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“Would it be wrong of me to envy your life?” Zi asked her friend Cai.

Cai turned to look at her. “But my life is so common.”

“Your life has a road, at least.”

Zi sat next to Cai on a hill overlooking the city of Ulzhan. It was a green and pleasant place, though it was not part of the Garden on the Hill. The Garden on the Hill was a more formal setting. It had proper flower beds, paths edged with trimmed bushes, and a small water course carved into parts of the lower end of the hill set with stones. The Garden on the Hill was where residents of the city went for casual meetings, marriage ceremonies, and other such events.

Ulzhan sat along the coast, in the Kingdom of the Coast, though it wasn’t the seat of the kingdom. As such the city sat largely on low ground that rose up to meet a series of hills. In the past the hills had offered Ulzhan protection from inland attack. Now they were simply green hills that made the city attractive to residents as well as visitors.

The Garden on the Hill was a formal location because it sat along the main inland road leading west. It would be the last sign of Ulzhan before going west or the first when coming east to the city. It was made to be interesting and worthy of gazing upon and being present in.

That wasn’t true for the hill across the road that the two young women sat upon. It had long been cleared of trees, and every so often someone came up to tame the grass before it got too tall and unruly. Other than that it was just an ordinary knoll overlooking the modest but important city.

The two young women would have seemed, to an observer, to be ordinary as well. They were dressed in colorful blouses and plain green dresses. They had long dark hair and the slightest bit of brown in their skin. They had proper black leather shoes, though at the moment their shoes were off so that their feet touched the grass. There was nothing the least bit strange about either of them.

“I doubt you would enjoy the road my life is going to take,” Cai said to her friend.

“I don’t know,” Zi replied with a sigh. “I should like something.”

“You are both rich and poor in your choices,” Cai told her with a grin.

“Indeed I am.”

“You would think that the only daughter of Master Lo Bin would not be lacking for choices.”

“You would be wrong.”

“You’re not ugly, you know.”

“I know.”

“You’ve been unhappy for a month. Ever since you passed the two-year mark of your body maturing.”

“The truth of those days has hit me hard since then.”

“What truth? You’ve become so sullen.”

Zi shook her head. “You’ve been busy.”

“What of it?”

“You’ve had your busy life. Three months of introductions, and tea meetings, and dances. You haven’t had time for me.”

Cai poked at her friend. “Don’t say that. You’ve been present half the time. You just haven’t said anything. So speak to me now.”

Zi sighed, looked down on the city, then turned back to her friend. “So far I haven’t been able to figure out where my road ought to go.”

“How can that be?”

“You might think that being the daughter of a trader in silks and fine clothes would have men at her feet.”

“Especially if she’s as attractive as you are.”

Zi shook her head. “I’m not properly petite.”

“You have a lovely face. Everyone knows that.”

Zi only nodded.

“Why don’t you have men falling at your feet? Have you been insulting them?”

Zi let out a laugh. “I wish.”

“Then what?”

“Even after talking to them for a few moments, I see that what they’re interested in isn’t me, but in Master Lo Bin.”

Cai arched an eyebrow. “Not in that way?”

“Don’t be crude.”

Cai relaxed and nodded to Zi. “Their interest in you is in who your father is. They hope marriage will gain them at place in your father’s business.”

“They do. There might be fine young men interested in me. But I think they fear they’re not worthy of the attention of the daughter of Lo Bin. Those that do are more interested in Father’s attention that in mine.”

“A marriage of convenience wouldn’t be enjoyable, but would it be so terrible?”

“You forget Fiun.”

“Your brother?” Cai’s face puckered. “How could I forget the brat?”

Zi laughed. “He’s a bother, but he’s growing up fast.”

“So?”

“Perhaps you haven’t noticed, seeing as you’ve been avoiding my silly little brother, but since spring started he’s taken a great interest in Father’s business.”

“Has he now?”

“He has. He’s almost not the pest he used to be.”

Cai inhaled. “If that continues, he’ll be the one to follow your father.”

Zi nodded to her. “And not my husband, unless he brings experience with him.”

“Experience in business?”

“No. I think he’d have to know the silk trade or the clothing trade. I can think of one or two young men who have knowledge of the latter. Neither of them have so much as asked to meet with me, much less expressed any interest in trying to win me.”

“Why not?”

“I suspect it’s like most of the others. They would rather have a pretty wife who stays at home than an intelligent wife who might wish to work alongside them.”

“Men can be such fools sometimes.”

“Indeed.”

“Your father is known in the city, and in this part of the kingdom. Can’t he find you a place somewhere?”

“Father has tried. The Lord of Ulzhan might be interested in me marrying one of his sons, but his two unmarried sons are close to Fiun’s age.”

“You’d be waiting a while to marry.”

“Years.”

“There’s no place in the Lord’s Palace?”

“None. Were I of noble birth, or if Father or Mother were related to someone working at the Palace, I could apply for a position. I’m told in Ulzhan it’s strange to have women working in the Palace, but elsewhere it’s not so uncommon.”

“Wealth doesn’t count?”

“Neither wealth nor a good reputation in part of the kingdom. It seems the law is quite firm that for a woman to work in any Palace of any Lord, or in the King’s Palace, she has to be either of noble blood or related to a man or woman already employed in said Palace.”

“I thought being wealthy was supposed to be an advantage.”

“For a man it is. For me it’s an obstacle.”

“That is the way of the world.”

Zi frowned and shook her head. “It shouldn’t be the way of the world, Cai. My writing is good. My lettering is good. I’m skilled at mathematics. I even have some ability to defend myself. Were I born with male organs, all that would guarantee me the road I desired.

“But as I’m a woman, doors are closed to me. I’m not so silly that I’d marry a man after my looks or Father’s wealth and trade. We’re not so pressed for wealth or influence that Father could marry me to young man with prospects. I could marry into the Lord’s household in a number of years, but to a younger son who would either be an idle noble or have to be sent elsewhere to benefit the kingdom in some way.

“I have no road of my heart, Cai. All the roads ahead of me will either make me unhappy or make the man I marry unhappy.”

“It cannot be so dire as that.”

Zi shrugged. “I don’t know what else I can do.”

“Shi An and I are going to the Festival of River Lights tomorrow. You should come with us.”

“I won’t be in your way?”

Cai smiled. “Hardly. He does like you, you know. It’s important that a potential husband likes the closest friend of the woman he’s going to marry.”

“There is that,” Zi agreed.

“You should express your complaints to him. He might know of a solution.”

“That’s a kind suggestion, but I think we should keep my complaints between the two of us, Cai.”

“Why?”

“The less I speak of such things, the less annoyed Father is with me.”

Cai pointed a finger at Zi. “He raised you to be intelligent. He ought to be pleased that you’re a smart and as kind as you are.”

“I believe he is. But I seem to have few prospects for marriage.”

“And what of it?”

Zi leaned back. “You’re not suggesting what I think you’re suggesting, are you?”

“Why can’t you be some sort of wild woman, Zi? You and I both know that it’s not marriage that troubles you, so much as it’s men.”

Zi swallowed. For a time, before her body had matured, she felt her friendly feelings towards Cai take a diversion towards the romantic. She’d thought she’d been confused. Everyone said that time in life was confusing for girls and well as boys. She believed her feelings were mistaken in some terrible way.

They were, but not in the way she’d thought. Cai had no interest in her in an affectionate way beyond they way they’d been raised as close friends. Yet despite her being more common in standing than Zi, Cai was willing to be bold. Their amusement as young women had went nowhere, but it had opened Zi’s eyes to what she could be.

“I really don’t want to dishonor Father like that,” Zi replied after being quiet for a few moments. “Not now, certainly.”

“And yet you tell me that no man seems able to change your spirit, much less willing to accept your unusual interests, in public as well as in private.”

“Perhaps I haven’t been looking hard enough.”

“Then why not look elsewhere?”

“Where?”

Cai laughed. “You of all the young women of Ulzhan should know that the kingdom is not just this city alone. Ulzhan isn’t even the largest port city in the kingdom.”

“It’s the most important.”

“And do you think your father will let you marry one of those island traders from the south? His trade is in the kingdom, not amongst the islands.”

“No.”

Zi thought briefly of those men. Though they worked hard, spoke the same language, and resembled the people of the Kingdom of the Coast, they were not as wealthy as men like her father, no matter how good at the merchant trade they were. The domains of the southern islands were more in need of goods from the Kingdom of the Coast than the kingdom was in need of their goods.

As such those men were polite to those of the kingdom, but rarely did they seek the advantage of marriage into a family of the kingdom. Zi was aware of a childhood neighbor of her father’s who had married one of those men. Her complaints about the rough island life had faded over time, but Ulzhan merchants and tradesmen like her him had to be especially considerate and generous to smooth over the hurt feelings over the “superiority” of the “Kingdom woman.”

She didn’t believe she’d feel superior to them. She did wonder that, if she decided to marry one of those men, or even fell in love with one, if she might be tempted to “enlighten” those around her. If the attitude she’d long been able to conquer when it came to Cai would resurface in her new land.

“And it’s not as though you’re of noble birth. Neither our Lord nor the King will benefit from marrying you off to an island Prince.”

“No.”

“So go north. Or go inland. Seek out a husband there.” Cai grinned again. “And if you can’t find a husband, you could try finding pleasure.”

Zi grinned back. “You’re terrible.”

Cai smirked and nodded, then her mirth vanished. “I don’t like to see you like this.”

“I don’t like being like this.”

“Can’t you speak to your father?”

“I think he’d reply that I haven’t been trying for very long.”

“You could try being more honest about yourself.”

“That would either make him upset, or he’d still say I haven’t been trying.”

“What if we went to him together?”

Zi shook her head. “I wouldn’t want to get you in trouble.”

“We were young. It meant nothing. I am engaged, after all, and quite happy with the man I plan to marry.”

“You can’t say you’re too happy.”

Cai sighed. “No.” She frowned. “Something else men have that we do not.”

“What?”

“Experience with pleasure.”

“You know how the deed is done.”

Cai arched an eyebrow again. “Descriptions and pictures are not doing, Zi. You should know that.”

“You can be crude sometimes.”

“I can, but I also want Shi An to be pleased.” Cai giggled. “Otherwise he and I are going to require years to start a family.”

Zi shook her head and smiled. “I’m not sure it will work that way. He’s quite pleased with you now. He doesn’t strike me as a man who will ever be displeased with his wife.”

“Which is another reason why I want to marry him.” Cai stood up. “Let’s speak with your father. Or make a plan to get Shi An’s help.”

“I never get much time alone.” Zi glanced around. “Sunset is over two hours away. Perhaps if I sit and meditate for a while, I’ll think of something.”

“I doubt it, but I’ll give you this one day.” Cai waved her forefinger at Zi. “Then tomorrow you’ll have to accept help.”

“Tomorrow,” Zi said with a nod.

Cai nodded back. She put on her shoes, walked to the road, then headed back for the city.

Zi changed from her usual sitting posture, legs out at odd angles, to a more formal sitting posture with her legs crossed. She stretched out her arms so that the backs of her hands fell to her legs, close to where her knees were. She closed her eyes and began to breathe.

She tried to clear her mind of the complicated thoughts racing through it. She tried to brush away worries about what she was and which direction she wanted the journey of her life to take. Calm and focus took her far more time than usual. Even though her friend had been compassionate and understanding in their conversation, she hadn’t come up with answers. That Zi kept having questions without obvious answers was leaving her mind unsettled a great deal the past several days.

The waves of thought crashing around her head kept her from noticing the change in the wind, but only for a couple of moments. It was, after all, the middle of summer. Sometimes the breeze came gentle from the sea, filling the city with salt air that did nothing to make Ulzhan smell any better or any worse. Sometimes the breeze came from inland, which not only filled the city with the scents of summer grass and leaves, but chased out the fouler smells of city life.

But there it was, with calm still distant, that she felt the shift in the air. The direction of the wind was changing. It was coming in from the north.

Zi’s eyes flashed open. There was no reason for a northerly wind to be blowing. The sky was clear and clouds weren’t expected for days. She flexed her leg muscles so she could stand and turn to see what was going on.

It was then that she saw the light. It was a shade of purple she’d only see on the finest clothes worn by the Lord and his family. It wasn’t like the light of the Sun, round and strong. Nor was it small like the filtered light coming from a lantern. It seemed to her to be like purple smoke, except that it glowed of its own accord.

Her first instinct was to flee from the smoky light. It was so clearly unnatural that flight seemed the right reaction. As she took another look, then focused on it, it took on a beautiful haze. It shouldn’t be there, but it was, and it was lovely. She felt she had to remain where she was and determine what the light could be.

She wondered if it was magical. It was said that there were men in the Snow Kingdom who could work magic. Yet those tales were of tricks of light, or making coins vanish, or other little deeds that seemed to have no power or importance other than amusing small children.

This, though, if it was magical, was certainly of a skill and strength she had never heard of. For ages the nobility of the Kingdom of the Coast had searched for real magic. They had looked far and wide for the sort of conjurers that were found in the tales of the common people, full of enchanted clothes and weapons of wonder. As yet they hadn’t found any.

Zi felt amazement that magic was before her eyes, drifting towards her. She thought about telling someone, then wondered what she could say that would make her believed.

Then, before she realized it, she was caught up in the haze of lavender smoke. She felt dizzy, then ecstatic, then very afraid. She opened her mouth to cry out for help.

The smoke rose, and her with it. She was still scared but also utterly baffled. What could this smoke want with her?

The higher in the air she rose the more certain she became that someone had to see what was happening to her. Even on the edge of the city, someone had to notice a young woman rising into the sky in a haze of glowing purple. How could someone not see her?

Before she was quite aware of it, her rise stopped and she began to move towards the sea. She passed over the city in moments. She flew over the open water, past the fishing boats hugging the coast and a sailing ship bringing cargo from the islands. She flew, the day moving backward at something of a running pace. Finally, when it seemed that the Sun had backed up to midday, she came in sight of land.

It was a coast, much like the one she’d been carried from. It seemed as lush as the one she’d left behind but not quite so edged with hills. She drifted down to a sandy beach, a lone figure standing before her. A pace or so from the ground the smoke vanished. She fell to the sand, flopped off her feet, and rolled onto her back.

“Sorry for the hard landing,” a voice said to her.
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Zi needed a moment to realize which direction the voice had come from. The whole experience of being whisked away from her home in a cloud of purple magic was still disorientating to her.

She sat up and looked to her left. Standing there on the beach was a woman. Her face was pale, and her eyes the same odd shape as those from the Snow Kingdom. The woman wore a single skirt of some sort, green and tied around her waist. She had brown hair that flowed a bit in the breeze. It appeared that she had dark eyes, a color Zi was familiar with.

“Who are you?” Zi asked. An instant later she wondered if the other woman spoke her language.

“My name is Ysina,” the woman answered. She took a few steps towards Zi and held out her right hand.

Zi clasped the woman’s hand. Up close she could see that the woman’s face had little to no age upon it. She was a bit taller than Zi and more slender. Her voice sounded lower than normal but not too deep.

“My name is Zi.”

“A pleasure to meet you.”

Zi wasn’t certain if she should be pleased or upset. “Did you bring me here?”

Ysina huffed out a breath. “Yes. About that. Well, I admit that I cast that spell, yes.”

“You dragged me across the sea?”

“Not so much dragged as summoned.”

“Summoned? How do you know me? I don’t even know where I am!”

“I was summoning you as much as I was summoning an ally.”

Zi blinked. “An ally?”

“Yes.”

“And how did you find me? In all of the world, which I now suppose is bigger than I thought, how did you find me?”

Ysina sighed. “Magic works in strange ways. Sometimes you get what you ask of it, especially if your spell is small. Bigger spells, well, they tend to have a mind of their own.”

A thought forced its way into Zi’s mind. “You cast the spell to bring me here?”

“I cast a spell seeking an ally from far away. Someone young, clever, strong, and smart. The spell found you and brought you here.”

“But why me?”

“I don’t know. Did I take you from your family?”

“Yes!”

“I’m sorry about that. Your husband?”

Zi’s anger faded. “I haven’t found a man I’m interested in marrying.”

“You are clever, strong, and smart, yes?”

“I don’t know about strong, but my father taught me knowledge and wisdom. Not that I know everything there is to know.”

Ysina smiled. “Not if you don’t know where you are.”

“Yes, where am I?”

“This is known as the Ancient Land.” Ysina shook her head. “No, I don’t know why. It’s thought the land is called that because magic originated here.”

“How far are we from the Kingdom of the Coast?”

“I’ve never heard of such a land.”

“How about the Snow Kingdom?”

“No. Are you from there?”

“The Kingdom of the Coast, yes. The city and province of Ulzhan.”

“And this other kingdom?”

“Our rival to the north. Folk there look like you.”

“I think humans are all over the world. Perhaps we look like them. Perhaps they look like us. You never know.”

“You never know?”

Ysina nodded. “No one knows if humans came here or started here. We know there are humans in the Domain of the Sun, to our south. South of my domain, I mean. We think there are humans to the east. Now I suppose we know there are humans to our west as well.”

“No one has used magic to get around the world?”

“Not as yet. Though there is knowledge locked away here and there.”

“Is that why you brought me to this land?”

“One reason, yes.”

Another thought entered Zi’s head. “Are you a woman wizard?”

“Yes, but that would make me a witch. Why? Are there men who work magic in your land?”

“It’s said that there are wizards in the Snow Kingdom, but nowhere near as strong as what you just did.”

Ysina shook her head. “Here only women can use magic. I believe that’s so everywhere.”

“Why?”

“Why can only women use magic?”

“Yes.”

“It’s said that the power to use magic becomes our child. We can’t have children of our own, but we have magic instead.”

Zi felt a sting for the other woman. “That’s so sad.”

Ysina laughed. Zi found it a warm and infectious laugh. “No, it’s not! It’s wonderful!”

“Wonderful?”

“Yes! I can heal others. I can help other women bear children. I can fly, or make wind, or rain, or light. All I have to do is concentrate, and I can do what I wish.”

“Like drag me days and days away from my home?”

Ysina shrugged. “That wasn’t my intent. The spell got away from me.”

“I’ll say it did.” Zi paused. “If we’re from different lands, how can we speak with each other? We need help speaking with those from outside our kingdom.”

“Magic.”

“Magic?”

Ysina nodded. “The spell that brought you hear had with it a spell allowing you to hear my words. As a witch, I can hear any words spoken to me.”

“That’s very useful.”

Ysina grinned. “Another of the blessings of being a witch.”

“I see. So, is there just the one kingdom here?”

“Sadly, no. There are a few kingdoms, and there are other sorts of beings in this land. That’s another reason why I cast a spell seeking an ally.”

“It is?”

“Yes. I had a witch who taught me a great deal. She also taught me to expand my mind. To think of a spell that I might want to cast but didn’t know.” Ysina frowned slightly. “Like the spell that brought you here.”

“Are you saying you didn’t know if it would work?”

“I knew it would work. What I don’t know is how to send you back. Or other spells that might be useful to me.”

“If you could bring me across the sea, what else do you need to know?”

“Quite a lot, to tell you the truth. To be honest, the spell that brought you here was a desperate attempt on my part.” Ysina raised her hands. “Not that I’m doubting the magic that brought you here.”

Zi could only shake her head in response.

“Where we are right now is called the Coastal Land. It’s made of up villages, well, along the western coast of the Ancient Land. Folk live off of fishing and farming, and now and again trade from the other domains.”

“Who’s the ruler?”

Ysina frowned. “They don’t have a ruler.”

“No King? No Lord?”

“No.”

Zi had trouble believing such a thing. But as Ysina’s voice, face, and eyes gave off no signals of deception, she decided the other woman was telling the truth.

“The problem for me is that, because there’s no seat of power here, there’s also no library of knowledge, either common knowledge or magical knowledge. If I’m going to be of use here, or anywhere else, I have to go to Silver City.”

“Where’s that?”

“Well to the east. It’s the seat of the Kingdom of Stone.”

“And that is?”

“The most powerful domain in the Ancient Land.”

Zi took in a breath. “A mighty seat of power, then.”

“Exactly.”

“Then why not go there?”

Ysina sighed once more. “There are domains between here and there that aren’t on good terms with the Kingdom of Stone.”

“Why not?”

“There’s some trouble with the ruler of the kingdom.”

“The King is sick?”

“Something like that. I’m not entirely sure.”

Zi glanced around before turning back to Ysina. “Not sick as in ill, but not right in the head? Or mean?”

“Not right in the head, yes, which is resulting in meanness.”

Zi took in a breath and pointed at Ysina. “You want to go to learn, but perhaps to do something about the King as well, is that it?”

Ysina looked away from her for a moment. She wasn’t sure of the expression that came over the other woman’s face. There seemed to be some nervousness in her eyes, but Zi wondered if that was also a feeling of regret.

At last Ysina turned back to her and spoke. “I know it seems absurd to think that one young woman can change a kingdom. Either I’m mad or I’m far too vain. But I should like to do something with my talent other than help the odd villager now and again. Does that seem foolish or vain to you?”

Zi gave the question a few moments of thought before answering. “I don’t think it sounds either vain or foolish. It does sound like a bit much for one woman.”

“I know.”

“Perhaps once we get there we’ll find more allies.”

Ysina took in a breath. “You’re coming with me?”

“It seems I have no choice. Your magic brought me her. You asked magic for an ally. The least I can do is journey with you to this city.”

Ysina raised her right hand, palm forward. “I swear I will help you find a way home once we get to Silver City.”

“Very well, then.” Zi looked around. “How do we get there?”

“We go up the coast to the next village, Sand Point. From there we take one of the Roads of Wood.”

“A road of wood? A road through the woods?”

“No. Come. I’ll explain on the way.”

Ysina led Zi off the beach and up a rise to a long grassy area. Zi could see once she was at the top that this was some sort of meadow that ran north and south as far as she could see. It ran some distance east, but ended in hills that were more rocky than covered in vegetation. On the ground she noticed that the hills were of varying heights. They weren’t the gentle mounds she was used to around Ulzhan. Some were gentle but others rose sharply. Some appeared to be dry and hard while others were covered in grass and the odd tree.

Once on the grass Ysina began walking north. Zi fell in beside her. She wanted to look around at this new landscape she’d been brought to, but she glanced back to Ysina every now and again. It wasn’t that Ysina was the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen, though for a pale northerner she was fair to look upon. It was that the other woman had something about her, perhaps magical, that kept the attention focused on her in spite of how interesting the land around the two might actually be.

“I take it you have roads back where you’re from,” Ysina said.

“Indeed. We are a civilized kingdom.”

“What are they made of?”

“They’re paved in stone, of course. Only secondary tracks have roads of gravel or dirt.”

“Stone? Like large slabs of stone?”

Zi let out a laugh. “No. First a layer of dirt is laid down to raise the road above the ground. Then gravel is placed on that, so that when it rains the water washes off the road. On top of the gravel are placed paving stones. If they’re not flat on both sides, stonemasons carve them to be flat.”

“Sounds practical.”

“Indeed. How would one make a road out of wood?”

“Long ago paths were cut. Enchanted boards were placed down on top of these paths.”

“Enchanted?”

“By a spell that repels rain, snow, and the light of the Sun.”

“But why wood?”

“Wood is easy to come by. When enchanted wood lasts a long time. An unlike your stone roads, the Roads of Wood don’t need special men to repair them. All one needs is an axe to cut down a tree and shape boards, and a witch to cast an enchantment.”

Zi thought about it, and decided that while it didn’t seem all that practical, it did seem to be a fair method of making roads. “I take it then that there’s more than one road?”

“Yes. The Roads of Wood go all over the Ancient Land. They connect every domain, every town, and most villages.”

“Are there signs to show which road goes where?”

“There are.” Zi noticed Ysina pressing her lips together. “Usually the signs are fine, but now we’ll have to rely on my memory.”

“Why is that?” Zi shook her head in confusion. “You can’t have robbers stealing signs.”

“No, nothing like that. But there has been a witch roaming around the land. She’s sometimes altered signs for her amusement. Or for worse reasons than that. No one’s quite sure why she’d do that.”

“Altering signs?”

“It’s said she’s sometimes placed enchantments on signs to make you doubt what you see.”

“How is that even possible?”

“In your land, do most folk read?”

“No.”

“The same is true here. That means at junctions of the Roads of Wood, the signs are both lettered and have the symbols of the domain or town you’re going to. Well, a simple illusion spell can make you mix up, say, a tree and a river.”

“How?”

“Let’s say you come to a sign where two roads cross. You can’t read the sign, but you can see that ahead of you is a tree, with an arrow pointing up. Ahead. To the left are wavy lines marking a river. An arrow under that points left. To the right is a mountain, with an arrow under it pointing right. You’re going to the town named for a tree or woods, so you want to keep going straight ahead.

“Now, I cast a simple spell on the sign. You come up to it. You don’t see a tree ahead, but one with an arrow going to the right. Ahead of you is the river, and to your left is the mountain. If you’ve traveled this Road of Wood many times, you’ll know someone is trying to fool you. If you’ve never traveled before you’ll be fooled.”

Zi shook her head. “But in a day or two you’ll determine that you were fooled.”

“How much time will you have lost to determine that?”

Zi took in a breath. Many times her father had needed to get somewhere by a certain day of the month. He was usually good about giving himself time to reach a destination. Yet even giving himself a few days, if he took a wrong turn he could end up late.

That seemed to her to be the reason for this trick. The more behind someone got in their journey, the more they might disappoint or anger others. It was a wicked trick to play on someone to be sure. Though she was certain it was more likely to be played upon someone you knew, a rival in your trade, rather than just anyone traveling anywhere.

“I can see such a spell being used to make someone late,” she said. “Someone hires a witch like you to slow down a rival. You cast this illusion over a sign, or perhaps a few signs. They don’t get the business they were hoping, and perhaps you get it instead. But to do it to anyone?”

“That is the chaos of the deed,” Ysina replied. “You’re right, it seems a rough way to get at a rival, though as long as no one’s harmed it’s not so evil.”

“And to harm everyone?”

“Makes folk fearful.”

Zi took in a breath and nodded. “This witch just wants folk afraid, is that it?”

“That’s it indeed.”

They walked on in silence for what seemed like a quarter of an hour. Another question entered Zi’s head. “What are we going to do about food and water?”

Ysina batted a bag on her left side. “I have some food we can eat until we get to the village. Dried fruits and nuts, mostly. As for water, we’ll cross a few streams. I have an enchanted cup in the bag that makes the water safe.”

“Then what?”

Ysina patted a small leather back on her right. “I have coins.”

“Will you run out?”

“Not for a while yet. Days, perhaps.”

“Then what?”

“We may have to work for passage.”

“Work? Doing what?”

“Good deeds. All over the Ancient Land one can find hospitality if one is willing to do a good turn for someone else.” Ysina winked at Zi. “It’s a good thing you’re traveling with a witch. There’s a great deal of good I can do.”

“Thank the Gods for that.”

“My only worry is if we have to stray from the direct route to Silver City.”

“Why should we stray?”

“To avoid trouble.” Ysina snorted. “Or a good deed takes us off the direct route.”

“I see. What’s the worry?”

“Some coins are good everywhere. But some can only be used in the kingdoms where they are crafted.”

“You have a mix of coins?”

“A few. I’ll see what I can trade along the way.”

“I suppose it’s good I didn’t have my coin purse on me when you whisked me here.”

Ysina faced her. “Why didn’t you?”

“I was meeting with a friend.”

Ysina let out a gasp. “I didn’t take you away from them, did I?”

Zi smiled. “No. She’d gone back to the city long before your spell hit me.”

“Good.” Ysina frowned. “You were alone?”

“I was thinking.”

“About?”

Zi hesitated for a moment. She barely knew this young woman. The woman she was walking alongside was a witch who had used magic to snatch her from the land of her birth. She had brought Zi to this strange place with no means of getting her back home. She wondered what part of her spirit did she owe this woman.

Yet Ysina had so far done nothing to threaten her, aside from use magic to bring her here, and that seemed more a calling than a kidnapping. She had sought out an ally for her quest from far away. That this woman, of any man or woman in the world, would be willing to think of her as an ally eased some of Zi’s concerns. Ysina needed her. As yet Zi had found neither man nor woman who needed her. She decided that should count for something.

“I was trying to sort out my situation,” she answered at last. “I’d been talking with my friend Cai about things.”

“What sorts of things?”

“For a month now I’ve been old enough to marry. My body came of age two years before that. I’ve had chances for introductions. Perhaps less formal before, but certainly formal now.”

“A month?” Zi saw Ysina grin. “Already you’re despairing of being a spinster?”

“A what?”

“A woman who never gets married.”

Zi smiled. “No, I haven’t been despairing about that.”

“What, then?”

“I’m in an unusual position.”

“You mean, aside from being across the sea?”

Zi gave Ysina a glare.

“Forgive me. You seemed a touch too serious there. What is this position you’re in back home, if you don’t mind telling me?”

Zi relaxed and nodded. “My father is a man of some means.”

“That’s unusual where you’re from?”

“Not as such, no. He’s a silk merchant.”

“A what merchant?”

“Silk. It’s a thread made by little caterpillars. We use it to make cloth.”

“These little bugs are that common?”

Zi smiled and shook her head. “No. Silk isn’t common. Only folk of some means can afford to buy it. Pieces tend to be passed down, father to son or mother to daughter.”

“I see. That explains why your father is wealthy.”

“It does.”

“Then, are you ugly in your land? Because you look unusual but hardly ugly.”

Zi felt a warmth in her cheeks. “Thank you. No, I’m not ugly.”

“Then what is your trouble?”

Zi let out a deep breath. “My prospects for marriage are unusual, in that I don’t have very many good ones. Hardly any, to be honest.”

“Why not?”

“Quite a few young men are interested in me because of my father.”

Ysina took a few silent steps, then turned and nodded to Zi. “They seek to marry into your father’s trade.”

“They do.”

“Is there a law that says they cannot?”

“No, but I have a younger brother who is now quite interested in Father’s business.”

“For the wealth?”

Zi shook her head. “No, I think he realizes that the silk trade could be an outlet for his interest in travel, as well as in being creative.”

“Creative?”

“Yes. Father’s done better than some not just because he finds good silk and sells it at a fair price. He’s gotten to know those who craft shirts, blouses, and such from silk. At least twice a year he’s able to match a buyer with one of those crafters. He can relate, from the buyer to the crafter, what’s desired. Not just the piece, either, but the color, and any design to be sewn onto the piece. He knows how to tell buyers what is possible and what’s not possible.

“Fiun now sees that as part of Father’s trade. You can help the buyer determine what they want. You can help them draw, or better describe it. Father’s even had pieces made and sold them. Fiun is starting to think he could do the same. What our father doesn’t isn’t just a trade, a way of earning coins, but a way to bring beauty into the world.”

“Your brother sees the art as well as the work in your father’s trade now.”

“He does.”

“So the young men who try to win you think marriage will get them a place alongside your father.”

“Some do. Some have. I’m not bothered by sending them away.”

“And the others?”

“Father taught me to be knowledgable as well as wise. One can never know what advantages will help a daughter, especially if a father is concerned his trade won’t always be profitable. However, other young men who wish to court me are only seeking a wife to be pleasant, tend their home, and bear their children. They’re not interested in a wife who might help them in their trade, or could advance them in the city.”

Ysina snorted again. “I’ve heard that tale before.”

“In your village?”

Ysina cleared her throat. “Back home, yes.”

“Those have been my prospects for some time now. It sounds as though you’re not that different from us.”

“No. It is unusual for parents to have their daughter educated unless they have the means, and an intention for her. Well, that, or she’s born a witch. But, yes, most men seem to want a wife to care for their home while they work.”

“I wish this was a better land.”

“It is. You say you’re from a city. Large buildings, a great deal of trade, folk coming and going, is that so?”

“It is.”

Ysina nodded. “Here we don’t have a great many cities. Most folk live in towns and villages. Most folk are either farmers, they tend livestock, or they deal with those that do.”

Zi frowned to Ysina. “That sounds a primitive life.”

“Is it so different where you’re from?”

Zi was about to say that it wasn’t, then she thought about what she knew of life beyond the city. Her father had told her about the farms and pastures he passed by in his travels. Those he dealt with were in Ulzhan and the nearby cities, not in the outlying towns and villages.

Ulzhan itself was unlike much of the kingdom. It was a connection between the kingdom and the islands to the south of the kingdom. There was sea trade up the coast, and inland trade like what her father engaged in. Ulzhan might not be the largest city in the kingdom, but it was third or fourth on that list. That meant that life in the city was only similar to a few other places in the whole of the Kingdom of the Coast.

“I suppose not,” Zi admitted at last. “Living in a city clouded my view for a moment.”

“It can do that.” Ysina took in a breath. “So I’ve heard,” she added quickly. “You were saying that the young men you’ve met haven’t been interested in you, yes?”

“Yes, that’s so.”

“Yet you’ve claimed that you’re educated, and your father in wealthy and important. If you can’t find common men who interest you, what of uncommon men?”

“You mean, like the nobility?”

“Yes.”

“That path isn’t open to me.”

“Why not?” Ysina asked with a gasp.

“Well, I should say, it would be open to me, if I wasn’t the age that I was.”

“I think that demands an explanation.”

“There’s nothing in our law that states a Lord, a King, or a member of their family, cannot marry whom they wish. When it comes to first sons and daughters, the preference is to marry someone of great importance, either within the province or in another province.”

“Province?”

“The Kingdom of the Coast is made up of several provinces. Ulzhan is the seat of Ulzhan Province.”

“I see. So who would be someone of great importance?”

“The two or three wealthiest families in the province. An officer in the army. Someone who works for the Lord or the King.”

“Your father’s not that rich?”

“Father is prosperous, but we’re not the richest family in Ulzhan. Now, if my brother does what Father thinks he’ll do and expand his trade, he won’t get that much richer, but he might be more influential. His children would have a chance to marry into nobility.”

“But not you?”

“Not me.”

“Why not let marriage wait and, well, work for the Lord of your province?”

“If I were a man I could apply. As a woman, I either have to be related to the nobility, in Ulzhan or elsewhere, or I would have to be child of someone already working for the Lord.”

“Different rules for women than men,” Ysina snapped with a grimace.

“Yes, but there are good reasons for that rule.”

“What good reasons could there be?”

“In the past Lords have hired young women, supposedly to work, but instead have taken them as mistresses. In our land the law is quite clear. A husband can only have one wife. A wife can only have one husband. Mistresses complicate matters, especially among the nobility.”
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