magic. Wizards is the word used here. Yet none of these wizards has ever visited our kingdom. Until Princess Zi returned her from her journey east, no one thought magic was even real because we’d never seen a wizard.”

Gray shook his head. “And you’re not likely to, Highness. Only the elves have men able to use magic. Even they aren’t as capable as elf women when it comes to the power, strength, and span of their knowledge of magic. There have been human men who have claimed to be able to cast spells, but each and every one of them has been exposed as a liar, or as someone using others to cast spells for him.”

“That’s what we believed all along, Gray. Even after the visits of Princesses Ysina and Zi, and your coming, we thought such tales were lies, or clever tricks, or the like.”

“I hadn’t heard that a wizard’s claims are true, Highness,” Du said.

Bin Yu shook his head. “It’s not that. It seems that these merchants have never been exposed to magic as we are now seeing it.”

“They have no witches?” Gray asked.

“That’s a question we have no answer to, Gray,” Bin Yu replied, pressing his lips together. “Is it that the whole kingdom is lacking in witches? Or it is that the part of the kingdom along the Little Northern River is lacking in witches?”

Du nodded to Bin Yu. “Is that region of the kingdom being denied something, or are they in the same predicament we were in a few years ago?”

“That is an important question to me, as a curious man, and to us as rulers of this kingdom. Before our troubles with the Bands of the Peaks we’ve had clashes with Snow Kingdom. We’ve been at peace for a couple of generations now. Yet as we regain the knowledge of magic and the work of witches that we lost so long ago, we wonder if this won’t create a new conflict with that land in the years ahead.

“As for me, I should like to know why the Snow Kingdom, which appears to have some contact with domains west of it, including domains with some knowledge of magic, is lacking in witches. Were they cursed with a wicked and narrow-minded King as we once were? Is their land to blame? Or is something else to blame?”

“Like a dragon?” Gray shook his head. “Highness, I cannot believe that.”

“We know that the evil King that took magic from us drove your kind from out lands. Some were killed, yes, but your egg survived. Did others survive? Were they then angry only at our King or at humans as a whole?”

Du took in a breath. “Did they curse the land?”

“Highness, land can be made barren,” Gray said. “It can be made barren so crops and grasses won’t grow. It can be made barren by withdrawing rain, or by flooding it with rain to wash it away. It’s possible to make it barren by burning it with a fire so hot that the soil could start to become like rock. But there is no spell that could strip magic from a place.”

“None, Gray?” Bin Yu asked.

“None. It’s possible to counter a spell with a spell. The easiest spell to use to counter any spell is one that dismisses the magic that powers the spell. Craft a powerful enough dismissing spell and you could wipe away some of the inherent magic around a spot. But that spot would never be larger than this room, and it would only lose magic for a day or two.”

“How can you be sure?”

“I’ve been in the Elf Kingdom, Highness, as well as Silver City. I asked. I cast such a spell to fight off an attack to answer that question. The inherent magic around the target was only gone for a day.”

“Well, if not a curse, what could it be?” Du asked Gray.

“I would suspect a King, myself. Either the matter there is as it was the past here, or as it was until recently in Adahilara.”

“The King keeping the services of witches for himself and his friends?”

“Indeed. Highness, if the answer isn’t so wicked, but that they simply lack knowledge, will assistance be offered?”

Bin Yu shook his head. “Father doesn’t want to give them witches and lose the advantage we have.” He raised his hands. “Not until we have assurances from their King that any witches they gain will not be turned against us.”

“Witches aren’t supposed to fight in wars, Highness.”

Du looked at Gray and grinned. “And folk aren’t supposed to steal from others, yet they still do.”

“Du, if you wouldn’t say such things,” Bin Yu said, drawing out his words.

Du bowed her head to him. “Yes, Your Highness.”

“The question of whether or not to assist the Snow Kingdom when it comes to witches, as I said, depends upon whether or not their King will change relations between our domains or not. As to that, there is most intriguing news.”

“Intriguing how?” Gray asked.

“Until last year the Snow Kingdom had been ruled by one King Olek. It is now ruled by his son King Raslov. The first matter that makes that intriguing is that Raslov is the King’s youngest son.”

“Is that their custom?”

“It’s not. Du?”

She turned to Gray again. “Two years ago a rumor made it here that claimed the King’s two older sons were pushed aside for cheating on their wives. I went north to Linwen Province to question merchants with a truth wand. If it was a rumor, it was one announced the nobles of that kingdom. I suspect the tale is true.”

Gray looked back to Bin Yu. “What does this mean?”

“It seems unusual. We do keep records on what we hear from other kingdoms, both official correspondence and letters from the Lords on what tales they hear. There doesn’t seem to have been a time when the oldest son of the King of the Snow Kingdom did not succeed his father. It is possible that elder sons didn’t live to become adults. That has happened here, especially with our lack of witches. But never has one of our Kings had to force his older sons out for any sort of scandal.

“That this tale of King Raslov coming to power seems to be true, as Du thinks it is, certainly raises questions of the incident itself. Was this scandal so foul that King Olek had no choice but remove his other sons from power? Does it matter whom they were cheating on?”

“Whom?” Gray asked.

“Were they cheating on their wives with noble wives?” Du replied. “Were they cheating with noble daughters?”

“Or were they not cheating with noble women?” Bin Yu shook his head. “Here it would be most scandalous if, say, I was cheating on my wife with the wife of a Lord. It would not be scandalous at all if I was cheating on my wife with a common woman, especially if my marriage was arranged, as sometimes happens in noble houses. All the less so if the woman I was cheating on my wife with was a woman I had loved before my marriage.

“We don’t know what the custom on such things is in the Snow Kingdom. Is all cheating thought to be against the will of the Gods? Are there differing standards for the nobility? Or was this cheating part of a plot against the King?”

“A plot, Highness?”

“Were the Princes cheating on their wives with women who had wealth?” Du said. “Were those women promising to use their wealth to hire men to overthrow the King? Poison him? Murder him in his bed?”

“Any of those is plausible, Gray,” Bin Yu told him. “All of those have happened, or almost happened, in our own past. More against Lords than Kings and Princes, but you do understand, yes?”

Gray nodded to him. “I do. What is it you want from us?”

“We need to know more about this matter.” Bin Yu let out a hard laugh. “We need to know more about this new King, and about the Snow Kingdom as a whole.”

“You’d like us to go there?” Du asked.

“I would like you to, yes. We had been thinking, before you returned to Yensin, of asking you both to go to the Snow Kingdom. The new spells you’ve demonstrated suggest to me that you might not have to go in secret, if you think that would be best.”

“Not in secret, Highness? Then how?”

“That, Du, I will leave to you and Gray to determine. Du, you are a remarkable woman. You might not be able to read well at all, but you can think. As for you, Gray, you know your own talents and skills better than anyone. Your spells are formidable, as is your mind.

“I think it wise for me to let the two of you agree upon a plan. You will need to let me know how you intend to get to the Snow Kingdom. What you believe you will do while you’re there. How you intend on answering all these questions without creating bad relations between our two kingdoms. If you can improve relations, well and good.

“You have a good long while to talk the matter over. This room is yours for the rest of this day. After that, you’ll need to speak elsewhere. I can give you the rest of this day and all of the next. I fear that’s all I can give you to plan.”

Du let out a breath. “Well, Your Highness, at least you’re not asking the two of us to fight a war.” She smirked. “Or lead a rebellion.”

She almost gasped when he smirked back. “We all learn from our mistakes, don’t we?”
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Once Bin Yu left the room Du rose from the chair and turned to Gray. “It’s good to see you again.”

Gray rose from the floor and nuzzled her. “It’s good to see you as well.”

She moved to hug him. Of course he couldn’t hug her back, but she knew that was the limit to his form and not to his feelings.

They’d been friends almost since they’d met. They were fellow rogues and outcasts among those they’d been with. He had been a dragon among humans while she had been a girl, then a young woman, among bandits. They’d both retained a little of their outlaw mindset, though she was still a touch more willing to bend the law than he was.

More than that, they’d been on adventures together. Every time he’d come back to Yensin there was some errand or mission that he and Du had to accomplish. It was true that since they’d taken part in the rebellion against the King in Adahilara, their work hadn’t been particularly dangerous. But just because they hadn’t risked their lives since then didn’t mean that their work together had been for nothing.

With those thoughts in her mind, Du asked him, “You’re back forever, yes?”

“I don’t have to go back to Silver City unless I want to.”

She gave him a glare. “That’s not an answer.”

“I know. Let’s sit and talk.”

She waved at the cushioned chair across from hers. “You could change into a human and sit down.”

“I would be a naked human. I’m not sure how well that would go over.”

She was at first amused by his response. Then, for an instant, she wondered what he would look like as a human man.

He shrank himself down to about three-quarters of her size, floated over to the other chair, and sat down. “How is this?”

“Good.” She sat back down. “You said you can change not just your size but your shape as well. For ten days, was it?”

“About that, yes. But there’s more to the matter than just that.”

“More?”

“If I concentrate on most of my spells, those spells will last for several days. It’s not just spells about making myself smaller, or changing into an animal or a human.”

“Flying spells?”

“Flying. Fire and water. Illusions. Most of them.”

“What about Ysina?”

He shook his head. “When we found that out about me, she tried putting in the same effort at focused thought on a spell. She could only do it with small light and fire spells. She tried larger spells and it just didn’t work. Some of the elf witches tried the method. They could cast larger spells that way, but not complex spells.”

“The ones that combine spells, yes?”

“Yes.”

She leaned back in her chair. “What does that mean?”

“We think it’s the difference between how common creatures like elves and humans can command magic, and how a magical creature like myself can command magic. Ysina is the most powerful human witch in generations. She can understand the spell I use to change my size, but she simply doesn’t have the power to cast it. The elves know of that spell, but they say it’s been a few generations since one of them could cast it.” He let out a breath. “As for changing my shape, well, they’ve never seen such a spell before.”

“Did you learn it? Or was it something you just knew?”

His head bobbed back and forth. “I think it’s something I knew, but I had to learn other spells and sense the strength of my abilities before I could start casting it on myself.”

A thought burst into her mind. “Witches aren’t supposed to cast spells on themselves!”

“Witches of other races, no. Elf witches can, but their spells are weaker on themselves than if they cast a spell on another witch.”

“But yours are not weak.”

“No. It all appears to suggest that being a magical creature comes with some very powerful advantages.”

“It’s a wonder there aren’t more of you.”

He glanced down at the floor. “Perhaps. I’d rather not talk about that now.”

“I understand.”

In becoming friends with him, Du had learned much about his moods. He was as far as she knew the only dragon in the world. For as long as she’d know him, believing that he was the only dragon alive caused him sadness when he thought about that.

He was rarely truly alone. He was one of the most friendly and charming beings she knew. He took pleasure in engaging in conversation. He adored using the spell to shrink himself down so he could fit into normal-sized rooms and be a part of life.

Yet he was always the only dragon where ever he had gone. He hadn’t been all over the world. Most of his life had been spent among one of the Bands of the Peaks, in and around Silver City, and here in Yensin. There were occasional ventures elsewhere, but for only a month or less. He’d seen more of the world than she had, and he constantly told her he thought he’d seen less than a quarter of it. All the same, everywhere he had been, he was always the only dragon.

She suspected that during this mission she would have to ask him if he truly believed he was the only dragon, or if he still had hope that others were in the places he hadn’t been to.

“Is there anything else we should talk about,” she asked, “before we need to talk about the mission His Highness has given us?”

“There is something I’d like to ask you,” he replied.

“What’s that?”

“Have you found a man yet?”

She sighed and shook her head. “I haven’t bothered.”

“Why not?”

“Have you seen me?”

He leaned forward, his eyes narrow. “I have.”

“I’m short and I still look like I’ve barely reached womanhood.”

“I trust you don’t carry yourself like a scared young woman.”

“I certainly do not.”

“Then why haven’t you tried?”

She let out a deep breath. “I don’t know.”

“You can’t lie to me, Du.”

“I’m not sure.”

“Better. Why aren’t you sure?”

She shook her head, paused for a moment, then tried to answer his question. “Men aren’t interested in women who look as I do.”

“Ysina and Zi say that everyone has a shape they like.”

“If there’s men who like my shape, I haven’t met them.”

“What of it if they don’t like your shape? What about you?”

“That’s an even greater obstacle.”

“Why?”

She gave him a wry smile. “For someone who’s almost constant around Kings and Queens and Princesses, you don’t seen to have learned much about rulership, have you?”

“Du.”

She dismissed her smile. “Around the palace, around Yensin, those that do know me understand that I’m a former outlaw who carries out important errands for the King and the Royal Court. I fight. I sneak around. Sometimes I travel openly and sometimes I don’t. Those that know of me are either frightened of me, think I prefer women to men, or want to get closer to me because they want something from someone here in the palace.”

He leaned back. “Yes. I see. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t feel sorry for me. It’s they who are flawed in matters like that, not me.”

“All the same, Du.”

“No. Ever since I fled my home, I vowed not to be taken advantage of. The men who want something from a relationship from me, I know who they are within a few moments of speaking with them. I’ll have nothing to do with men like that.” She smiled to him. “And I like the King, and Bin Yu, well enough not to subject them to such men.”

“Good.”

“I don’t have any more personal questions to ask you. Do you have any more to ask me?”

He laughed. “No. I suppose we should get to the matter the Prince asked us to deal with.”

“How are we to get into the Snow Kingdom and learn all he wants us to learn?”

“Indeed. What is your first thought about a plan?”

She paused for a moment. “Sneaking in, but I’m not sure about that.”

“Neither am I. The Prince said we were not to cause trouble.”

“No.”

He glanced away from her for a moment. “For that matter, why should we sneak in?”

She shrugged.

“It’s not as though the Prince, and thus the King, is ordering us to get into the Snow Kingdom to murder their King, or a Lord, or cause some sort of rebellion.”

“No.”

“We aren’t being asked to steal some enchanted object, or to destroy such an object, or even to steal from the kingdom’s treasury.”

“We’re not being asked to do any of those things.”

“No. Why then should be sneak it?”

She smiled. “Because you’re a dragon, and you might scare them?”

“I can disguise myself.”

“That would help.” She let her smile fade. “That does leave the question of why we would be in that kingdom, if we were going there openly.”

“What of the obvious? We go in as merchants.”

She nodded to him. “We could. We could even act as merchants.”

“Act?”

“Yes. If we had a wagon full of goods, we could sell them along the way. In asking questions about where to sell those goods, we could ask questions about the kingdom.”

“Would that be allowed?”

“I can’t see why it wouldn’t be allowed.” She sat straighter. “If we had desirable goods, we would be asking questions about the kingdom.”

“We would?”

“Yes. Good merchants ask such questions in the hope that they’ll be able to return.”

“How do you know?”

“I’ve had to speak to merchants to carry out my other work for the kingdom. They told me much about their trade.”

“Is any of what they said relevant to this mission we’ve been given?”

She smiled to him. “It is. I said that merchants ask questions in the hope of returning. If you have goods you think folk will buy, and you can keep getting those goods, you’ll want to know if there will continue to be a market for those goods.

“The common goods that are shipped here from the Snow Kingdom are furs. They had all sorts of beasts that have fur coats for the cold weather. Furs make for good blankets. They make for warm hats.”

“I imagine they would make for good, warm coats.”

“They do. In the northern provinces of our kingdom furs are quite desirable, as those provinces get quite cold in the winter. But most of the kingdom rarely gets so cold. They’re more wanted as decorative rugs than as blankets or coats.”

“What does that mean?”

“Things made from fur will wear out faster in the northern part of our kingdom because they’re more in use. A merchant bringing furs from the Snow Kingdom could do well selling furs in the northern provinces here.”

“He wouldn’t sell as much in the rest of the kingdom, then?”

“No. But as fur isn’t used as much in the rest of our kingdom, it commands a higher price when it’s brought here to be sold. It’s rare so it’s expensive. If that merchant came south at the right time, he could make more profit selling fewer furs. That’s the balance, Gray. A more modest income, but steady and easy to carry out, against a greater income but with a greater risk of not selling your goods.”

“That’s what we would be doing?”

“If we were acting as merchants. We’d want to know what we could sell and what we could buy. What goods would give us a steady income and what might make us wealthy. What we could sell every year and what would only sell every so often.”

“How would be go about doing that?”

She paused to think of an answer. “You said if you changed into a human you’d be a man. Did I hear that right?”

“Yes. I tried changing myself into female creatures, and the appearance was never right. But it was always right when I changed into a male creature.”

“Are you sure?”

“They have mirrors in Silver City, Du. I was able to see myself.”

“I had to ask. That’s good, Gray. You can be the man.”

“What about you?”

She paused again. “I’m not sure.”

“Would you want to disguise yourself as a man?”

Her head bobbed, then she frowned. “The trouble with that would be the two of us looking out for each other.”

“How would that be trouble?”

She grinned and shook her head. “You have been with Ysina and Zi too long. It’s still a touch odd to see men with men and women with women here, Gray.”

“We won’t be here.”

“No. But we don’t know how such things would be looked upon up there. If they haven’t many witches, they might not be comfortable with such relationships.”

He snorted. “I suppose not.”

She sat quietly for a brief moment. “It might also seem strange that there wasn’t any noise coming from out room.”

“And you accuse me of having impure thoughts?”

“I’m serious, Gray. If you and I pretend to be men, and we display no affection in public, and no one hears us displaying affection in private, what will they think?”

“I don’t know.” He glanced away, then frowned to her. “That we aren’t who we say we are, is that it?”

She pointed to him. “That’s it! They’ll think we’re spies, or criminals, or that we’re brothers and not partners. They’ll become suspicious of us.”

“We can flee.”

“I know we could. But how much would we know?”

“Perhaps not much.” He shook his head. “But for me to be a man and you a woman? Wouldn’t it be the same if we weren’t making noise?”

That question kept her mind moving for a few moments. Then she sucked in a breath and smiled. “You and I will say we’re the eldest children of two merchant families in Linwen. We’ve just been married. We are united in our work as merchants, hoping to make a living and well as a life with each other.”

“You do know what married couples do, don’t you?”

She laughed at him. “Indeed I do. But don’t you see? We will be far from home. Would we risk intimacy so far from home? That could lead to me bearing a child while on the road, or in some village somewhere.” She made a show of shaking her head. “That simply would not do, husband. That would be dangerous.”

He finally laughed back at her. “It would, at that.”

“I believe the city closest to the mountains and the start of the Little Northern River is called Vlityar. We can tell folk we meet that the two of us are going at least that far.”

“And after that?”

“That will be one of the questions we’ll answer. How many of our merchants go west from there? Would there be any reason for our merchants to go west from there?”

“Is it safe for us to go west of that city?”

“Indeed.”

“Would we need to hide that we’re from the Kingdom of the Coast?”

“No. I’ve talked with merchants from both sides of the border. I’ve been told that there are folk that look like me in that part of the Snow Kingdom. Going farther west into the Snow Kingdom?” She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“I suppose we’ll learn what to do then before we get there.”

“Probably.” She let out a breath, then shifted closer to him in her chair. “Our disguise would mean sharing a bed. Would that be acceptable to you?”

“To be honest, I’m more comfortable sleeping on the floor. I’m more used to it in whatever form or size I’m in. I will say that I haven’t slept on the floor as a human for more than one night.” He let out a laugh. “I suppose I’ll find out if I like it or not.”

“I see.”

“If I don’t like it, we’ll determine a new arrangement then.”

“Thank you.” She swallowed. “I trust you know how to behave as a human man, yes?”

He smiled. “Yes.”

“Good. I think, Gray, we have a plan to learn more about the Snow Kingdom.”

“Let’s tell Prince Bin Yu, then.”
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As it was, reporting to Prince Bin Yu about their plan wasn’t all they needed to do. There was a brief discussion about how much from the treasury they would be given to buy clothing, supplies, and upon arrival, a wagon and goods. They had to take paper with them to help draw a better map of the Snow Kingdom, as the most recent had been done some four generations ago. Once all that was done the matter had to be reported to the King.

It was then that King Jiu Ko pointed out that Du and Gray would probably be gone through the rest of the spring, into the summer, and perhaps into part of the autumn. “That will be a long time to be without the two of you,” he said. “But, if we’re to know more, we have to accept that the journey will take time.”

That was the blessing Du and Gray required. The next morning they left the city. Gray returned to his normal size, Du climbed onto his back with coins and some supplies, and Gray flew north.

A few days later they were in the city of Linwen. They met with the local Lord to tell him of their mission. Du was able to speak with a merchant she knew. Armed with knowledge, support, and coins, she purchased a wagon, a draft horse to pull it, and goods to fill it. After two days in the city they set out for the Snow Kingdom.

It took them a few days at the speed of a wagon just to get out of the province and across the border. It took them a few more days to reach a town along a stream. The stream, the townsfolk told them, flowed into the Little Northern River. They followed the stream to the river for two more days.

The landscape was not that interesting to Du. She had seen it before, but even though Gray hadn’t he told her he found it dull. They had entered a region of plains dotted by hills and streams with bushes and a few trees along the streams. The grass was mostly tan, though it did appear to be turning green with the spring warmth. Settlements were along streams and were largely comprised of small buildings made of mud bricks. There were pastures and fields, so food was not in short supply.

The gentle rate of their progress was helpful to her in that it gave her time to adjust to speaking the language of this kingdom. Her grasp of words and phrases was rough, but every chance she had she paid attention and tried to improve.

Gray was willing to use his talent to assist her. She refused the help of magic. “We’ll seem suspicious if they hear words my lips don’t seem to be speaking.”

They also learned that the Snow Kingdom had a name for itself. However, when it was translated into the language she and Gray were familiar with, it was “The Land of the North That Swept from One Sea to Another, and from the Ice to the Sunny Mountains.” Everyone agreed that it was too long, so they either just spoke of “their kingdom,” “the Northern Kingdom,” or as it happened, “the Snow Kingdom.” 

In the middle of the third day traveling along the Northern River they arrived at Butyar, the seat of that province of the Snow Kingdom. Du felt that calling it a “city” would be far too grand a word for it. Butyar’s most important homes and buildings were made of stone. Most of the homes and structures, though, were made of the same mud-brick style they’d seen on the way up. There was but one central marketplace. The Temples were small. The Prince of the Province didn’t so much live in a palace as a nice house.
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