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        Approach


        Chi­mípu raced along one of the side roads that lead to Wa­mi­fuko City. Her bare feet smacked a­gainst the gro­und but she didn’t feel the sharp edges of rocks or the burn­ing heat through her thick cal­lus­es. The only thing that in­trud­ed on her ru­nner’s high was the sand peppe­ring her face and the heat from the gro­und buf­fet­ing a­gainst her thighs and arms.

She ran at an easy pace for her, just over a hun­dred miles an hour. It gave her a chance to watch the sur­ro­und­ing desert for an­oth­er am­bush. In the last few days, there had been at least a dozen at­tempts on her life. Most of the time they came from as­sas­sins from clans that could hide in shad­ows or in the rip­ples of heat ris­ing off the gro­und.

Chi­mípu gri­maced and rubbed her shoul­der. Flecks of blood crum­bled un­der­neath her fi­ngers and blew away. The last am­bush caught her with her pants down in the brief mo­ment she had to re­lieve her­self. The re­sult­ing fight was short and em­bar­rass­ing, not to men­tion bloody. The as­sas­sin had got­ten in a few cuts in be­fore Chi­mípu threw a rock through his chest.

She risked pulling her at­ten­tion away from the sur­ro­und­ing desert and down to the small, translu­cent bird that raced in front of her. Bare­ly larg­er than her fist, the del­i­cate-lo­o­king avi­an eas­i­ly kept a­head of her su­per­nat­ur­al speed. Gold­en feath­ers rose from its glo­wing tail and flut­tered a­ro­und her, stre­a­ming along the wind that broke a­ro­und its body and blos­somed be­hind her into an im­mense plume of dust, dirt, and rocks that stretched for miles.

The spec­tral bird was the ma­nifes­ta­tion of her clan spir­it, Shi­mu­sògo. As long as she chased him, she could out­run the fastest of hors­es or a ra­ging sand­storm. On rougher ter­rain, the spir­it would smooth out her trail to e­nsure her bare feet al­ways struck a­gainst sol­id gro­und.

Stir­ring her thoughts, she glanced back across the desert. It was su­nset and the bril­li­ant reds and o­ranges had turned the sands into a sea of fire. De­spite her speed, she could clear­ly see the rip­ples of heat ris­ing off the gro­und. A prick­le of fear ran down her spine and she pe­ered clos­er at the wa­vers in fear of the last as­sas­sin who used them to am­bush her.

Chi­mípu bore down and pushed her­self to run faster. De­spite ru­n­ning since be­fore su­nrise, she felt no ex­haus­tion or agony as she ac­cele­rat­ed. Her mus­cles eas­i­ly kept up with her rapid pace; not even sweat so­aked her clothes or glis­tened on her dark skin. The wind whipped hard­er a­gainst her face, tug­ging at her hair and buf­fet­ing her chest and throat. The gro­und blurred un­der­neath her in the haze of the dust that the clan spir­it kicked up.

A­head of her, the side road i­nter­sect­ed with one of the main roads lead­ing into the city. Lo­o­king at the ap­pro­a­ching junc­tion, the mus­cles of her back tight­ened sharply and a he­adache pulsed in her skull. A ma­jor road meant more op­por­tu­ni­ties for at­tack like the one that killed Byo­chí­na.

The ash­es had not cooled when Chi­mípu had fo­und the co­uri­er’s corpse. Ever since, Chi­mípu had been be­rat­ing her­self for not be­ing there to save the yo­u­nger woman. She should have been faster, should have been stro­nger. Then two of them would be ru­n­ning home.

She clamped her jaw tight and pushed her­self faster. When she hit the junc­tion, she was rac­ing al­most two hun­dred miles an hour. There were pedestri­ans and carts on the road head­ing in both di­rec­tions. The air snapped a­ro­und her as she spri­nted past them. If they screamed at her, she was al­ready too far away to be hear.

The city lo­omed be­fore her. Carved out of the bot­tom of a de­stroyed mo­u­n­tain, Wa­mi­fuko City was the last bas­tion of the Wa­mi­fūko, a clan that once tried to take over the desert be­fore they lost a war. Now, they were forced to re­main with­in a chain, over six­ty feet, of their home or risk be­ing de­stroyed by the Ko­sòbyo, the same clan cur­rent­ly try­ing to kill Chi­mípu.

She pressed her palm a­gainst her hip to e­nsure her knife was still in place. It gave her a small a­mo­unt of re­lief.

A quar­ter mile away from the gate, she stopped sprint­ing and slammed her feet into the gro­und. Her cal­lused soles dug into the hard-packed earth and tore out a deep gouge. Rocks and stones shot away from her as she rapid­ly de­cele­rat­ed from hun­dreds of miles an hour to a com­plete stop only feet away from the cliff that sur­ro­u­nded the city.

Shi­mu­sògo dis­ap­peared as soon as she stopped ru­n­ning. The rush of pow­er fad­ed in­stant­ly and she was once a­gain mov­ing with­out mag­ic.

Breath­ing light­ly, she sca­nned her sur­ro­und­ings. The space be­tween the wall and the crowds was ex­act­ly a chain across. She turned a­ro­und lo­o­king for at­tack­ers and then stalked to­ward the ne­arest gate. Her joints be­gan to throb with her clo­seness to the city, the en­er­gies of the Wa­mi­fūko i­nterfe­ring with her own clan mag­ic.

When she saw the gates of the city were closed, she hesi­tat­ed. She had nev­er seen the city sealed up be­fore. She couldn’t help but think a­bout the mes­sage tube ha­n­ging a­ro­und her neck and wo­n­dered if so­me­one al­ready knew her se­cret.

Chi­mípu wor­ried as she ap­proached but she knew that the clan had al­lies in the city. Gi­chyòbi, the mas­ter of the gates, was a close fri­end to Ru­te­jìmo and she hoped to take adva­n­tage of that to have shel­ter for the night.

All of the gate guards wore heavy plate ar­mor. The ne­arest one had a helm shaped like a cat. When Chi­mípu stopped a re­spect­ful dis­tance from them, cat-helmed war­rior held up a gaunt­let. “I am Fi­go­shì­na and I speak for Wa­mi­fūko.” It was a woman.

Chi­mípu bowed deeply. “I am Chi­mípu and I speak for Shi­mu­sògo. I need to e­nter the city to speak with Great Wa­mi­fuko Gi­chyòbi. It is of…”

Her voice trailed off as si­lence pooled a­ro­und her. War­i­ly, she trailed her hand to her knife. Lo­o­king with the cor­ner of her eye she saw the folks milling near the gate back away.

A flick­er of move­ment in the crowds warned her of the at­tack.

At her feet, Shi­mu­sògo ap­peared in front of her and raced past her.

She ya­nked her knife out and surged back­wards.

Shi­mu­sògo ac­cele­rat­ed her move­ment and she ap­peared a chain away with a snap.

Two at­tack­ers punched the gro­und where she had been stand­ing. Both im­me­di­ate­ly lu­nged a­gain for her a­gain, their knuck­les burned with blue flames.

Chi­mípu rushed them, the world blur­ring as Shi­mu­sògo pushed her to full speed in a sin­gle step. Her knife caught one of them in the throat, the blade slic­ing through his neck.

The sec­ond at­tack­er clipped her. Pa­in ex­plod­ed along her shoul­der, and she slammed into the near­by stone wall. Stars swam across her sight. Leve­ring her­self off, she brought her we­apon up to par­ry be­fore her vi­sion cle­ared.

The re­ma­i­ning man lu­nged for her, fists glo­wing.

A gi­ant spear swung out from the stone wall and eas­i­ly bi­sect­ed the as­sas­sin. A blast of blood and gore pa­i­nted Chi­mípu. A large ar­mored man stepped out from the rock as if it wasn’t even there. He wore a horse-shaped helm and his ar­mor shim­mered with pow­er.

Slam­ming the butt of his spear into the gro­und, he took a deep breath and bel­lowed, “I am Gi­chyòbi and I speak for Wa­mi­fūko! The Chi­da­fúko has sided with the Ko­sòbyo! A­ny­one from that clan still in the city is now dead.”

Chi­mípu swayed with re­lief. She had an ally in the city.

He turned and strode to­ward her, his met­al ar­mor cre­a­king. “Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu, we must talk. Your clan is in da­nger.”
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        Injury


        Tears burn­ing in her eyes, Chi­mípu rushed into the bed­room of the Wa­mi­fuko home and he­aded straight for the bed. “Great Shi­mu­sogo Hyo­nèku!”

Hyo­nèku had been propped up a­gainst a wo­oden head­board. Most of his body was cov­ered in blood-so­aked ban­dages. The first thing Chi­mípu fo­cused on was a cut that went from the right side of his face, un­der­neath the ban­dage over his right eye, and then down the oth­er side close to his neck. She had seen e­nough fights and deaths to know how close he had come to his end.

He lo­oked at her and gave a weak smile. “Mípu… you made it.” His voice cracked and he drew in a wet, gur­gling breath.

Chi­mípu dropped her trav­el pack near the foot of the bed and then sat down next to him. She start­ed to reach for him but then rest­ed a hand on her dirty leg. “What hap­pened?”

“They at­tacked us with­out warn­ing. There were… so many.” He coughed vi­o­lent­ly be­fore he con­ti­nued, “they killed Ríshi.”

Tears ran down his face. He went to wipe them off but his arm e­nded just be­low his shoul­der with a blood­ied ban­dage. He stared at it, the tears rac­ing down his cheeks. “They killed my wife. They just killed her beca­use of what you and Jìmo fo­und.”

Chi­mípu’s sor­row stopped. A strange ela­tion rose up in her throat, cho­king her off. “R… Ru­te­jìmo is okay?”

Im­me­di­ate­ly, she felt guilty for be­ing thank­ful. She was sup­posed to care for eve­ry­one, not just one. Even if it was Ru­te­jìmo.

A strange look came over Hyo­nèku. “Y-Yes, he is okay.”

Chi­mípu clutched his bla­nket with her ef­fort to fight the tears in her eyes. Eve­ry­one guessed that Ru­te­jìmo would have been the first to be killed by Ko­sòbyo as­sas­sins. The fa­mil­iar sor­row that ha­u­nted her du­ring her run came back, she hat­ed when Ru­te­jìmo’s broth­er, Desòchu, sug­gest­ed they all take se­parate paths to­ward home to e­nsure one sur­vived.

“He was right there yes­ter­day.” Hyo­nèku ges­tured to the mid­dle of the floor.

Chi­mípu glanced over where she saw scorch marks on the floor. They were from re­so­nance feed­back; so­me­one be­sides a Wa­mi­fūko had used pow­er­ful mag­ic in­side the room. She frowned, Ru­te­jìmo wasn’t pow­er­ful e­nough to re­act to any­one’s mag­ic, his pow­ers were too weak.

Co­n­fused, she lo­oked back at Hyo­nèku. “I don’t un­der­stand.”

Hyo­nèku slumped back, pant­i­ng. “He was… he spoke for Mi­fúno.”

Chi­mípu’s blood ran cold. She shook her head as she spoke in a whis­per, “He can’t do that. No one speaks for the desert. A­ny­one who tries dies. The desert kills them.”

His one good eye shim­mered with tears. “We we­ren’t go­ing to let him… tend to Ríshi but he in­sist­ed. He… spoke for the desert and sur­vived.”

Chi­mípu gulped and glanced at the scorch marks. She couldn’t i­mag­ine it. Af­ter a sec­ond, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Where is he?”

From the door, Gi­chyòbi an­swered, “He went home. Right af­ter the rit­u­al, he start­ed ru­n­ning.”

Chi­mípu o­pened her eyes to in­spect the war­rior. Gi­chyòbi had re­moved his helm to show an old­er man with laugh lines that be­lied the sad­ness in his green eyes. She could feel the en­er­gy in­side him, a dishar­mo­ni­ous en­er­gy that con­flict­ed with her own; if she used her pow­ers near him, it would have cre­at­ed sim­i­lar scorch marks to the ones on the floor.

He stood away from the door frame and crossed his arms over his shoul­ders.

She stood up. “I have to go, Jìmo needs me.”

“You can’t,” cro­aked Hyo­nèku. “It’s al­most night. You can’t run.”

Chi­mípu tensed. She could feel the sun’s last pow­er. It was only a few min­utes be­fore it dipped be­low the hori­zon and half the clans in the deserts would lose their pow­ers. She shook her head, “I’ll run un­der my own pow­er.”

“How long have you been ru­n­ning?” Hyo­nèku’s voice re­mi­nded her of when he was school­ing her as a lit­tle girl.

She lo­oked away.

“How long, girl?”

“Three days.” She rubbed the cut on her shoul­der.

As she re­ma­ined silent, the sun fell be­low the hori­zon. As one, all three in the room let out a soft sighs as they lost their pow­ers. The dis­cord of en­er­gies fad­ed into a dull throb and the itch­ing in her joints rele­nted.

She strug­gled with her thoughts. While she could run un­der her own pow­er, it was ex­haust­ing. She was al­ready tired from ru­n­ning for so long and a night of rac­ing would only make it worse.

Hyo­nèku whis­pered, “He’ll be okay… for tonight.”

Chi­mípu shook her head, both crav­ing and fight­ing the de­sire for a soft bed and warm food.

“He’s… Ru­te­jìmo. He’ll sur­vive.”

With a sigh, she nod­ded. “I’ll stay.”
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        Called


        Chi­mípu rest­ed on the bor­rowed bed and stared at the rock ceil­ing. She could only sleep a short while be­fore she woke up. Many days of sle­e­ping alone had tak­en their toll on her and she felt like there were as­sas­sins ap­pro­a­ching even while locked in the room.

Across the hall, Hyo­nèku snored fit­ful­ly. Every few min­utes, he would cough wet­ly or groan in his sleep. He kept shift­ing in the bed, as if his inju­ries preve­nted him from get­ting com­fort­able.

She closed her eyes and sighed. Even though it has been days since they fled Ko­sobyo City, it felt like years. An eter­ni­ty of no sleep, fight­ing off as­sas­sins, and wor­ry­ing a­bout the oth­ers. Desòchu had giv­en her the lo­ngest route beca­use she was the fastest. It also meant long hours of rac­ing while thi­n­king a­bout the oth­ers: Desòchu, Ni­fùni, Ma­pábyo, Byo­chí­na, and Ru­te­jìmo.

Byo­chí­na had been killed along with an en­tire car­a­van head­ing to­ward the mo­u­n­tains. She was no doubt hid­ing in­side it but that didn’t pro­tect her when war­riors came and slaugh­tered every man, woman, and child to get to her. When Chi­mípu had ran by, she al­most missed the Shi­mu­sògo col­ors a­mong the burnt corpses.

Sad­ness caught in Chi­mípu’s throat. They had se­parat­ed to make it dif­fi­cult to catch them all but that didn’t make the pain any less. She was a war­rior, she spent her en­tire life de­fend­ing her clan. It was her duty to pro­tect them a­gainst death, not let them run alone into obliv­ion.

She wa­nted to ask a­bout the oth­ers but Hyo­nèku passed out du­ring di­nner. She tried to close her eyes but her thoughts pried them open once a­gain. With a groan, she rolled over. Her u­nwashed clothes crin­kled and the scent of dried blood and ash­es rose up. She wasn’t go­ing to sleep.

With a groan, she rolled over and then out of bed.

Chi­mípu dou­ble-checked the door lock be­fore back­ing into a cor­ner. She quick­ly cha­nged, her eyes nev­er leav­ing the door. When she fin­ished, she se­cured her we­apon and grabbed the mes­sage tube co­n­ta­i­ning the stolen Ko­sòbyo docu­ments. Every­thing else she left in the room, though part of her wa­nted to bring her pack in case she had to run away a­gain.

A few min­utes lat­er, she was walk­ing out­side of the house. Like every oth­er home, it was a small place shaped from the liv­ing rock of the mo­u­n­tain.

“Late night walk?” asked Gi­chyòbi as he walked up. He was no lo­nger in his ar­mor but wore a sim­ple gray out­fit with his clan name em­bro­i­dered along the hems. He was a broad man with gray­ing hair and an easy smile, Chi­mípu could see why Ru­te­jìmo was fond of him.

She nod­ded. “Couldn’t sleep.”

“The night be­fore a bat­tle? Al­ways the worst.” Gi­chyòbi sat down on a bench near to her. With his broad shoul­ders and mus­cles, it lo­oked like there was only a sliv­er of space to sit in.

She walked over to a bench op­po­site of him and sat down. “It’s hard to re­lax,” she said. “There were so many days of watch­ing over my back I can’t re­lax.”

He nod­ded but said noth­ing.

She tugged on her shirt, let­ting the red fab­ric run through her fi­ngers. “Do you know what hap­pened to the oth­ers?”

“Desòchu is dead.”

Chi­mípu sighed. “He stayed be­hind, didn’t he?”

“To slow the Ko­sòbyo down. He told Jìmo be­fore they part­ed ways.”

She shook her head. “That’s what war­riors do, right? None of us are go­ing to die of old age.”

Gi­chyòbi chuck­led. He drummed his fi­ngers along the stone bench. “No. It sucks rot­ten eggs, doesn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Ru­te­jìmo said that Ni­fùni was des­e­crat­ed, had his head cut off.”

“What a­bout Ma­pábyo, his wife?”

Gi­chyòbi held out his hands to in­di­cate he didn’t know. “Safe, I hope. We all love Pábyo. She’s been our guest many times and we were lo­o­king for­ward to se­e­ing the chil­dren next year.”

She said noth­ing for a long mo­ment. She prayed that Ru­te­jìmo and Ma­pábyo were both safe. Af­ter a mo­ment, she had to ask a ques­tion that ha­u­nted her. “Did he re­al­ly speak for Mi­fúno?”

Gi­chyòbi’s dark face paled slight­ly and the easy smile fad­ed. “It was si­ngu­lar­ly the most ter­ri­fy­ing mo­ment of my life. It felt like hav­ing the per­so­ni­fi­ca­tion of death stand­ing right in front of me. I was judged by a force as pow­er­ful as the sun.”

She shook her head, try­ing to com­pre­hend it. “What hap­pened to him?”

“He should tell you him­self.”

Chi­mípu gave him a sad smile. “I loved to hear his sto­ries when he’s telling his chil­dren. He sees the world so diffe­rent­ly than us war­riors.”

“I bet he’d love to tell this sto­ry to the rest of his fam­i­ly.”

She stared at him for a long mo­ment. She let the shirt fall from her fi­ngers. “You know we a­ren’t sup­posed to have fam­i­ly of our own, not af­ter beco­ming war­riors.”

Gi­chyòbi raised an eye­brow. “You could adopt like me.”

She smiled weak­ly. “I guess I did. I adopt­ed Jìmo when his own broth­er turned his back on him. He was my lit­tle broth­er.”

He nod­ded a­gain.

Chi­mípu shook her head. “I feel bad a­bout it some­times. I was wor­ried a­bout the oth­ers, but when I heard that he was alive… I was so hap­py. It felt like a weight had been lift­ed from me.”

“Don’t wor­ry, you’ll be with him soon—”

A screech i­nter­rupt­ed him. It was the so­und of a bird be­ing tor­tured and cry­ing out for its moth­er. It pierced the stone walls of the city and she felt her heart rip­ping in half from the so­und of it. Her pow­er—Shi­mu­sògo’s—rose up in­side her re­flex­ive­ly as an over­whelm­ing urge to run to­ward the screech echoed end­less­ly in her head. She lift­ed her hand to find flames ru­n­ning along her skin.

Across from her, Gi­chyòbi tensed. His own en­er­gies flared up and she felt it scra­ping a­gainst her nerves. Ma­ge­nta sparks formed be­tween them, scorch­ing both of their clothes.

They backed away from each oth­er. She felt the mag­ic throb­bing in her joints. Glanc­ing down the street, she saw that the oth­er Wa­mi­fūko war­riors were shift­ing slight­ly as they stood at at­ten­tion. They had heard the screech also.

Her heart beat faster. It was a dis­tant call for help and she knew who ne­eded her. “Jìmo.”

Gi­chyòbi’s jaw tight­ened. “I have nev­er heard the Call from any­one out­side of my clan be­fore,” he said in a stern voice.

“I have to go.” She start­ed to­ward the house to gath­er her sup­plies but stopped af­ter two steps. If she sur­vived, she could get them back lat­er. Gulp­ing, she turned. “I need to get to him, now.”

“He has to be hun­dreds of miles away.”

She snarled at him. Her body ig­nit­ed into flames, the gold­en glow flicke­ring a­gainst his face and the stones a­ro­und them. Balling her hands into fists, she stepped to­ward him. “Are you try­ing to stop me? I won’t—”

“No,” he said. He stiffly po­int­ed in one di­rec­tion. “Head that way for the east­ern gate ni­ne­teen.”

The screech came from the west, she could feel it in her heart. “No, I have—”

“There is a straight road that runs through the city from that gate. That will give you e­nough time to ac­cele­rate be­fore you exit the city.”

She stopped de­spite the over­whelm­ing need to run to Jìmo. Her body vi­brat­ed as she forced her­self to be still and look at him.

He ges­tured to the west. “If I heard it, then every war­rior, day and night, also heard his cry. Those a­gainst you are al­ready get­ting ready to stop you. I can only pro­mise that you will have the length of this city to gath­er your pow­er, then you are alone.”

“T-Thank you.” Her eyes u­nfo­cused for a mo­ment as she con­cen­trat­ed on the im­age of Shi­mu­sògo. Heat rose in­side of her as she fo­cused on it, sum­mo­ning the clan spir­it with her own en­er­gies. Sweat prick­led her brow from the ef­fort.

“Jìmo has been my fri­end for years. I would de­clare war on the sun to save him. I ex­pect no less from his sis­ter.” He gave her a sad smile.

She bowed deeply. As she did, the im­age in her head sharp­ened and Shi­mu­sògo flashed past her. She spun on her heels and la­unched af­ter it, ac­cel­er­at­ing fast e­nough to snap the air.

It took her a sec­ond to reach the east­ern gate. With­out slo­wing, she raced a­ro­und a block to o­ri­ent her­self and start­ed down the street to­ward the west­ern side.

To her sur­prise, Wa­mi­fūko war­riors were al­ready cle­a­ring out the path down the street. They rose out of the stone gro­und and walls. Word­less­ly, they ya­nked peo­ple away from the ce­nter.

Chi­mípu’s feet struck the gro­und in a fast beat, thud­ding a­gainst the stone as she tore down the street. The flames over her body grew brighter un­til gold­en feath­ers swirled a­ro­und her body and trailed be­hind her.

Ma­ge­nta light­ning crack­led a­head of her in an in­creas­ing­ly larg­er wave. She saw the runes pro­tect­ing store fronts and the lights over the city flare into bril­li­ance be­fore they ex­plod­ed. Peo­ple screamed as she ac­cele­rat­ed through the cle­ared path. The pow­er of Shi­mu­sògo filled her ve­ins with the liq­uid eu­pho­ria. It sang to her and pushed away the dis­com­fort and the fear un­til there was only the over­whelm­ing de­sire to run.

The gate shat­tered when she blew past it. Shards of rocks and met­al flew in a spi­ral be­hind her as she spri­nted across the sand. She was mov­ing too fast to avoid the camps that had set up out­side of the city but the ropes and fire pits were only the slight tug a­gainst her legs and arms when she de­stroyed them.

Be­fore she knew it, she was rac­ing alone in a pool of light a­gainst the night.
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        Speed


        Chi­mípu hat­ed ru­n­ning at night. Even with her flames, her in­cred­i­ble speed didn’t give her much chance to see ob­sta­cles be­fore she ap­proached them. Rocks, cliffs, and chasms would rush into view and dis­ap­pear be­fore she could blink.

The only way she could sur­vive was ke­e­ping Shi­mu­sògo in her thoughts and the bird rac­ing a­head of her. He an­gled through the desert, lead­ing her a­ro­und low-ha­n­ging branch­es and holes that would snap her bones. Af­ter fif­teen years of ru­n­ning af­ter Shi­mu­sògo, she trust­ed the spir­it to keep her safe but that didn’t stop the lit­tle skip in her heart as she nar­row­ly avo­ided sharp rocks by inch­es.

The cau­ti­ous part of her mind screamed for her to stop, to turn a­ro­und and wait un­til morn­ing. But it was drowned out by the fear for Ru­te­jìmo. He had de­pe­nded on her for pro­tec­tion and de­fense: from oth­er clans try­ing to stop his de­live­ries, from his own broth­er who cast him out of the clan, and now from as­sas­sins try­ing to hide a se­cret that could kill eve­ry­one.

Tears burned in her eyes. Ru­te­jìmo was sup­posed to be safe. He was a ko­ji­nōmi, no one at­tacked a ca­re­tak­er of the dead. He was weak and knew it, he nev­er start­ed fights and he only de­fe­nded him­self with his we­apons. He was the qu­iet man in the cor­ner who strug­gled with every­thing but kept trudg­ing for­ward just beca­use it was the only thing he could do.

Chi­mípu pushed her­self to race faster, con­cen­trat­ed on mov­ing her arms and legs to get as much speed out of her as pos­si­ble. Her bare feet slammed a­gainst the icy sand and she was gra­teful that Shi­mu­sogo kept her from trip­ping.

There was a flash of blue a­head of her and then a rum­ble of an ex­plo­sion. There was a fight. In­side her heart, she knew that he was still in da­nger.

Scre­a­ming, she prayed to Shi­mu­sògo to give her more speed and raced af­ter the bird, de­spe­rate to push faster and hard­er. She didn’t have time, she couldn’t af­ford to be late.

To her sur­prise, she be­gan to catch up to her clan’s spir­it. In all her years of ru­n­ning, it had al­ways raced a sec­ond a­head of her. For the first time, she closed the dis­tance. The gold­en flames a­ro­und her body bright­ened, light­ing up the way as she inched clos­er to her spir­it, the un­catch­able bird.

The world grew pa­i­nful­ly fast, blur­ring fast e­nough that she no lo­nger saw the ob­sta­cles she was pass­ing but felt them in her heart.

Then she was head to head with Shi­mu­sògo. The world was sur­ro­u­nded in a gold­en flames, her feet bare­ly touched the gro­und as she raced over it. The bird no lo­nger paved the way, it was both of them ru­n­ning to­geth­er that cre­at­ed a path.

The sights of the bat­tle grew clos­er, she had just run hun­dreds of miles in less than twen­ty min­utes. There were fifty or six­ty war­riors fac­ing a­gainst her lit­tle broth­er. All of them had flame sur­ro­und­ing them, gold and yel­low for the day clans and blue and greens for the night. She could feel the pow­er even from there, a cloud of dis­cor­dant mag­ic.

De­spite the dis­tance, she could see Ru­te­jìmo clear­ly. Blood sta­ined his dark skin black and he slouched from ex­haus­tion. Blood dripped from his we­apon, a fight­ing spike, but he held an­gled to­ward the gro­und. He was ready to par­ry, not at­tack.

The lead war­rior was a woman in a feath­ered head­dress who stood be­fore him. She talked as she spread out her bare hands. She had no we­apons but Chi­mípu could feel po­i­so­nous en­er­gies gathe­ring along her body.

With a silent snarl, she spri­nted for­ward and passed her clan spir­it. The world blurred a­ro­und her and then there was si­lence. No so­und, no howl, noth­ing. Just the pres­sure of air a­ro­und her as Ru­te­jìmo’s oppo­nent zo­omed clos­er as Chi­mípu cov­ered the dis­tance in a flash.

Just as the feath­ered woman pulled back to flick her hand, Chi­mípu reached her. She punched the woman in the chest, i­n­tend­ing to shove her back. In­stead, her fist car­ried through flesh and bone. The ex­plo­sion of blood fol­lowed her as she raced past the corpse who had been thre­a­te­ning her broth­er.

Chi­mípu tried to turn a­ro­und quick­ly, but she as go­ing too fast and some­thing ripped in­side her. Fight­ing the pain, she dug her bare feet into the gro­und to stop.

When she came to a halt, her breath came out in ragged gasps. Ex­haus­tion sapped at her strength, pulling her down. She stag­gered and al­most col­lapsed. She gasped and prayed to Shi­mu­sògo for help.

A gi­ant translu­cent bird blos­somed over her and then sank into her body. Fresh en­er­gy filled her along with the taste of blood and bile in her throat. She could feel that she had torn her mus­cles but she wasn’t done.

Stalk­ing back, she walked in a pool of gold­en flames, trac­ing the bloody smear of the woman she had just killed. She un­sheathed her fight­ing knife and held it tight­ly in her grip.

Co­ming clos­er, she in­spect­ed Ru­te­jìmo. He swayed as he stared at her, hope on his face. There was also pain in his eyes, a sor­row that burned it­self into her mem­o­ry. He had seen things that had cha­nged him. The man she left a few days ago had been ir­rev­o­ca­bly dam­aged by his flight.

A­nger surged in­side her. She glared at the men and woman still stand­ing. “That’s my lit­tle broth­er you at­tacked,” she said. To her sur­prise, she could bare­ly talk over her pant­i­ng. She had nev­er run so fast; she could feel her body sha­king with the ef­fort to keep stand­ing.

She ges­tured with her knife to eve­ry­one but her lit­tle broth­er. “I’m go­ing to kill all of you.”

Ru­te­jìmo let out a sob.

A war­rior stepped for­ward. “There is only one—”

She didn’t let him fin­ish. With a surge of pow­er, she crossed the two hun­dred feet and brought her knife through his neck. Her mo­men­tum car­ried her through an­oth­er rod be­fore she stopped.

A rip­ple of fear and sur­prise ran through the sur­ro­und­ing war­riors.

Chi­mípu gasped for breath and lo­oked a­ro­und. “Jìmo.”

He jumped and stag­gered back.

Sweat bli­nded her and she wiped it away from her face. “Are you se­ri­ous­ly in­jured?”

“C-Cuts and burns. I-I’ll live. Thank you, Great—”

She was go­ing to kill eve­ry­one. Lo­o­king at his ha­u­nted eyes, she didn’t want him to re­mem­ber it. “Good. Go to sleep.”

So­me­one snort­ed with a­mu­se­ment.

Ru­te­jìmo stared at her, his dark face pale. “W-What?”

“I-I don’t want you to see this.”

The war­rior who snort­ed i­nter­rupt­ed her. “Just like that?”

She glared at him, gathe­ring pow­er.

“Go to sleep in the mid­dle of—”

Chi­mípu surged for­ward, us­ing her speed to bring her knife through his tor­so, slic­ing through flesh and bone be­fore stop­ping an­oth­er rod past him.

“—a fight?” fin­ished the corpse.

Lo­o­king back at Ru­te­jìmo, she saw the hor­ror ris­ing. Ta­king a deep breath, she gave him an or­der, “Jìmo, go to sleep. I pro­mise you will wake up in the morn­ing.”

There were smirks a­ro­und her. The smiles fad­ed when Ru­te­jìmo, sha­king like grains of sand in a storm, sank to his knees and then to the gro­und. He laid down in the mid­dle of blood and gore and closed his eyes.

Chi­mípu turned to the oth­ers and got a tight grip on her knife. No one will touch her lit­tle broth­er.

They all lu­nged at the same time, a glare of pow­ers ris­ing up as the war­riors all ac­ti­vat­ed their pow­ers of death and de­struc­tion.

Chi­mípu took out the ne­arest one with a slash across the throat and then deca­pi­tat­ed an­oth­er. She moved with short bursts of speed. She ex­pect­ed Shi­mu­sògo to ap­pear at her feet but he didn’t. In­stead, she felt the pow­er in­side her as she stopped only long e­nough to turn and move a­gain.

Once they re­ga­ined their wits, they were able to with­stand her charges. Her knife bounced off in­vis­i­ble shields of air and scraped met­al limbs. Flam­ing blades cut through her clothes and into her body. The taste of blood grew stro­nger in her mouth; soon it drib­bled down the cor­ners of her mouth and so­aked her legs. She dis­missed her inju­ries as she slashed and punched at her at­tack­ers.

A man in leather grabbed her throat and ya­nked back. His strength pulled her off bal­ance.

She let out a cry and fell back, rolling a­gainst his chest.

His knife punched into her side, right un­der the ribs.

With her speed, she pulled away from him be­fore it could reach her heart but agony burst from the wo­und. She raced back and grabbed him by his hair. With­out paus­ing, she spun a­ro­und. En­er­gy flared from in­side her and the flames spun a­ro­und in a vor­tex of heat and raw pow­er. Her oppo­nent’s feet flew off the gro­und with her speed.

He flailed help­less­ly, his scream ris­ing up into a high-pitched cry.

She spun faster.

With a wet rip­ping noise, his neck snapped and the body tore off. It flew into a war­rior with a shield, cru­shing both of them into a show­er of gore.

Chi­mípu cha­nneled more pow­er into spi­n­ning, the flames rose up in a howl­ing storm, and then she threw the head with all her might. Shi­mu­sògo’s pow­er took her mo­men­tum and po­ured it into the head. When she re­leased it, the skull ig­nit­ed into flames. It punched through the chest of two war­riors be­fore cru­shing the skull of a third.

Move­ment near Ru­te­jìmo caught her at­ten­tion, there was a snake rac­ing to­ward him from one di­rec­tion and a woman with a knife from the oth­er. The woman’s body blurred with dark­ness and it was hard to fo­cus on her.

“Not my broth­er!” Chi­mípu start­ed for­ward but agony ex­plod­ed from her in­jury. Her in­sides tore fur­ther and blood spurt­ed from her side. With a scream, she forced her­self past her inju­ries to sprint for­ward. She gut­ted the woman be­fore cru­shing the snake.

Be­fore it died, the snake snapped out. Its teeth punched into Chi­mípu’s leg.

She grabbed it with her hand and spun twice be­fore la­u­n­ching it into the face of one of her oppo­nents.

More war­riors at­tacked. She stood over Ru­te­jìmo and fought them off, mov­ing as fast as she could as po­ison surged through her ve­ins and blood po­ured from her side. Her knife was a blur as she par­ried four blades with her own.

A strike caught her wrist, scra­ping a­gainst bone and slic­ing through the te­ndons. Her blade slipped from her fi­ngers, spla­shing in the rivers of blood be­fore set­tling on a rock.

Chi­mípu fought the agony as she stag­gered back, clutch­ing her wrist. Se­a­ring hot blood po­ured out from her fi­ngers. It splat­tered on the gro­und and her leg.

She lo­oked a­ro­und for her oppo­nents, but there was only one left. The rest were corpses on the gro­und, their flames fad­ing as they died.

Her oppo­nent pa­nted for breath. “Give up and live.”

The world spun a­ro­und her and she fought to re­main con­sci­ous.

A­gony pulsed through­out her body. She was cov­ered in gore. Her life po­ured out from her fi­ngers. But she couldn’t sleep un­til her broth­er was safe. Bit­ing down on her lip, she sum­moned her flames and di­rect­ed them into the wo­und in her wrist.

She gulped and spat out blood. “No, I won’t…”

The smell of burn­ing flesh filled the air and her vi­sion blurred from the pain.

When she could speak a­gain, she fin­ished. “… but he will.”

She bare­ly had e­nough en­er­gy to stand. She bore down and drew the last dredges of pow­er but there was none. She had used every­thing she had and they were still hours from su­nrise.

The war­rior gri­nned and his blue glow grew stro­nger.

A­nger filled her. She took a deep breath and an­oth­er, pre­pa­ring her­self to sprint for­ward. She didn’t know where the pow­er would come from but she would give every­thing she had.

With a burst of move­ment, she blew past him. Her fist caught him right be­low the ribs and her blow punched through his ar­mor and the soft or­gans of his body. She car­ried through with her at­tack, bri­n­ging her blood-so­aked arm a­ro­und in a spray of gore.

She col­lapsed to the gro­und, his sword bu­ried in her stom­ach. A gout of blood po­ured out of her mouth be­fore her face smacked a­gainst an­oth­er corpse.

Be­hind her, she heard the last oppo­nent hit the gro­und.

With a smile, she closed her eyes.
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        Dying


        Chi­mípu woke up in agony. Her body throbbed with pain and she was in a pool of cool­ing blood. She man­aged to pull the sword from her stom­ach with­out pass­ing out a­gain. Pant­i­ng a­gainst the agony, she clutched her stom­ach and rolled over to look for Ru­te­jìmo.

He was curled up in a fe­tal po­si­tion in the mid­dle of the bat­tle­field. Blood splat­tered across his dark skin, both of them were near­ly black in the false dawn.

Her heart al­most stopped at the sight.

He coughed.

Chi­mípu let out a cho­king sob. He was alive. Gro­a­ning, she forced her­self on her knees and her good wrist. She crawled over to him. With tears ru­n­ning down her cheeks, she forced her­self up into a sit­ting po­si­tion and brought his head to rest on her lap. The ef­fort left her dizzy and na­u­se­ous.

Her move­ment re­o­pened the wo­und on her side and she felt hot blood drib­bling down her wrist. A tho­u­sand oth­er cuts, burns, and bru­ises re­port­ed them­selves along her body. Swal­lo­wing the blood fill­ing her mouth, she lo­oked down at him with a sad smile. “My… lit­tle broth­er.”

Bru­shing the mat­ted hair from his face, she watched him breathe fit­ful­ly as the light grew brighter. He would wake with the sun, she knew that.

She was so tired. It would be easy just to close her eyes and rest for a mo­ment.

Sha­king her head, she sum­moned the last dredges of her life. A thin wisp of flame rose along her body. It slug­gish­ly ran through her ve­ins and pushed back the agony e­nough to re­main con­sci­ous.

She watched over Ru­te­jìmo, her blur­ry vi­sion sca­n­ning the hori­zon be­fore re­turn­ing to him. She kept one hand on his cheek, just to feel his heart­beat.

He woke up cry­ing, a soft sob of night­mares and ter­ror.

Chi­mípu fought back her own tears as she lis­tened to him.

When he pushed him­self up and lo­oked a­ro­und in sor­row, she al­most passed out. Gulp­ing, she an­swered his silent ques­tion. “No, it’s okay.”

“I… I didn’t mean for this.”

It wasn’t his fault, he was just caught up in a plot by clans far more pow­er­ful than the Shi­mu­sògo. “I know, lit­tle broth­er.”

His eyes grew wider as he in­spect­ed her. Her hopes fell. If a war­rior had lo­oked at her that way, she knew there was no hope for sur­vival. De­spite not be­ing a war­rior, Rute had seen far more peo­ple die than her from his years of tend­ing to the di­se­ased, in­jured, and i­nfirm.

He licked his lips. “Mípu? H-How?”

She strug­gled to give him a com­fort­ing smile. “I pro­mised… my lit­tle broth­er would wake up.”

He grabbed her shoul­ders. “No! No, you are the war­rior! You are sup­posed to save us. You were the one that was go­ing to make it!”

The ef­fort ca­used the world to blur and black­ness crept up along the edges of her vi­sion. She tried to keep her head up but she slumped a­gainst him as her heart strained to keep beat­ing.

“No, Mípu, no. You can’t die! No, not for me!”

Chi­mípu strug­gled to speak. “Prom…”

“Mípu!?” Ru­te­jìmo le­aned her back and stared into her eyes.

Her vi­sion was gro­wing nar­row­er, co­n­sumed by the black­ness. She couldn’t see any­thing but Ru­te­jìmo. She could see the de­ter­mi­na­tion burn­ing in­side his gaze, she al­ready knew what he was pla­n­ning. “P-Pro­mise me.”

“What? Any­thing!”

“Don’t stay for me.”

“B-But,” he sobbed, “you are my fri­end. My best fri­end. My big sis­ter.”

“I’m… also a war­rior. Ta­chìra will take… me.”

Trem­bling, she lift­ed her good hand up to him. She had to ig­nore the miss­ing fi­ngers and cuts that had cut clear to the bone. She shoved his chest, but it was a weak mo­tion. “Shi­mu­sògo… run.”

Ru­te­jìmo shook his head vi­o­lent­ly. “No, I can’t. I can’t leave you. I left Desòchu when I should have—”

He was go­ing to stay all the night for the bo­nfire. She had seen his rit­u­als many times over the years: af­ter burn­ing un­til su­nrise, he would walk naked across the desert for the en­tire day to pu­ri­fy him­self. The as­sas­sin would find him and slaugh­ter him.

She closed her eyes and prayed to Shi­mu­sògo and Ta­chìra, the sun spir­it from where her clan ga­ined their pow­ers. “Please,” she mouthed, “don’t let him stay.”

The translu­cent form of Shi­mu­sògo raced past her. As it did, her heart al­most burst from the pow­er be­ing sucked out of her. She gasped and strug­gled to form the words. “Shi­mu­sògo—”

It took all of her ef­fort to pull her hand back and wrap her in­di­vid­ual fi­ngers into a fist.

“—run!”

She hit him with a weak strike but a blast of wind threw him back.

Ru­te­jìmo rolled over be­fore co­ming to a stop. He lo­oked up. Her heart al­most broke at the dev­as­tat­ed look on his face. “Mípu!?”

Chi­mípu didn’t think he would lis­ten. She tried to push her­self up but the crunch of bone stopped her. “Shi­mu­sògo… run,” she gasped.

He stag­gered to his feet. “No… no, I’ll run. I pro­mise. I’ll run, Mípu.”

Thank­ful, she thumped back to the gro­und. “You bet­ter, J-Jìmo. I know a­bout Sòchu… and Nèku… and Ríshi. You will make it. If you… run.”

Tears rolling down his cheeks, he lo­oked a­ro­und. He grabbed her scroll case and trans­ferred the damn­ing docu­ments into his own. Every­thing else, he left be­hind.

As she watched him, the run rose up be­hind his body. His dark form be­came a blot of dark­ness but the light stre­a­ming a­ro­und him felt good. The wel­co­ming en­er­gy flowed back into her but it was too late, she was dy­ing.

Fi­nal­ly, he fin­ished. Stand­ing up, he lo­oked at her with fresh tears on his cheeks. “I… I’m sor­ry.”

She coughed and a fresh drib­ble of blood ran from the cor­ner of her mouth. She knew there wasn’t much left, only a few sec­onds to speak. It only took her a strained heart­beat to fig­ure out what to say. “I’m not. Not… for a sin­gle mo­ment. I love you…”

The sun­light grew brighter. It se­emed to fo­cus on her, scra­ping a­gainst her skin and blur­ring her vi­sion.

“… lit­tle…”

She couldn’t see him any­more. She kept mov­ing her mouth, ho­ping to get out the fi­nal words. “… broth­er…”

Fire filled her lungs, suck­ing out all the heat. There was no pain, just a sense of peace, a mo­ment of cross­ing into death. She smiled and choked out her last words through her burn­ing throat. “Shi­mu­sògo run.”

Then her world be­came noth­ing but flame and heat as Ta­chìra, the sun spir­it, cla­imed her as one of his own, a war­rior who sac­ri­ficed every­thing for her clan.
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