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There were some things Zi had gotten used to since she was whisked away from the Kingdom of the Coast almost a year earlier. There was the pale face of her lover, Princess Ysina of the Kingdom of Stone. There was magic. There was travel. What she was still getting used to was being in a formal setting. She was, after all, the daughter of a merchant. When had she needed to be in a place where titles mattered?

Now that she was the beloved of a Princess, titles mattered. They didn’t matter quite so much in Ysina’s own land. Her kingdom was far smaller than the Kingdom of the Coast, both in terms of the population and the actual amount of land it commanded. Formality was less important when there wasn’t as much of a divide between the nobility and the common folk.

Here, though, in Zi’s land, formality mattered a great deal. You used the proper forms of address. You didn’t stare at a noble man or woman. There was a protocol for speaking to someone with a title. But as most folk never came into such settings, lessons in such things tended to be a waste of time.

Zi’s father had been important enough back in Ulzhan that she had been taught lessons in manners. She’d even had to employ what she’d learned a few times. All the same, she needed reminders, for it wasn’t every day, every month, or even every season that she went before the Lord of the province.

Now, though, her life had been turned upside-down and around and around.

Ysina had accidentally whisked her to the Ancient Land, though there might have been some influence from a God or Goddess in that spell. They had gone on a grand adventure, trying to restore the mind of Ysina’s mother the Queen. They’d made friends, fought a monster or two, and defeated a wicked would-be ruler.

Over the course of their adventure Zi had discovered that Ysina had the same romantic interest in women that Zi had. More than that, Zi had fallen in love with Ysina, and Ysina had fallen in love with her. They were now a couple, though what their personal and proper titles were going to be was still a question without an answer.

However, in being whisked away, Zi had found that magic was as real as trees, trade, scrolls, and coins. Magic was part of the Ancient Land and its several domains. It was not part of the Kingdom of the Coast. Zi didn’t know if it had once been so and was forgotten, or if it had never been part of the land of her birth. Though she was in love and happy to be with the love of her life, she still cared about the land she’d been raised in.

She wanted the Kingdom of the Coast to have magic.

Over the autumn and early winter she and Ysina had worked to persuade Queen Oglira to allow the couple to travel across the sea to the Kingdom of the Coast. Ysina wanted to determine if there was magic in that land. Zi wanted Ysina to try to teach a young woman or two to become witches. The Queen was worn down into agreeing to the plan, but had given them conditions to her agreement.

“The two of you cannot remain more than two seasons,” Oglira had said. “I’ll let you go in the spring, when the weather is good. But the latest you must be back here in early autumn.” She’d pointed at Ysina. “You have a kingdom to help me run.”

“Yes, Mother,” Ysina had replied.

“You will carry a message from me to the rulers of Zi’s domain. This will be an errand of diplomacy. You will also carry a message back. No diversions and no distractions.”

Neither thought those conditions too unbearable, so Zi and Ysina agreed to them. What Zi hadn’t anticipated what that they’d mean the two of them would spend their entire visit not just in the city of Yensin, the seat of the kingdom, but in the King’s Palace itself.

That meant that on this particular day, a sunny and warm day when spring had almost given way to summer, Zi found herself sitting next to Ysina in one of the several small meetings rooms in the palace, sitting across from the King’s youngest son, Prince Bin Yu.

“Forgive me for summoning you from your duties,” Bin Yu said, “but a letter arrived, and Father wished me to bring it to your attention.”

“Not a letter of complaint, I trust, Highness,” Ysina said.

“Certainly not. No one here has anything to complain about your work, Highness.”

“What of our lives?”

Bin Yu shrugged. “We try not to think about that.”

Zi had known, back in Ulzhan, that her preference was unusual. She hadn’t met any other woman who had affections for women. That the two of them were a loving couple was a shock to those in the palace. Was such a relationship proper? Might it offend the Gods? Would it upset the kingdom’s subjects?

Ysina’s reply to such consternation was typical of her. “If it bothers you, we can leave,” she’d said to the King and his court.

That she might leave without teaching anyone to use magic overcame those obstacles. Their relationship still earned the odd frown or the shaking of a head. But no one wanted Ysina to return home, so they kept their displeasure brief and quiet.

“Besides, Highness, you have offered much to us in your short time here,” Bin Yu continued. “Which leads me to ask, before I get to this letter, how is your work going?”

“Well enough,” Ysina replied. Zi could hear the small breath in Ysina’s voice that followed her answer. “I do wish I had more time to stay.”

“You have obligations in your land, yes?”

“Indeed.”

“Obligations must be followed. It’s only proper.”

“I have obligations to my kingdom, that’s true. I am my mother’s eldest child, and thus heir to her title. One day I shall rule the Kingdom of Stone.”

“That must be your duty.”

“I’m also a witch, Highness. I have a duty to that as well.”

Bin Yu frowned ever so slightly. “The first must come before the second.”

“And how does that help your kingdom, Highness?”

The Prince’s face became still as he pondered the question.

Even if she had an interest in men, she wouldn’t have found Prince Bin Yu all that handsome. He was average in height and stout in his build, except for his arms and legs, which were on the slender side. He had a round face that appealed to her more when he smiled than when he didn’t. However, he didn’t smile all that much.

Though he wasn’t handsome, Zi could see the young man’s appeal as a Prince and as a man. He rarely smiled not because he was dour, but because he was thoughtful in his words. He had a talent for writing and something close to an affection for reading. Of the King’s three sons, he was the most intelligent, the most observant, and the most willing to keep quiet until he had something of value to say.

Not that his older brothers had empty heads. Zi had learned while at the palace that this line of Kings placed great importance on their children being above average when it came to being both smart and wise. The Kingdom of the Coast might be large and prosperous, but its borders weren’t always secure. There was also the old rivalry with the Snow Kingdom to the north in the background. The kingdom couldn’t afford to have foolish rulers. There was too much risk from without for that to be allowed to happen.

All the same, Bin Yu preferred to spend his time inside the palace at work while his older brothers split their time between their inside duties and their outside activities. He would never be as handsome as they were. But he would make a fine advisor and a good husband one day.

“You have made a fair point, Highness,” he said at last, “though I would still prefer the first to the second.”

“That’s your choice, of course, Highness,” Ysina replied.

“Thank you.” He arched an eyebrow. “This diversion did not answer my original question, though.”

Ysina smiled to him. “No.” Her smile vanished. “The three are good students, but their talent with spells will be limited.”

“You’ve said that the course of study takes years.”

“It does take years to become a witch, yes. That’s why Zi and I will be ready tomorrow to present something of a solution.”

“Something? Your wording is less than precise.”

“As is the solution. Zi had helped me translate certain spells into your language. Spells I won’t have the time to teach. I’ll set the three to practicing on their own.”

Bin Yu leaned back in his chair. “Is that safe?”

“The spells are advanced castings of healing and light, Highness. Nothing to fear.”

“Light?”

“Yes. Beyond creating light and colored light, the next steps are to enchant objects with light. Magical torches, magical lamps, those sorts of items.”

Bin Yu nodded. “The practical application of such magic.”

“Indeed. But as with any enchantment, attention has to be paid to the duration of such spells. A light that remains on after the sun has come up is a waste.”

“Even in the darkest of rooms?”

Ysina sighed. “I’ve yet to hear of such a room here in the palace, Highness.”

“You’ve not been to the cellars, then.”

“No. Why?”

“The archives of the kingdom are kept there.”

Ysina sat straighter. “Archives?”

The Prince shook his head. “Nothing of great value, Highness. Tax rolls and reports from the Lords of kingdom on minor matters. Such writings have to be kept, but are rarely needed.”

“Rarely?”

“Perhaps a few times a season, and usually only the most recent records, over the last five years or so.”

Ysina shook her head. “Five years.”

“Indeed, Highness,” Bin Yu replied with a tiny grin.

Zi had presumed that with a name like “The Ancient Land,” the continent Ysina came from would have had domains as old as the Kingdom of the Coast. But aside from the domain of the elves, the kingdoms in that land were young. Ysina’s line went back four generations and her kingdom nine. Their neighbors to the south were about as young as the Kingdom of Stone. Before that were small holdings run by Lords or villages with no real ruler. There were hints of something before, but for the present hints were all that they were.

“I see why one would appreciate such enchantments, Highness,” Ysina replied.

“Good. I take it once you depart you mean for the girls to be supervised, yes?”

“Young women, Highness, and yes, I do.”

Bin Yu bowed his head. “I shall argue that Father defer to your judgement.”

“Thank you.”

Upon arriving in the Kingdom of the Coast, Zi had first asked to return to Ulzhan to see her family. While there Ysina had detected the talent in a young woman in the city. She detected the talent in two girls of Yensin. That was all the time she had to travel around the kingdom searching for students.

The two from Yensin were twelve and fourteen. Ysina had said they were on the old side to begin studying magic, but if they applied themselves they would do well as witches. The young woman from Ulzhan was a year younger than Zi had been when she was whisked away. Ysina thought her abilities wouldn’t get very far, but the woman was doing her best to keep up with the younger pair.

That there were just three students was disappointing to Zi. She had wanted Ysina to find more. She wanted her former home to quickly become strong with witches. But there was no time for Ysina to search the kingdom and teach the three she had found. It would take a long time for her old kingdom to catch up to her new one. Zi hoped and prayed that events would not overtake that slow progress.

“It’s good that you told me now that you and your partner will be prepared to present your views tomorrow, Highness. I can therefore tell you of this letter from Lord Tu Wen in Shoquon Province.”

Ysina nodded to the Prince. “Yes, the letter. What does it say?”

Bin Yu pressed his lips together, then looked at the document on the table before him. “The Honorable Lord informs us that he has seen a dragon in his province.”

Ysina’s mouth opened. She immediately turned to Zi.

Zi didn’t know what to think. There were of course tales of dragons. They were said to be long flying serpents, longer than three or four men, that lived far from the cities and villages of ordinary men. In some tales dragons were monsters to be defeated, while in others they were wily and clever creatures to be won over or vanquished in a battle of wits. There was, though, no tale that said they knew anything of magic.

But those were tales and stories, not true accounts of the deeds of Kings, Princes, Lords, and other important folk of the Kingdom of the Coast. No one believed that dragons were real. If they were real, one ought to have been captured and brought to the palace. One ought to have been killed, and its skin placed on display, if not in the palace than in the fine home of the Lord who dispatched it.

Zi would have presumed the same things about elves, dwarves, orcs, and giants a year ago. Then Ysina brought her across the sea, and Zi saw those folk and creatures for herself.

“I’m not sure how to respond to that, Highness,” Ysina replied at last.

“You have no such beasts in your land?” Bin Yu asked.

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“I see.”

Ysina waved her right hand in front of her. “What is this dragon doing?”

“Yes.” Bin Yu looked at the letter. “Lord Tu Wen reports that is has been eating the livestock of villagers.”

“Livestock?”

“That’s what his letter says, yes.”

“Forgive me, Highness, but how does he know that it’s a dragon that’s taking livestock?”

“He writes that he was not inclined to believe the wild tales of village folk. Then a merchant of his domain witnesses just such an attack, a flying serpent creature stealing a hog from a farm. Lord Tu Wen sent out a few of his soldiers to hunt for the beast. One of them witnessed another attack. He attempted to fire crossbow bolts at the monster.”

“What happened?”

“The creature rose higher into the sky to avoid the bolts.”

Ysina’s eyes widened. “It rose? It saw the soldier firing at it?”

“Lord Tu Wen doesn’t say, but I would presume so. Why do you ask? Is that important?”

“It could be, Highness.”

“How so?”

Zi smiled to herself. While she found Ysina lovely, and adored her lover’s compassion, she also appreciated the wit Ysina had. She could tell at once from the way Ysina leaned ever so slightly back, and from her gaze racing around the room, that Ysina’s mind was hard at work.

“Let’s presume that this dragon did indeed see the soldier aiming his crossbow at it,” Ysina began. “That alone is intriguing. It suggests that this dragon knew what the soldier was doing. It knew the soldier was readying a weapon.”

“What of it?”

“Animals have no such observational powers, Highness. Either you are an immediate threat or you are no threat. An animal knows nothing of weapons. An intelligent creature, however, will know of weapons. It will know when someone is carrying a weapon, and when someone is readying a weapon to be used.

“Furthermore, if this presumption is correct, that knowledge is also telling. This dragon knows what a crossbow is. That would suggest that it has experience with such weapons, either through battle or through observation of your subjects.

“Where could it come by such knowledge? That you’re pointing this letter out to Zi and myself means that no one has written the palace to report on this dragon. No soldier of your kingdom has fought it. No Lord of your kingdom has passed along an account of such a battle. It clearly would have no experience with weapons from fighting your subjects.”

Bin Yu took in a breath. “By the Gods, it has not!”

“No. I’m not as familiar with your kingdom as I should, but I believe this province is in the western part of the kingdom, yes?”

“Shoquon Province is in the southwestern part of the kingdom, yes, Highness. It’s western and southern borders are those of our kingdom.”

“There’s trouble there with outlaws, yes?”

“Indeed. Bandits have been a problem in both Shoquon and in Jienwan, north of that province.”

“Then might it not be so that this dragon knows of these bandits?”

Bin Yu’s brow furrowed. “That seems quite the leap, Highness.”

Ysina smiled. “I don’t mean that the two are connected, Highness. I mean that this dragon may have flown over outlaw camps and seen them using weapons.”

“Perhaps.”

“My only other explanation for this would be that the dragon was taught about weapons from one of your rivals.”

Bin Yu shook his head. “We have no rivals on our borders there, Highness.”

“No, although it would be clever of, say, the Snow Kingdom, to send a dragon to that part of your kingdom to cause trouble.”

“It would be, if they tried to be clever.”

“I defer to your experience there, Highness. All the same, this dragon seems to know what it means when a soldier aims a weapon at it. Which is also reinforced by the report that it flew higher to avoid the shot.”

“It is?”

“Were it an animal it would have charged.”

“Yes. Right.”

“What I find intriguing is that it did fly higher to avoid being shot. If it was intent on destruction, attacking a soldier would make more sense. But instead it chose to avoid battle.”

“It can’t be that it fears a solitary soldier.”

“No. If it is intelligent, and I think it is, perhaps it would prefer not to kill other intelligent creatures unless it has no choice.” Ysina nodded. “That might also explain why it wasn’t seen until recently.”

“It does?”

“It might. It’s carried off livestock, no doubt for food. It can’t entirely avoid being seen or heard, but it can try. Yet just as even the cleverest of thieves makes a mistake, sometimes a simple mistake, so too might this dragon be making simple mistakes.” Ysina took in a swift breath. “That, or it now wants to be noticed.”

“Noticed? To spread fear?”

“I would presume one dragon stealing livestock isn’t going to terrify your kingdom, Highness. But it could be allowing itself to be seen for its own reasons.” Ysina sighed and shook her head. “That letter raises a host of questions, Highness.”

“What should we do to find answers?”

“Allow Zi and I to talk this over. I don’t want to race home with you, your father, and your brothers worried about a dragon running loose. Yet you’re right that I do have important duties in my kingdom that I must attend to.”

Bin Yu shook his head. “A dragon is not a creature I think anyone in the whole of the kingdom would know what to do with. Not that I would say you do know, but you and your partner have far more experience with strange creatures than anyone here does.”

“Which is just what she and I have to talk over.”

Bin Yu exhaled a deep breath. “Then I shall tell Father I have brought this matter to your attention, and we should await your decision on what must be done.” He rose from his chair. “I shall leave this copy of the letter with you. Tell me your decision as soon as you can.”

Ysina rosed and bowed her head. “Certainly, Highness.”

Zi rosed and bowed. She kept her gaze focused on the floor until the Prince left the room.

“Of all the things to hear about, a dragon,” Ysina said as soon as the door closed, mixing her language with that of Zi’s.

Zi looked up and at Ysina. “You’re mixing your words,” she said with a grin.

“Am I? I should be better at that.”

“You should.”

They had agreed before leaving Ysina’s kingdom that in public they would speak Zi’s language, while in private they would speak whatever they pleased, which tended to be Ysina’s.

It wasn’t that one language was more complex or simpler than the other. Nor was it that the word order in one was radically different than the other. It was so that Zi’s language had more nuance and formality that Ysina’s, but that was only apparent to Zi in the palace. Even in Ulzhan and as far as she’d known and heard, the Lord of the province only spoke in a more formal way on special occasions.

No, it was that Ysina had cast a spell on Zi upon arrival, allowing Zi to speak and hear Ysina’s language. It was a communication spell of only modest difficulty. It was a spell the elves used constantly. That their friend Lor had not picked up on that during their adventure was a monument to Ysina’s skill and wits.

That spell had given Zi an advantage in learning Ysina’s language. Witches couldn’t cast spells on themselves, so Ysina had to learn Zi’s language without magic. She had learned a great deal, but it wasn’t the language she thought in, so at times she slipped out of it.

Like this particular moment. “Enough about how I speak. Tell me all you know about dragons.”

Zi turned her chair so she could face Ysina. “They’re said to have the bodies of serpents,” Zi answered, “but with wings. I think some have two front legs, but the tales don’t always relate that sort of detail.”

“So, like a snake, not a lizard?”

“Yes.”

“All right. I presume these are magical creatures.”

Zi pressed her lips together. She took a couple of moments to think before speaking. “I believe that’s so, but I can’t recall any tale where a dragon cast a spell.”

“Not one?”

“No.”

“That’s strange. One would think a magical creature would, well, know runes and spells.”

Zi’s posture straightened. “Now that you say that, I’m not sure they could be called magical creatures. In the tales I can think of right away, they are either monsters that ravage a land, eating livestock and killing folk until a hero kills them, or they are guardians of some sort of place, or have some knowledge, and the hero must outwit them to gain knowledge or entry.”

Ysina nodded slowly. “That they might be monsters isn’t surprising. This dragon certainly seems to be behaving that way. But being a guardian of knowledge, or of an important place, that suggests they’re intelligent creatures.”

“Just as you observed with it’s reaction to the soldier trying to fire at it.”

“Thank you. There’s no account of a real dragon that you know of?”

“None. But it’s not as though I have access to the palace archives.”

“No. Still, that the Prince brought this letter to our attention suggests that there isn’t such information in the archives.”

“Your attention, Ysina.”

“I told Mother you and I should have been married before we left.”

“It’s too late for that now.”

“Quite.”

“Speaking of your mother, she might not like it that we left the palace to go chase after this dragon.”

Ysina smirked. “And how would it be if we left here without trying to help our kingdom’s new ally?”

“You’re not giving this any thought, are you?”

“Should I?”

“Yes. First, the provinces to the west and south have always been plagued by bandits.”

“Why is that?”

“It’s the mountains, I presume. Plenty of places to hide.”

“I understand that. Who are these bandits?”

Zi started to answer the question, then halted herself. While she had been educated well as the daughter of a successful and intelligent merchant, she hadn’t always given much thought to the how and why of matters. Even when she’d found herself attracted to women, she hadn’t asked herself how she might go about finding a lover.

Ysina had been raised differently. Not only had her upbringing as a Princess made her more able to ponder and ask questions, but so had her instruction in becoming a witch. Magic wasn’t always a certainty. Casting spells at times required as much imagination as an understanding of method and previous knowledge.

Ysina had learned to ask why.

“That I don’t know,” Zi admitted. “I am from the other side of the kingdom.”

“That’s fair. I don’t suppose we can take the time determining who these bandits are.”

“If we fly, we could take that time as we get closer to Shoquon.”

“True. All right. Your first point was about the bandits. What was your next point?”

Zi needed a moment to recall what she was going to say. “That you’re here on a diplomatic mission from your mother.”

“You know what I would say to that.”

“I think you already have. What happens if something goes wrong?”

Ysina smiled. “What would happen if we did nothing?”

Zi nodded to her. “I suppose.”

Ysina’s smile faded. “I know it bothered the Prince, but I do wonder about this dragon and the encounter with the soldier. It seems to know what weapons are. It knows to evade rather than fight. It must know how to avoid being seen, yet it appears to have revealed itself to those who would be believed, by the Lord of that province and in turn by those here in the palace.”

“It appears to have, Ysina. We don’t know.”

“No, no one knows. There’s another part to this matter that strikes me as unusual.”

“What?”

“You tell me there’s tales of dragons. We have a few back home. But if dragons are real, they live far to the south of the lands we passed through last year.”

“What of it?” Zi sucked in a breath. Her back stiffened. “We have many more tales, but no proper accounts!”

“Quite so. More tales ought to suggest more real encounters with these creatures. Yet just as we have found a few accounts of witches in the distant past of this land, there ought to be such accounts. That there are not is intriguing.”

Zi nodded. “That wicked King suppressed witches several generations back. Do you think he removed accounts of dragons as well?”

“That’s possible, Zi.”

Zi swallowed. “Then, if this dragon is a threat, or there are others and they’re threats, we know nothing of how to fight with them.”

“Or how to talk with them. Or what spells they might know, or how long they live, or what they think is important.” Ysina took in a breath and pointed at the letter on the table. “That report mentions only one dragon, but these attacks could be carried out by several.”

“Several?” Zi exhaled. “Perhaps.”

“Right now, my love, there are four women in this whole kingdom that know magic runes and spells. Three know only a couple of handfuls of spells. The fourth has friends among the elves, dwarves, orcs, and ape-folk, and has encountered fairies.”

“You weren’t the one to beat the giant,” Zi said, wiggling her eyebrows.

“True.”

“You and I only have the experience to fight this dragon.”

“If fighting is required. It might not be. But we do know when to fight with nonhuman beings and when to reason with them.”

Zi sighed. “That we do.”

Ysina beamed at her. “Then it’s settled! Let’s get started on taking care of matters. We ought to leave sooner rather than later.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Zi replied, a wry smile on her lips.
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Before she’d been taken away from the land of her birth by Ysina’s spell, Zi would not have said she had the body or the mind for adventures. In the time since, she’d developed a mind for adventure. Her body, however, was still somewhat lacking.

Despite running around and the odd fight, Zi still viewed her shape as conventional. She had curves in the places that men, and women like Ysina, found attractive, and none where they weren’t “supposed” to be. She was a contrast to her lover, who on the tall side of average, slender, with strong arms and legs. Zi wondered if others thought of her as the pretty Princess and Ysina as the common woman of action.

Not that their appearance mattered at the palace. Ysina was a Princess, even though she had pale skin and brown hair more fitting of the kingdom’s northern rival. She had a seal on her ring, and she could use magic, and that was good enough for the King and his court. Therefore it was Ysina who told King Jiu Ko that she and Zi would head for Shoquon Province to investigate the report of a dragon.

The King was of course not entirely eager to allow Ysina to leave. He wanted his kingdom to have witches who, if not as powerful as the Princess from across the sea, were in some way impressive. Ysina replied that it took several years, a great deal of reading, and a bit of travel now and again for her to become as skilled as she was.

“You must give something as important as this time, Your Majesty,” she’d said.

“Have we that time?” the King countered.

“I don’t know. But if this dragon is an immediate threat, time won’t matter, will it?”

That was enough to persuade the King. If one of his Lords thought that this dragon was real, and that the palace ought to do something about it, then it was a matter worthy of dealing with in the present and not the future.

Zi knew that Ysina didn’t think that one dragon was a dire threat to such a vast kingdom. But one dragon was a mystery, and where it was being active was a mystery to Zi. If it had been sent by the Snow Kingdom it ought to be in the north not the south. If it was known to the bandits of the south and west, what was it doing and why?

Two days after learning of the letter from Shoquon from Prince Bin Yu, Zi and Ysina were in the air flying away from the palace. The King had given Ysina a letter of introduction to present to the Lords along the way. Zi determined that they should fly from the palace to the seat of each province along the way. She felt it would be good for at least some of the Lords to meet Ysina and see her practice her craft as a witch.

The journey was uneventful for the first eight days. They visited each Lord. Ysina gave a demonstration of her abilities. Ysina asked what they knew of dragons. Each Lord was impressed by seeing magic. None had anything to contribute to what Zi already knew about the creatures.

For her part the journey was a pleasant revelation to Zi. She knew her home province well, but had only briefly been in a couple of others before meeting Ysina. Seeing the land beneath them told her that, while Ulzhan was unusual in being a coastal province, its landscape past the coast was not that unique. She saw forested hills and the hills and flatlands of prairies. She saw cities and villages. She saw rivers wide and narrow that flowed fast and slow.

Despite its name the Kingdom of the Coast, she observed, was a land of green rather than one of blue water and sandy beaches.

On the ninth day they arrived in Jienwan Province. Ysina chose to land outside the city of Jienwan, as the building where the seat of power was didn’t seem to be obvious. Once in the city they were directed to the center. There they found a stone building that was tall and narrow, but ornately decorated.

Ysina presented her letter from the King to a guard at the front door of the building. The young man stuck his head inside and called out a name. Moments later they were met by a man in new clothes that were very wrinkled from wear. He escorted them up one stairway and then another to a room on the top floor. He took them to a room that seemed to Zi to be rather plain for the ruling room of a Lord.

Moments later a man came into the room. He had short, dark hair that was mussed from some activity. His shirt and trousers were new but to Zi’s eyes not made well. He was tall and thin, and seemed to be ten years older that Zi, but she wasn’t certain.

“I am Lord Kiu Li of Jienwan Province,” he said, sitting down in the ornate wooden chair that dominated the otherwise sparse room. He pointed at Ysina. “Are you the witch from the east His Majesty is hosting?”

Ysina bowed her head. “I am Princess Ysina of the Kingdom of Stone, Honored Lord.” She held up the letter. “From His Majesty.”

“Bring it to me.”

Ysina handed him the letter. “With me is Zi, formerly of Ulzhan Province, and now the love of my life.”

The Lord’s eyes almost leapt from his head. “Love? She’s not your servant?”

“No.”

“Remarkable. You have strange ways.”

“You might find, Honored Lord, that our ways, while uncommon, are not as rare as you presume.”

He smiled to Ysina, which caught Zi by surprise. “Of that I have no doubt. No, I merely presumed that the young lady was teaching magic back in Yensin.”

“She doesn’t know magic.”

“I did not know that. I presumed a bit too much, I see. Forgive me, Your Highness.”

“Of course.”

The Lord read the letter. Zi found his face suddenly unreadable when he held it out for Ysina to take back. “A dragon? Roaming in our neighboring province?”

“That’s what the Lord wrote to us.”

“How very improper of Tu Wen not to pass that along to me.”

“Improper?”

“Yes. The region of hills our domains share is rough with bandits. I’ve had my men chasing them down for a year.”

“Zi tells me the same is true in Shoquon Province.”

“It is, Your Highness, it is. But a dragon we do not have. Thank the Gods for that.”

“You have other problems than bandits, Honored Lord?”

The Lord’s back straightened. “Kind of you to ask, Your Highness, but I doubt you have the time or abilities to assist my subjects.”

“Tell us the trouble and I’ll tell you if we can or cannot help.”

The Lord waved his right hand in the air. “Why not? If nothing else, you may report on our troubles to His Majesty when your hunt for this dragon ends. Very well, Your Highness. The villages from here to the border with Shoquon are suffering. Partly this is from the odd theft by bandits. Mostly, though, it’s that there’s been no rain upon the crops and pastures for days.”

Zi turned to Ysina and smiled.

Ysina didn’t turn to her, but instead bowed her head to the Lord. “That is something I can help you with, Honored Lord.”

“You can?”

“Indeed. As long as there are some clouds in the sky, I can cast a spell to bring rain from them. I can’t go to every field and every village.”

The Lord smiled and shook his head. “No, I wouldn’t ask you to, no on your vital errand for His Majesty.”

“We have been using my magic to fly towards Shoquon Province. We could instead walk along the road there. That would give me time and the strength to help a little.”

“That would only help a handful of villages, but perhaps that would be enough until it does rain. Your Highness, whatever you can do to help would be greatly appreciated.”

“Of course, Honored Lord.”

With that Lord Kiu Li clapped his hands. He commanded a young man, whom Zi guessed was a servant, to find a room for she and Ysina. Once they were in a guest room, the servant brought Zi a map so she and Ysina could determine how many villages they could visit before having to resume their more important mission. They agreed to visit the five villages on the way to the border, then walk across and see if this minor drought was affecting Shoquon as well.

“It could well be that the dragon is stealing livestock because of the drought,” Ysina pointed out to Zi.

That evening they were given a modest supper in honor of their visit. It was then that Zi learned why Lord Kiu Li’s reaction to what Ysina said about her was so puzzling. While he did have a Lady, and together they had a daughter and a son, he had a young man who was his intimate companion. Zi also learned that his companionship was supported by the Lady, who was more interested in being a mother than a wife.

Before they went to bed that night, Ysina asked about this. “From how the King reacted to us, I thought such things weren’t accepted.”

“I believe that, while it’s not accepted, it is privately tolerated,” Zi replied.

“That seems unfair.”

“I believe it would be the same if Lord Kiu Li had a mistress. As long as his Lady remained at her proper place at his side on formal occasions, and they both had children, cheating in a noble marriage is acceptable.”

“Cheating? Not that he has a preference for men?”

“No.” Zi paused. “Well, I suppose as long as Lord Kiu Li keeps that quiet, His Majesty won’t be too bothered.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Cheating is accepted in the nobility so long as honor is granted to the Lord, the Lady, and any adult children. What would not be accepted would be if Lord Kiu Li kept his lover here, in his noble house, and his Lady and their children didn’t reside here and weren’t allowed to keep to their duties and titles. That matters more than whom is in the Lord’s bed. Or the Lady’s bed, for that matter.”

“Lady?”

“Yes. I heard at the palace that a Lady in the north has a lover because the Lord is old enough to be her father. They have children, but he cannot keep her happy in bed.”

Ysina arched an eyebrow. “And what of bastard children?”

Zi shook her head and shrugged.

“Then what about the reaction to you and I?”

“That you’re not intent on marrying a man and bearing children in the natural way.”

Ysina’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know what makes me angrier.”

Zi kissed Ysina on the cheek. “Your views come from having witches a long time. We have not. I suspect it will take time here for folk to look at such matters as yours do.”

Ysina grumbled about that, but Zi was able to take her mind off the matter.

The next morning after breakfast she and Ysina headed out on foot. By the middle of the first day out they’d arrived at a village. It was a cloudy day, so Ysina was able to make it rain for an hour or so. The village elder gave them a token of thanks for the whole village.

The following day was partly sunny, thus when they arrived at the next village early in the afternoon Ysina was once again able to make it rain. At the third village they had to wait until sunset, but enough clouds rolled in that Ysina was able to craft rain. It misted as they arrived at the fourth village, so Ysina had no trouble getting rain from those clouds.

At the fifth and last village, however, there was not a cloud in the sky. When Zi and Ysina presented their letter from Lord Kiu Li, the village elder, Master Jiu, pointed at them then up into the sky. “Well, strange girl, do what you’re supposed to.”

Ysina shook her head. “I cannot.”

“Why not? Word has already reached me of your work on the way here.”

“Look up.”

“Why?”

“I am a Princess, am I not?”

“Not here you’re not.”

“Very well. Would you please look up.”

The man, a lean fellow with graying hair and a perpetual grimace, looked upward. “What am I looking up at?”

“Do you see any clouds in the sky?”

He faced her again. “Of course not!”

“I cannot make rain without clouds.”

“Then what good is this magic I hear about?”

“Master Jiu, magic cannot bring forth miracles.”

“Isn’t that what magic is?”

“It is not. I could not create much of a fire on a bitterly cold day.”

“Why not?”

“There wouldn’t be enough heat for my spell to draw upon.”

“Spell?”

“You don’t think I snap my fingers and things happen?”

“Isn’t that how magic works?”

“It certainly does not. I had to learn the signs. I had to learn about the power that magic has. I had to learn the runes of power. The proper order to put words and runes in so that my spells work right, and don’t fail or create danger to me and those around me.”

“Danger?”

“Danger. At best a failed attempt at casting a spell results in nothing. At worst, well, anything bad can happen.”

“That’s fine to know, young lady, but what of our village? Or is it because we’re on the border we’re to suffer?”

Ysina turned to Zi. Zi bowed her head to her love then stepped up to face the village elder. “Master, we are passing through on an important errand for His Majesty. But we have some freedom to help out where we can. If we cannot bring forth rain, is there some other matter we can resolve for your village?” 

The man glowered at her for a moment. “Bandits.”

“You know there are bandits nearby?”

“We were just raided yesterday, so I presume so.”

Zi turned back to Ysina. “Could we find them?”

“I couldn’t cast a rain spell this day if I have to search for a group, and deal with them,” Ysina replied, “but it would be better than waiting around.”

“Deal with them?” the man asked. He smiled. “You’ll dispatch them?”

Ysina glared at him. “We’ll capture them and bring them here for trial.”

“I’d be happier if you just rid us of them.”

“And perhaps I would be happier if you did not argue with me, old man. Had you thought about that?”

The man scowled at her but said nothing.

“Either this is done our way, or we continue with our errand for your King, and you get no rain at all.”

The man nodded to her. Ysina gave Zi a short nod, and the two took to the air.

As it was, the search for the bandit camp didn’t take them all that long. In a little valley between hills not more than an hour’s walk from the fields and pastures at the edge of the village, they saw wisps of smoke rising into the sky. They landed among the trees a short distance away. They approached the bandit camp as quietly as they could. However, they came upon the camp sooner than they had expected.

In the time it took them to get there, Ysina had apparently already prepared for the confrontation. As soon as the two women stumbled into the clearing, Ysina cast a sleep spell on the three men before them. Not one of the three was able to draw a weapon before falling onto their backs in a deep slumber.

Zi walked forward first, being cautious with every step. She had always heard about bandits but had never seen them. A part of her was curious to look on them, especially as they were subdued. Another part of her just wanted to be done with this part of the adventure.

That second part of her slowly disappeared as she got closer to the three men. Their clothing was of course dirty, but it also was quite threadbare. The sleeves were almost gone from their shirts. Their trousers had been cut off below their knees, and the cuts were only getting more and more ragged. Only one of the men wore sandals, while the other two were barefoot.

Disarming them, she found their weapons to be in poor shape as well. Each man was armed with a knife. The knives, though, were simple household knives, not the sort of weapons one might buy or steal from a smith who crafted such blades. The points of the knives were sharp enough but the edges of the blades felt dull.

“They look more like beggars than robbers,” Ysina whispered from Zi’s right.

Zi nodded to her. “Their knives are probably more to threaten than to fight with.”

“Seems a shame to throw such men to village justice.”

“I would have agreed, except that there’s knives on them. They may look like beggars, but they are far more thieves than beggars.”

“I shouldn’t defer to you, but this is your land, not mine.”

“I understand.” Zi turned to face Ysina. “So, how do we get them to the village?”

Ysina grinned. “We get help.”

Zi nodded to her. She followed Ysina into the sky once more. They flew back to the village. They reported to the elder on what they had found. He gathered a party which went overland to the bandit camp. Ysina and Zi kept in the air, directing them to the camp. They came down and remained on the ground to make certain the sleep spell didn’t wear off while the party carried the three outlaws to the village.

It was almost sunset by the time the group arrived at the village. Master Jiu was willing to allow Zi and Ysina to stay the night. He told them there would be a brief trial first thing in the morning, then they could go on their way. The pair agreed to stay for the trial.

The next morning began cloudy. During breakfast rain began to fall. It wasn’t a hard rain, but it was steady and it continued through the meal.

Zi and Ysina sought out Master Jiu. “The Gods advise us to be patient in all things, Master,” Zi said. “You should take this as a sign.”

His eyes narrowed at her. “And if I don’t.”

Ysina gave him a grin that Zi recognized as hard and just a touch evil. “It’s a pleasant, steady rain this day, don’t you agree?”

“I do.”

“I could easily turn it harder. Turn it into a flooding rain.”

His eyes widened with obvious fear. “You could do that?”

“Easily. Now that there’s plenty of moisture in the sky, I’d have no trouble calling it down.”

“Do you really want your village to go from drought to flood?” Zi asked.

The man shook his head.

Ysina pointed a finger at him. “Honest justice for those bandits. Or when we come back, you and your village will get more rain that you can stand.”

The man nodded then bowed his head.

“Zi and I are leaving now. Be prepared for our return.” Ysina nodded to Zi, and she led the way back to the road and towards the next village.
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Zi knew better the rest of that day than to ask Ysina about her threat to the village elder about coming back. Her mood had darkened. Zi had learned that when Ysina’s mood became black, it was best just to let her boil inside her head for a time.

Not that travel brightened them much. They were dogged by light to moderate rain the rest of that day. They did reach the next village by sunset. They were given a warm supper and a dry place to sleep. The villagers were even willing to let loan them dry clothes while their own sat in the warm air and shed the moisture of the previous day.

The elder of this village told them that they had now entered Shoquon Province. He told them that no one he knew in that part of the province had seen a dragon. He reported that folk passing through the village on the road going north had said they had seen such a creature.

There was one other thing he told them. “Between here and the next village are other bandits,” the old man said.

“How many?” Zi asked.

“Travelers have only seen two, but they say there’s more hidden.”

“What do they do?” Ysina asked. “Rob travelers? Steal from homes?”

“Both, so it seems.”

“What do they look like?”

“One is tall and strong. The other is small, like a boy, with a high voice.”

“How long have they been free?” Zi asked.

The elder shook his head. “Only a month. A merchant passing through said he might have recalled the smaller one to the north.”

“Might have?”

“Small bandits are unusual.”

That was all the man could tell them. That evening Zi and Ysina decided to walk to the next village. If they didn’t encounter the pair of bandits, they’d fly again and race to visit with the Lord of the Province. If they did meet them, they’d leave them for the nearest village to deal with, and fly on all the same.

They left the village on foot the next morning. They weren’t more that a couple of hours on the road when they heard bushes rustle ahead of them. Two male figures emerged from cover. Both had knives in their hands, and pointed them at Zi and Ysina.

“One of them is from the north!” the smaller of the two called out.

“Doesn’t matter,” the big one replied. He led the way towards Ysina and Zi. “Your coins or there will be trouble.”

“For you, certainly,” Zi said with a smirk.

The big one only had time to look her way before Ysina let loose with a spell. At once the two would-be robbers fell onto the road. The big one began to snore, while the smaller one slept far more quietly.

“Let’s turn around and tell the villagers,” Ysina said.

Zi looked at her, shaking her head. “One moment. I want to check on something.”

“What?”

“Indulge me?”

Ysina nodded, then fell in behind Zi as she walked to the sleeping bandits.

Zi thought the voice of the smaller bandit was somehow wrong. It didn’t sound to her like a child’s voice. As she got closer to that bandit she noticed that he was perhaps a little shorter than she was. That too seemed odd to her mind.

Not that she knew enough about bandits to believe that they were only tall and strong. Yet there seemed enough unusual about the smaller of the pair that she thought it might be worth their time to look over that one. If the bandit was a boy, there might time in his life for him to be turned from being an outlaw.

It was only when she was standing over the smaller of the two bandits that she noticed tiny bumps under the shirt of that bandit. She didn’t want to stir the outlaw by taking off that shirt. Instead she bent down and pushed her hand gently against the outlaw’s crotch.

“What exactly are you doing?” Ysina asked, her tone tight and concerned.

Zi turned up to Ysina and grinned. “Feeling cloth.”

“Cloth?”

“A cloth bulge, where a man’s parts ought to be.”
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