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        Bullies


        
There is a dis­tinc­tion be­tween the clan as the spir­it it­self and the clan as the mem­bers af­fili­ated with the spir­it. While many times, they are in agre­e­ment, there are times when they are not.
—Clans of the Desert

Tsub­àyo ya­nked on the brush from the knot in his horse’s mane. The pull took all of his strength and he could hear hairs rip­ping and snap­ping.

«Ouch,» came the men­tal com­plaint. It sung in the back of his head, the mas­cu­line thoughts of the horse he was gro­o­ming in­trud­ing di­rect­ly into his thoughts.

He start­ed to reach up but then stopped. Ta­king a deep breath, he pressed his oth­er hand a­gainst the sun-warmed side of Ry­achu­i­kùo’s neck. «I didn’t mean to pull so hard. For­give me?»

His horse let out a sigh of his own be­fore he le­aned into Tsub­àyo. A wave of raw emo­tions, love and trust and af­fec­tion, blos­somed across Tsub­àyo’s mind and he couldn’t help but bask in the com­fort his mo­unt gave him.

Tsub­àyo’s hands shook as he re­sumed bru­shing, this time with more care for his horse’s com­fort and less on his thoughts. The steady strokes of the brush a­gainst the short hairs were com­fort­ing. It was far diffe­rent than pick­ing sand out of his toes like most of his te­enage years.

There were fif­teen oth­er Pa­bi­n­kúe milling a­ro­und in front of the table. Their con­ver­sa­tions rose and felt as they talked a­bout hav­ing di­nner to­geth­er or some­thing i­n­ter­est­ing they had seen while on pa­trol. None of them in­clud­ed Tsub­àyo as they spoke, but they nev­er did. In­stead, he just got the oc­casi­onal glare or po­int­ed look.

Duck­ing his head, he fo­cused on bru­shing his horse and wait­ing for his turn with the sta­ble mas­ter, Pa­bi­n­kue Ma­po­réku. She al­ways took her time as she spoke to each rid­er as they ha­nded over their horse. It was a night­ly rit­u­al but, at the mo­ment, Tsub­àyo just wa­nted to go home, have some di­nner, and then crash for the night. He was tired of his fel­low Pa­bi­n­kúe and their words be­hind his back.

«I could use one of those car­rots though.» Ry­achu­i­kùo pic­tured a stack of car­rots in a bas­ket by the front en­trance of the sta­ble. The deep pur­ple stalks were treats for all the hors­es with a rich taste that Ry­achu­i­kùo loved.

Tsub­àyo chuck­led. “For your suffe­ring, old man?”

Ry­achu­i­kùo’s brown eyes stared at him. «No, beca­use I want it. But if pulling my mane would get me one, then… I’m in agony.»

With a grin, Tsub­àyo set down the brush and he­aded over to the bas­ket. He cir­cled a­ro­und in­stead of go­ing throught the knots of con­ver­sa­tion. At the bas­ket, he grabbed two of the large car­rots.

“Those are for real rid­ers,” said U­ka­gòi as he ya­nked the car­rots out of Tsub­àyo’s hand and back into the bas­ket. “Not day­light-lov­ing bas­tards like you.”

Tsub­àyo glared at the lighter-ski­nned man. He was a clan war­rior, with far more fight­ing ca­pa­bil­i­ties that Tsub­àyo. “I am one of you, Great Pa­bi­n­kue U­ka­gòi. I have been for many months.” It had been five months since he had come to the Sev­en Vil­lages, not that any of them would ac­knowl­edge it. Weeks of be­ing be­ing snubbed and i­nsult­ed. Only a few spoke to him with scorn.

U­ka­gòi stroked his black beard and chuck­led. Even though he was a­bout the same age as Tsub­àyo, he had more chest and fa­cial hair. He had a neck­lace with one sil­ver and two cop­per claws dan­gling a­mong the beads; it repre­se­nted the three bat­tles that he had been in since beco­ming one of the clan war­riors.

The side of Tsub­àyo’s face itched. He reached up and scratched the heav­i­ly scarred tis­sue. It al­ways throbbed when he was an­gry or an­noyed.

“You a­ren’t one of us,” spat U­ka­gòi. “You may ride our hors­es and wear our col­ors, but you’ll nev­er be one of us, killer.”

The throb grew stro­nger. He tensed. “Great Pa­bi­n­kue Mi­káryo didn’t think so.”

U­ka­gòi laughed. “Mi­káryo is a joke. Eve­ry­one knows the real re­ason she won’t stay near the vil­lages is beca­use no one likes her. That and her per­ver­sions.”

Tsub­àyo gro­und his teeth to­geth­er. As much as he dis­liked Mi­káryo when she had ha­nded him over to be be­aten by the Shi­mu­sògo, he had grown to ap­pre­ci­ate her for­ward na­ture and fri­end­li­ness. She was one of the few peo­ple in the clan who wel­comed him.

The oth­er war­rior in the group strolled up. It was U­ka­gòi’s sis­ter, Zu­ma­fín. She had the same sneer on her face.

U­ka­gòi shoved Tsub­àyo’s hand away from the car­rots. “I’m nev­er go­ing to for­get you killed one of ours to get in here. A pa­thet­ic lit­tle sun-lover that got kicked out of his own clan.”

Zu­ma­fín came a­ro­und to stand be­hind Tsub­àyo.

Pi­nned by the two war­riors, lit­tle warn­ing bells ran off. The last time he was sur­ro­u­nded by war­riors, the Shi­mu­sògo had be­aten him un­til he couldn’t breathed and pissed blood for a week. He turned his head to watch one and then the oth­er. A prick­le of fear rose up as he dropped his hand to the knife at his belt.

U­ka­gòi glanced down and then smiled. “Go for it, Ugly. I’ll even give you one shot be­fore I break your legs and snap your wrists.”

Ry­achu­i­kùo’s thoughts blos­somed in­side Tsub­àyo. Their vi­sions blurred to­geth­er un­til Tsub­àyo was se­e­ing the fight from two an­gles, his own eyes and his mo­unt’s. The horse’s de­sire to pro­tect rose up as he shift­ed from one side to the oth­er. The diffe­rence in vi­sion, the wider an­gle from the horse, was only faint­ly di­so­ri­ent­ing but he quick­ly adapt­ed to it.

Zu­ma­fín pulled her own we­apon out slight­ly. The scrape of met­al on leather was a whis­per of noise but stopped. From Ry­achu­i­kùo’s sight, Tsub­àyo could see she only drew it out an inch or so. It was a threat, noth­ing more.

An­oth­er horse reached out to him. The warmth that of the equ­ine thoughts calmed him even more. A third set of sens­es over­laid them­selves on his and he could see the ap­pro­a­ching fight from an ad­di­ti­onal va­n­tage po­int. Mo­ments lat­er, more hors­es jo­ined in un­til he could sense the en­tire sta­ble yard as if it was noth­ing more than a tiny mod­el. He saw eve­ry­one from all an­gles. He could hear their breath across twelve hors­es’ sens­es. His skin felt the heat of bod­ies in the wind, map­ping each one out rel­a­tive to the herd.

A rush of pow­er rolled through him. He shiv­ered at the sen­sa­tion of the herd in his mind. They com­fort­ed him even as they wait­ed for an or­der. The war­riors may be faster, stro­nger, and more pow­er­ful than Tsub­àyo but even they couldn’t take on all their hors­es at the same time.

The only two mo­unts that we­ren’t in his mind were U­ka­gòi and Zu­ma­fín’s. He could sense their hors­es hes­i­tat­ing, u­nsure if they would re­main close to the mind of the war­riors or split off to join the rest of the herd in Tsub­àyo’s thoughts.

A sharp clap­ping broke the sta­nd­off.

Pa­bi­n­kue Ma­po­réku stepped out of the door clap­ping her hands. “What in the light-bli­nded id­io­cy are you all do­ing out here!?”

Tsub­àyo flinched and men­tal cut off the hors­es from his thoughts. The in­di­vid­ual per­son­al­i­ties fad­ed away re­luc­tant­ly, peel­ing away un­til only Ry­achu­i­kùo re­ma­ined co­nnect­ed to him.

U­ka­gòi ges­tured at Tsub­àyo. “Just telling this use­less pile of horse shit that he doesn’t be­long. He spent all day rid­ing up riv­er to chase a ru­mor in­stead of say­ing on pa­trol.”

Tsub­àyo snapped back. “You told me too!”

“I did no such thing,” U­ka­gòi said with a smirk. “I said there was a fam­i­ly up there but not any­more.”

E­n­raged, Tsub­àyo al­most drew his knife. He had to force his hand away to po­int at U­ka­gòi. “You said no one had heard from them in days! So­me­one should check on them!”

“Of course not, they died years ago.”

Zu­ma­fín snick­ered. “I heard that. Didn’t the rest of you?”

There was un­com­fort­able shuf­fling and si­lence, then a few of the oth­er rid­ers nod­ded.

Tsub­àyo glared at U­ka­gòi. “Cho­bìre shit in your skull.”

U­ka­gòi laughed. “You even swear like a sun-lover! Pa­bi­n­kúe is a night spir­it, Ugly! We fol­low Cho­bìre, not that damn sun spir­it you wor­ship.”

“I don’t wor­ship him!”

“You should, beca­use you a­ren’t Pa­bi­n­kúe!”

“I am—”

“Qu­iet!” bel­lowed Pa­bi­n­kue Ma­po­réku.

Tsub­àyo cri­nged.

The old woman took a few more steps to put her­self be­tween Tsub­àyo and U­ka­gòi. She shoved her fi­ngers into Tsub­àyo’s chest. “You, walk away.”

“Like the—”

“Walk away, Boy!”

Tsub­àyo stepped back, his body sha­king with a­nger. “I—”

“Walk!”

He glanced at his horse.

“I will deal with Great Pa­bi­n­kúe Ry­achu­i­kùo,” she said re­fer­ring to the horse re­spect­ful­ly. “But you go home. Right now.”

U­ka­gòi waved his fi­ngers be­hind Ma­po­réku’s back to­ward Tsub­àyo.

Tsub­àyo glared at him but he de­cid­ed to obey. Re­a­ching over, he grabbed three of the pur­ple car­rots and then stormed over to Ry­achu­i­kùo. «Here, you de­serve this un­like the rest of these ass­holes.»

Ry­achu­i­kùo sent a wave of af­fec­tion and joy as he chomped down on all three. They stuck out of his mouth like quills as he nosi­ly crushed through them. «Yum­my.»

Then, with eve­ry­one sta­ring at him, Tsub­àyo turned and stomped to­ward home.

“Bye!” Zu­ma­fín called out to him.

Tsub­àyo hesi­tat­ed. He gro­und his hands to­geth­er but then forced him­self to keep walk­ing.
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        Getting Even


        
In ab­sence of a guid­ing hand, most yo­ung adults will re­vert to their ear­ly days even if those days left a sour taste in their mouths.
—The A­ba­n­don Chil­dren

Tsub­àyo stomped down the dirt road with a foul mood flood­ing his thoughts. He re­played the argu­ment at the sta­ble end­less­ly in his head, work­ing through tho­u­sands of “what if” sce­na­rios. None of them were ple­a­sant and each sce­na­rio turned more vi­o­lent and de­struc­tive.

Both U­ka­gòi and Zu­ma­fín had been bul­ly­ing him ever since he had ar­rived. It was i­nsults that nev­er stopped and be­ing jos­tled in close quar­ters. He sus­pect­ed the hand­ful of sand fleas in his bed­ding was just an­oth­er ex­am­ple. Send­ing him out on a fool’s er­rand to a ru­ined ho­u­se­hold just to mock him was obvi­ous­ly U­ka­gòi’s ide­al of mock­ing him.

His face twist­ed in a scowl. It was just like gro­wing up a­mong the Shi­mu­sògo. None of the el­ders ever did any­thing to stop the fight­ing then ei­ther. They would just turn their heads away as if they couldn’t see the pu­shing or argu­ments. The only time Tsub­àyo had got­ten in trou­ble was when the fight dis­rupt­ed their meals or they broke some­thing.

The fight­ing nev­er stopped in the val­ley. He couldn’t co­unt the num­ber of times a brawl had been bro­ken up by Yu­tsu­pa­zéso scre­a­ming only to have it re­sume a few hours lat­er in the tu­nnels near the en­trance of the val­ley. He had suf­fered with his head smashed into the side of the rock tu­nnel or tripped over the edge. Even months lat­er, he could feel the faint rasp of scars on his knees and el­bows.

Tsub­àyo shook his head. Spot­ting a rock a­head of him, he kicked at it hard and sent it fly­ing into a near­by field. It bounced off a row of plants and then hopped over an­oth­er be­fore land­ing in the ditch be­tween the short green leaves that sprout­ed from the gro­und.

On the far side of the field, he spot­ted a farmer lead­ing a horse while kneel­ing every few rods. While the farmer was too far away to i­den­ti­fy, the way they knelt down re­mi­nded him of Fi­múchi. She was a farmer and a mem­ber of the Ro­ji­ki­nòmi clan who lived a­mong the Pa­bi­n­kúe.

His foul mood be­gan to light­en. Only days af­ter he ar­rived in the Sev­en Vil­lages, com­plete­ly lost and co­n­fused, she had shown him com­pas­sion that few oth­ers did. He smiled at the mem­o­ry of hav­ing di­nner with her oc­casi­on­al­ly or work­ing long hours in the field un­til well into morn­ing.

Then he re­mem­bered how her fa­ther, the Pa­bi­n­kúe le­ader, had con­ti­nu­al­ly tried to keep them away. Ka­mùji al­lowed Tsub­àyo to join the clan but it was clear that he hat­ed that Tsub­àyo had killed an­oth­er Pa­bi­n­kúe to do so. Or that he had stolen hors­es.

Grum­bling, he re­sumed his walk home. Ka­mùji wasn’t much bet­ter than Yu­tsu­pa­zéso. He lo­oked the oth­er way when oth­ers mocked and bul­lied Tsub­àyo. He wasn’t go­ing to pro­tect Tsub­àyo any more than his old clan would. No, if he was go­ing to stop the fight­ing, he would have to do it un­der his own terms.

His boots scuffed on the gro­und as he stopped sharply. Then he smiled grim­ly. He knew ex­act­ly what to do. There was al­ways the equiv­a­lent of the tu­nnels near the en­trance, the places where te­enagers fought out their own dis­agre­e­ments. If not, he would just head over to U­ka­gòi’s ca­bin.  One way or the oth­er, they would stop this fight.

A plan in mind, he hur­ried home to the sim­ple wo­oden ca­bin that made up his new home. In the months since he had ar­rived, he had done lit­tle to dec­o­rate it beca­use noth­ing felt right. How­ev­er, there was a small vase of flow­ers that Fi­múchi had giv­en him along with a book of po­et­ry which he had only paged through once. Both were pre­do­mi­nate­ly placed on the co­u­nter by the eat­ing area.

Slam­ming the door be­hind him, he hur­ried a­ro­und the ca­bin: a quick wipe down with a wet rag, a cha­nge of clothes that didn’t smell of dust and sweat, and then to gath­er up a brace of fight­ing knives. U­ka­gòi may be a war­rior, but with­out his horse he was just as ham­pered as Tsub­àyo.

With every item he gath­ered in pre­pa­ra­tion for a fight, he let his mind drift through his plans when he con­front­ed U­ka­gòi. It had to be short, but he had to win so­und­ly. It was bet­ter if he start­ed on the of­fen­sive and at­tack first. Tsub­àyo stopped to heft his best fight­ing knife be­fore shov­ing it into a sheath and buck­ling it to his belt.

He lo­oked a­ro­und for a glove to pro­tect his knuck­les. The clos­est he could find was a pair of work gloves that Fi­múchi had giv­en him. They were per­fect for pu­n­ching. But, when he rest­ed his fi­ngers on the leather, he couldn’t take them. It didn’t seem right.

With a sigh, he turned a­ro­und lo­o­king for any­thing else ne­eded to beat U­ka­gòi. A small meal? No, he’ll eat lat­er. Best not to have a full stom­ach.

He hesi­tat­ed but then re­mem­bered how U­ka­gòi had “jo­king­ly” bumped him da­n­ge­rous­ly close to a ledge over the riv­er that ran through the Sev­en Vil­lages. Only a last-minute grab for his horse’s mane kept him from plu­n­ging into the wa­ter.

With a scowl, he stomped to­ward the door.

Fi­múchi stood on the oth­er side, her hand raised to thump on the door.

Tsub­àyo froze, a sud­den fear as if he had just been caught by Yu­tsu­pa­zéso slammed into him. His hand tight­ened on his side, pi­n­ning the hilt of his knife a­gainst his side. Fol­lo­wing the fear was a strange twist­ing in his stom­ach he felt when­ev­er he was near her.

She was diffe­rent than the girls he had grown up with. The Shi­mu­sògo spent their days ru­n­ning across the desert and scra­ping food off the bot­tom of the bowl. Fi­múchi had curves in places he couldn’t stop sta­ring though he felt guilty for sne­a­king glimpses of her large breasts or the curve of her hips.

He didn’t know what to do or look, so he re­treat­ed into sta­ring into her dark green eyes and the tight braids on both sides of her hair. He re­mem­bered when she said she was go­ing to grow the top out but hadn’t seen her for a few weeks. Her look star­tled him as much as her appe­a­ring at his door. “F-Fi­múchi? What are you do­ing here?”

She smiled and twist­ed the front of one foot. “I saw you walk­ing home and you lo­oked like you could use some com­pa­ny.”

A flush burned on his cheeks. He gripped the knife tighter to his side. He wasn’t sure why, but he didn’t want her to know that he was go­ing out to pick a fight. He ges­tured half-hard­heart­ed­ly back to­ward the sta­bles. “No. I mean, I was head­ing out.”

“Oh,” she smiled bright­ly. Her eyes trailed down. “Want some com­pa­ny? Where are you…?”

He cri­nged as her gaze fo­cused on his knife.

There was an un­com­fort­able si­lence, punc­tu­ated by the song birds that were just be­gi­n­ning to wake up.

“Where you go­ing?” she asked a­gain, but the tone had sharp­ened into a blade.

“I-I’m…” He pulled the knife off his belt and hid it be­hind his back.

Her eyes nar­rowed. She push her fists on her hips. “What do you think you are do­ing, Tsub­àyo?”

He o­pened his mouth.

“The truth, please.”

Clos­ing his mouth with a snap, he ges­tured an­gri­ly to­ward the side. “I’m tired of eve­ry­one just pick­ing on me! Every sin­gle time, they are shov­ing and mock­ing and beat­ing on me! They send me off on fool’s er­rands, get me wor­ried and then laugh when it’s a joke! They throw fleas in my bag, worms in my lunch!”

He stepped back but couldn’t stop spe­a­king. A­nger flushed through his body as he balled his hands into fists and shook them. “Every damn time! And no one ever does any­thing a­bout it! I’m so sick and moon-damned tired of all this crap!”

Pant­i­ng, he lo­oked at her. When he saw her glare, he turned away from her.

“Do you think beat­ing up so­me­one is the an­swer?”

As much as Tsub­àyo wa­nted to say yes, he knew that wasn’t the an­swer. He hesi­tat­ed but then shook his head. So­mehow, talk­ing to her was worse than Yu­tsu­pa­zéso and he didn’t think that was pos­si­ble.

Fi­múchi shook her head but then smirked. “Yeah, I don’t be­lieve you at all.”

Tsub­àyo hesi­tat­ed and then gave her a pa­ined smile.

She smiled and then ges­tured for him to move aside. “Come on, let me in.”

With­out wait­ing for an an­swer, she strode in and shoved him aside. “If you think I’m go­ing to let you get your ass kicked tonight, you are mis­tak­en. You have de­cid­ed to have di­nner with me and I’m lo­o­king for­ward to you us­ing that—” She po­int­ed at his knife. “—to cut up the ve­geta­bles.”

He gaped in sur­prise as she crossed the ca­bin and he­aded straight for the kitchen area. She bent over and he fo­und him­self sta­ring at her ass. She ya­nked open one of the low­er ca­bi­nets and pulled out a few pans. When she stood up, he lo­oked away sharply.

“Stop sta­ring and come over here. What do you have in the ice box?” When he lo­oked back at her, she was pe­e­ring in­side. Click­ing her to­ngue, she shook her head. “You don’t have a lot of food in here. When did you go to the mar­ket last?”

Tsub­àyo frowned. “I… It’s been a while.” A­bout a week or so, ac­tu­al­ly.

“Is my fa­ther pay­ing you at least?”

Tsub­àyo nod­ded. Then, he rushed over to where he had been ke­e­ping the month­ly pay­ments. When he got his first pouch of pyābi, he was so ex­cit­ed that he bought too many sweets and drinks. A few days lat­er, af­ter starv­ing for the night, he fo­und that he had to buy more sub­stan­tial food but he didn’t al­ways re­mem­ber un­til he was hun­gry long af­ter the mar­kets had closed.

Fi­múchi sighed and shook his head. “You got lost, didn’t you? That shouldn’t have hap­pened.”

She le­aned a­gainst him, her breast press­ing a­gainst his arm. Then she pushed away. “Come on, you need a prop­er meal.”

He glanced at the door.

“I’m not let­ting you leave, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Tsub­àyo. Not to get into a fight,” she said af­fec­ti­o­nate­ly. “Be­sides, I think you should in­vite some guests tonight.”

Tsub­àyo sighed and then lo­oked up in sur­prise. “What?”

She start­ed co­unt­ing chairs in his room in­clud­ing two padded stools near the door. When she glanced at him, there was a strange look in her eyes. “I re­al­ly think you should meet some peo­ple. Do you think you could han­dle say… four more? You have six places to sit in here if we use the cor­ner of the bed.”

“Why?”

Fi­múchi walked over to him and pick up his hand, hold­ing it tight both of hers. “Beca­use right now, you are lost. Things are diffe­rent here and we don’t let peo­ple stay alone like this for long. You need to know who to ask for help as much as they need to know they can help. I have some… fri­ends who might be will­ing. They have been cu­ri­ous a­bout you.”

She squ­e­ezed. “If you are up to it, they re­al­ly want to hear your sto­ries too.”

He cri­nged. “They don’t want to hear any of that. I did… some­thing ter­ri­ble to get here.”

“Re­al­ly?” she asked with sad smile. “Didn’t you tell me the same thing? I seem to re­call e­njoy­ing your com­pa­ny for hours in the field. Or did you for­get that.”

He glanced to the side. When he took a deep breath, he caught her scent: of fresh earth and wild­flow­ers. “No, I liked that.”

“Good beca­use I’m not the only one. I think you’ll do bet­ter if you let oth­ers know where you came from. Please? They’ll bring di­nner and you don’t have to say any­thing you don’t want to.”

His heart was po­und­ing in his chest, slam­ming a­gainst his ribs as he felt the warmth of her body and her smile. He thought a­bout his fa­ntasies of at­tack­ing U­ka­gòi. As much as he hat­ed it, they were fa­ntasies. U­ka­gòi was a war­rior, so­me­one with the pow­ers of de­fend his clan a­gainst in­trud­ers. No mat­ter what skills Tsub­àyo had, go­ing one-on-one was a fool­ish idea.

Fi­múchi smiled bright­ly. “Thank you. Do you know Great Pa­bi­n­kue Ta­byái?”

Tsub­àyo shook his head. “Sor­ry.”

“Wait… her mare is named… um… A­to­káchi?”

He smiled. That name he knew. Most of the hors­es in the clan reached out for his mind when they were pass­ing. They left their names be­hind. “I know Great Pa­bi­n­kue A­to­káchi. She is…” He frowned and reached out with his mind, spread out his thoughts as he felt the sur­ro­und­ing equ­ine minds in his own. Af­ter a few sec­onds, he fo­cused on A­to­káchi who was be­ing brushed by an old­er woman. “Fo­und her. She’s over in in the White Cloud sta­bles.”

Fi­múchi pat­ted his hand. “I’m im­pressed. That is a few le­a­gues away. Tell her to tell Ta­byái to bring her sis­ter and her kin. Maybe for some con­ver­sa­tion but de­fi­nite­ly to bring food.” Then she stopped and held up her fi­nger. “Tell her to bring her favo­rite nut bread, the kind we were talk­ing a­bout it.”

There was some­thing in the way she said it. Tsub­àyo gave her a quizzi­cal look.

Fi­múchi’s eyes flashed and then she lo­oked guilty for a mo­ment. “Only ask if you want to have com­pa­ny. I re­al­ly think you need so­me­one with you tonight.”

He start­ed to open his mouth. The a­nger had dis­si­pat­ed and he re­al­ized he was crav­ing her at­ten­tion. He nod­ded slow­ly. “Yeah, you’re prob­a­bly right.”

“Will­ing to tell your sto­ries?”

“I sup­pose.”

Fi­múchi wi­nked at him. “Then send the mes­sage and let’s get ready for com­pa­ny. I’m go­ing to hur­ry over to your neigh­bors and see if I can bor­row some­thing to start.”

Tsub­àyo stared at her in shock as she left the ca­bin. He felt strange, dizzy and hot at the same time. It was the same thing he felt when­ev­er she was near­by and he wasn’t sure why.

Then he reached out and re­layed the mes­sages.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 3
             
            
        


        Sweeping In


        
The blood of the desert does not come out and say what is wrong. They guide the thoughts to­ward it, un­til there is only one log­i­cal con­clu­sion that must be tak­en.
—Muda­gre A­fo­ka­nìmo

The smell of roast­ing pep­pers and tu­bers filled his ca­bin. It was prob­a­bly the first time a full meal had been pre­pared since he ar­rived and he felt guilty for do­ing lit­tle to help it. Fi­múchi had gath­ered up a star­tling sup­ply of ve­geta­bles, fresh cuts of beef, and even two u­n­fa­mil­iar bot­tles of wine.

“Just slice those thin­ly,” said Fi­múchi as she rubbed spices into the side of the meat. The iron oven had a full load of char­coal in­side it and the air wa­vered be­hind her. Even from the oth­er side of the co­o­king area, he could feel the heat ra­di­at­ing from o­pe­ning.

He turned back and fo­cused on his task. He didn’t know the recipe or how thing it should be, so it took care to cut each one al­most pa­per-thin. He got into the rhythm and fin­ished one pur­ple car­rot and move to the next.

So­me­one knocked at his door. He set aside his knife be­fore he lo­oked up at the en­trance and then to Fi­múchi.

She lo­oked over her shoul­der. “It’s prob­a­bly my m… fri­end. An­swer the door? It’s your house af­ter all.”

“You seem to have moved in.”

She smiled sweet­ly and said, “Just for di­nner.”

His heart beat faster. With a flush on his cheeks, he wiped his hands on his trousers and an­swered the door.

Out­side was an old­er woman car­ry­ing a large can­vas bag with one hand and bal­anc­ing a ce­ram­ic pot that ste­amed. “Here, hold this,” she said with a smile and then ha­nded over the bag. “The pot is hot and you don’t have a pad.”

Tsub­àyo took it and was sur­prised how heavy it was. He stepped back as he lo­oked over the new­com­er. The smile on the side of her cheek when she smiled re­mi­nded him of Fi­múchi and they had sim­i­lar sor­rel skin col­or. The only diffe­rence was that the old­er woman’s hair was jet black and she wore dark blues and greens of Pa­bi­n­kúe in­stead of the yel­lows and browns of Ro­ji­ki­nòmi.

He glanced at Fi­múchi who was bent over her co­o­king.

She glanced at him and then back a­gain. There was a furtive look in her eyes but a slight smile on her lips.

It only took him only a sec­ond to re­al­ize Ta­byái was re­lat­ed to Fi­múchi. Prob­a­bly her moth­er judg­ing from their broad noses and the way they held their heads. He hesi­tat­ed in case he was wrong but then de­cid­ed it couldn’t get any worse. He bowed deeply to Ta­byái. “Good morn­ing, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Ta­byái.”

Then, he called out to Fi­múchi. “Your moth­er is here.”

Fi­múchi’s hand stopped stir­ring.

Ta­byái laughed and she pat­ted his hand. “Oh, you’re a bright one.”

He thought a­bout his plans to at­tack U­ka­gòi. “Maybe not the smartest though.”

“No, but you’re yo­ung. Eve­ry­one yo­ung is stu­pid. Come on. And don’t use ‘great’ any­more, just call me Byái.”

“Moth­er,” Fi­múchi said in a ex­as­pe­rat­ed tone that so­u­nded as if there were many con­ver­sa­tions be­hind it.

“Yes, Múchi?”

Fi­múchi tensed for a mo­ment and then sighed. Sha­king her head, she re­turned to her co­o­king.

Ta­byái lo­oked a­ro­und. “Haven’t dec­o­rat­ed much, have you? I would… you should have at least a paint­ing or drapes.”

He shook his head.

“What is Búpi do­ing?” she mut­tered and then car­ried the pot over to the co­u­nter. She pulled a ce­ram­ic plate from a large pock­et in her dress with one hand. Set­ting it down, she then slid the pot onto it. “Here’s the stew. Give me a sec­ond.”

She closed her eyes and her face grew slack.

In the back of his mind, he felt the rip­ple of her tele­path­i­cal­ly re­a­ching out for her horse. It felt like fi­ngers up and down his spine. While he caught glimpses of im­ages and emo­tions, he couldn’t over­hear. Cu­rios­i­ty rose and he felt along the tele­path­ic co­nnec­tion to see that she was talk­ing to her more, A­to­káchi. He with­drew be­fore in­trud­ing any fur­ther.

A few droplets of sweat prick­led on her brow.

Then she let out a gasp. “That was a bit far.”

Af­ter dis­crete­ly wi­ping her brow, she turned and lo­oked at Tsub­àyo. Her eyes sca­nned him from toes to head.

He shiv­ered from the ap­prais­ing look. Then he start­ed to turn away as her eyes fo­cused on the scars that cov­ered the side of his face.

Ta­byái’s hands snapped out to catch him in place.

He tensed, his hand slid­ing to­ward his belt.

“I will beat you,” she said smooth­ly with­out lo­o­king down.

With a blush, he lo­wered his hands.

“What are your favo­rite col­ors?”

Co­n­fused by the ques­tion, he an­swered a­u­tomat­i­cal­ly. “Blues and yel­lows.”

A smile quirked the cor­ner of her lips. “What’s your favo­rite place in the Sev­en Vil­lages?”

“To­day, when I was sent on a wild er­rand up to an a­ba­n­don house, there were all these trees with fold­ed pa­pers ha­n­ging from them. The gro­und was cov­ered with this glo­wing moss or mush­rooms and I thought it… was… nice?”

Ta­byái re­leased him and lo­oked him over. “Any­where else?”

“The Sa­kobi Riv­er, right at the cov­ered bridge down the road from here. You know where the three roads meet? Why?”

She stepped back and held up her fist. Her eyes u­nfo­cused and he felt her re­a­ching out for her horse a­gain. The co­nnec­tion fal­tered. She frowned and pushed hard­er. Af­ter a sec­ond, her co­nnec­tion reached her mo­unt and she sent an­oth­er set of im­ages be­fore it slipped away.

When she lo­oked a­ro­und a­gain, she caught him sta­ring.

He lo­oked away.

She slapped her hips and let out a hap­py grunt. “What can I do? Any­thing you need done? Your bed is a mess, let me get that, Bàyo.”

Tsub­àyo turned and watched her help­less­ly. It was quick­ly obvi­ous that she was go­ing to clean re­gard­less of what he did. Co­n­fused and dis­jo­i­nted, he he­aded back to the cut­ting board.

“Mama is like that,” whis­pered Fi­múchi. “I hope she didn’t up­set you.”

He frowned and shook his head. He ex­pect­ed to be yelled at or be­aten, not have so­me­one clean up his messy bed or the clothes tossed in a cor­ner. “No… it’s just…”

Tsub­àyo didn’t know how to say he was sur­prised not up­set. He glanced at the blade he was go­ing to use to at­tack so­me­one for a mo­ment and then over to the work gloves that still rest­ed on the cor­ner of the co­u­nter. With a shrug, he re­sumed cut­ting food for his un­ex­pect­ed vis­i­tors.
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        Surprise Guests


        
So­ci­ety has a way of ac­cept­ing the way­ward clan who ap­pear un­ex­pect­ed­ly. They are giv­en home, food, and shel­ter. So­me­one steps for­ward to guide them into the cul­ture of their new clan and buffer them from the pol­i­tics un­til it is no lo­nger over­whelm­ing.
—Ko­sobyo Ja­nóki, The Un­ex­pect­ed Clan

A half hour lat­er, Tsub­àyo checked on the heavy dish in­side of the oven. The thin­ly sliced ve­geta­bles and beef bub­bled and siz­zled and the smell ca­used his stom­ach to rum­ble with an­tic­i­pa­tion. He used a wo­oden spoon to check be­tween some of the slices. “Not pink any­more.”

Fi­múchi le­aned next to him, her body warm and the smell of her flow­ery per­fume teas­ing him. “Good. Just give it a­bout ten min­utes or so and it should be ready. It smells good.”

The flush of heat rose. He stood up and tapped the tray on the side of the pot of stew on top and then rest­ed it across the o­pe­ning. In­side, the co­n­tents were bub­bling slow­ly as tu­bers rose and fell into the rich depths.

“Where is Réku and Dáchi?” Ta­byái asked as she came out of Tsub­àyo’s bed­room. She wiped her hands on her waist and then he­aded straight for the door.

Tsub­àyo stepped away from Fi­múchi. “Are they on horse?”

“Prob­a­bly not this ear­ly in the morn­ing. Why?”

“I could have prob­a­bly fo­und them if they were.”

Ta­byái stopped and stared at him. “Where were you when you sent a mes­sage to Káchi? A­to­káchi?”

“Here, why?”

“Re­al­ly.”

Tsub­àyo wasn’t com­fort­able with her last word. He lo­oked a­ro­und. He spot­ted move­ment through the wi­ndow and le­aned to the side to see three women co­ming up car­ry­ing can­vas bags. He didn’t rec­og­nize two of them but when he saw Ma­po­réku, the old sta­ble mas­ter who took care of his horse, his blood ran cold. While she gre­eted him with i­nsults for some time, she had soft­ened her at­ti­tude over the last few months. Now, she was in­diffe­rent to­ward his pre­sence as long as he took care of Ry­achu­i­kùo.

The feel­ing of dread rose as they turned to­ward his house. “I… I think they are here.”

Ta­byái smacked the hap­pi­ly. “Fi­nal­ly!” she said cheer­ful­ly and pushed her­self up. Co­ming up to the door, she flung it open as the three women came up the two steps to the porch. “Réku! Dáchi! Come on in!”

Tsub­àyo’s chest hurt as he watched the dour sta­ble mas­ter come in. She was in her six­ties with a wrin­kled face and hazy eyes. She le­aned to the side for a mo­ment and then ges­tured for him.

Steel­ing him­self for an­oth­er be­rat­ing, he stepped for­ward.

She lo­oked him over a few times, and then she sighed. “This should have hap­pened months ago.”

Be­fore he could re­spond, she held out the bag and gave what could have been called a smile if he squ­i­nted. “Wel­come home and to the Sev­en Vil­lages.”

Tsub­àyo’s jaw dropped.

“Come on,” she said as her smile wi­dened. “It isn’t snakes.”

“Réku,” said Ta­byái in a low voice. “We’re cel­e­brat­ing his new home. Be nice.”

Ma­po­réku lo­oked back and then she rolled her eyes. She smiled, this time with more hon­esty and then gave a short bow. “Wel­come, you should have been gre­eted with more re­spect months ago and I apo­lo­gize for my part.”

“I… I…” Tsub­àyo fo­und it hard to form the words.

“O­pen the bag at the table,” she said be­fore she stepped aside. The smile re­ma­ined on her face.

Tsub­àyo car­ried the bag over to the table and sat down. All five of the women gath­ered a­ro­und, tak­ing chairs as they stared at him. His hands trem­bled as he lo­oked in­side. It was a bun­dle of light blue fab­ric with yel­low flower pat­terns. On one edge, he saw “Pa­bi­n­kúe” and “Ro­ji­ki­nòmi” em­bro­i­dered in sub­tle col­ors.

“Ca­re­ful, there is some­thing in­side.”

He pulled the bun­dle out. There was a pic­ture in­side, an oil paint­ing of the mush­room for­est. He could smell the paint as he stared at it.

Tsub­àyo didn’t know how to re­spond. No one had ever giv­en him some­thing like the paint­ing be­fore. He stared at it as his mind se­emed to go blank.

“The fab­ric are drapes for your wi­ndows. Ta­byái said they were your favo­rite col­ors. I hope they work, but it doesn’t look like you have a lot of things here that would ca­use prob­lems.”

“He doesn’t have much of any­thing,” said one the yo­u­nger of the two oth­er women. She had a scowl on her face as she lo­oked a­ro­und his bare ca­bin.

“W-Why?”

The women said noth­ing.

“I mean, why are you do­ing this? Why this?” He held up the paint­ing.

Ta­byái reached out and rest­ed her hand on his. Her skin was warm. “Beca­use we should have done this the week you came into the Vil­lages. You are new to Pa­bi­n­kúe and we don’t shun those cho­sen by the Herd. No mat­ter how you came to us, what had hap­pened, that shouldn’t have stopped us from at least treat­ing you with the re­spect you de­serve.”

Ma­po­réku reached out and rest­ed her hand on top of Ta­byái.

Tsub­àyo stared at them.

Ta­byái pulled her hand back. “Now, open He­dáchi’s.”

He­dáchi was the old­er of the oth­er two women. She wore Pa­bi­n­kúe col­ors with a but­ton-down shirt and a dark blue skirt. Her bag had a horse head em­bro­i­dered on it and the clan’s name along the straps. “Here you go, plus the bag is yours. It is good for shop­ping for food.”

He pulled the bag over and pe­ered in­side. There was a quilt in­side. The pan­els he saw were all blocked de­signs that lo­oked like hors­es in va­ri­ous po­si­tions.

“There is an­oth­er paint­ing too. I got it at the same place as Ma­po­réku.”

The paint­ing was old­er, with just a hint of dust on the edge. It was a sum­mer scene of the cov­ered bridge he had men­ti­oned ear­li­er.

His throat felt tight. “T-Thank you.”

He saw a flash of emo­tion in He­dáchi’s eyes but it dis­ap­peared when she smiled. “I’m sure you’ll love it. It will help make this place feel like your old home.”

Tsub­àyo

She turned to the last woman. “E­ra­mína?”

There was re­luc­tance when E­ra­mína pushed over her bag. He didn’t know why, but it lo­oked like she was strug­gling with the a­nger that most of the clan had shown him. How­ev­er, the cuff of her shirt had Ro­ji­ki­nòmi em­bro­i­dered on it. “It isn’t much, but… wel­come to the Sev­en Vil­lages.”

Her gift was a stack of plates and bowls along with eat­ing u­ten­sils. They were all a pale yel­low and stur­dy.

“Thank you,” he said, strug­gling with the emo­tions that were ris­ing up. He wiped his face and set them down.

“Now, let’s eat,” Ta­byái a­n­no­unced.

Along with the dish in the oven and the stew, the women had brought over a nut­ty bread, a crock of cream, and a pie that smelled of berries. All of them passed the food a­ro­und and soon they were eat­ing.

It was very good food.

As soon as she fin­ished the stew, Fi­múchi cle­ared her throat. “I’m cu­ri­ous. Could you tell us a­bout your old clan?”

He scowled. He didn’t want to bring up the a­nger of the Shi­mu­sògo a­gain. It would just re­mind him of how the oth­er Pa­bi­n­kúe treat­ed him. It was only a few hours ago he was want­i­ng to am­bush U­ka­gòi just thi­n­king a­bout how the Pa­bi­n­kúe we­ren’t much bet­ter than his for­mer clan. He lo­oked a­ro­und at the oth­ers. Well, maybe not all of the Pa­bi­n­kúe. He wasn’t sure why E­ra­mína came when she obvi­ous­ly de­test­ed him.

Fi­múchi rest­ed her hand on his. “Please?”

He lo­oked up to see that the oth­ers were sta­ring at him. All of them ex­cept for E­ra­mína lo­oked i­n­ter­est­ed. Be­tween her ex­pres­sion and his own re­luc­tance, the idea of bri­n­ging up his past didn’t sit well. He pushed his plate away. “I don’t think you re­al­ly want to hear that.”

Fi­múchi spoke soft­ly. “Please? I think they need to hear it as much as you need to be heard.”

He lo­oked at her. “Why?”

“Beca­use you’ve been hurt­ing so much. I saw it be­fore, but I didn’t re­al­ize how much un­til this eve­ning.” Her eyes shim­mered as she lo­oked to­ward the co­u­nter where his work knife rest­ed on the gloves she had giv­en him. “I didn’t know what to do with­out help.”

Ta­byái pushed her own plate away from her. “She’s been wor­ried a­bout you for a while now. And Réku men­ti­oned that you’ve been hav­ing trou­ble with some of the oth­er rid­ers.”

The thought of U­ka­gòi and Zu­ma­fín brought a sour taste to the back of his throat. He scowled.

Fi­múchi pat­ted his hand. “I’m sor­ry I didn’t tell you but I couldn’t be sure you wa­nted help. You’ve been… dis­tant late­ly and I thought it was beca­use you didn’t want me a­ro­und.”

Tsub­àyo shook his head. “No!”

Then he re­al­ized he had yelled that. Blu­shing, he shook his head a­gain and rest­ed his hand on hers. “No, you’ve been wo­nder­ful. I would—”

There was a snick­er.

He glanced over with a si­n­king sen­sa­tion. Ta­byái and Ma­po­réku were smirk­ing. He­dáchi had her hand over her mouth and was obvi­ous­ly try­ing not to smile.

Tsub­àyo ya­nked his hand back and shoved them un­der the table.

Ta­byái cle­ared her throat. “What we were try­ing to say was that we want to know where you came from. We know how you ar­rived, but your sto­ry be­fore then is a blank.”

He cri­nged. “You don’t want to know that. I… killed so­me­one.”

Both He­dáchi and E­ra­mína i­nhaled sharply.

Tsub­àyo clenched his hands un­der the table. “I know her name was Great Pa­bi­n­kue A­da­tái, but I don’t know any­thing else a­bout her.”

There was an un­com­fort­able si­lence in the room.

“Can you tell us a­bout what hap­pened with Tái… A­da­tái?” He­dáchi’s voice was tense but plead­ing.

His eyes burned. “Why?”

“Beca­use we want to know how she died. Please? It’s re­al­ly im­por­tant to us,” ple­aded He­dáchi.

He lo­oked at her. The cu­rios­i­ty had got­ten more i­n­tense. All of the women were sta­ring at him and he felt like he was a­bout to be gut­ted. Slow­ly, he shook his head. “I-I can’t.”

E­ra­mína sighed.

He­dáchi reached up to take her hand and squ­e­eze it. Then she turned back to Tsub­àyo. “Just start at the be­gi­n­ning? Tell us a­bout you be­ing a kid? Were you a stub­born brat or a flower?”

For the bri­efest of mo­ments, he though a­bout Pi­dòhu. The sle­nder boy was so weak and easy to bul­ly. He wast­ed so many hours beat­ing on him only to have the Pa­bi­n­kúe do the same thing to him.

He took a long, deep breath. “No… I was the shit in this case. Got into a lot of fights, got be­aten up, did my share. Ac­tu­al­ly, prob­a­bly did  more than my share of beat­ing than be­ing be­aten.”

When no one i­nter­rupt­ed him, he de­cid­ed to keep talk­ing. “There were these two weak-boned boys in the val­ley: Ru­te­jìmo and Pi­dòhu. They were… pa­thet­ic…” He sighed. “Or at least I thought they were. Right up to the po­int the clan a­ba­n­doned us in the mid­dle of the desert.”

There were a few gasps of sur­prise.

So­mehow, that enco­u­raged him. “We woke up in the morn­ing to find that all the adults had ran away in the night. It was just the five of us: Ru­te­jìmo who whined the en­tire time, Pi­dòhu who didn’t re­al­ly do any­thing, …”

He had ar­rived in the Sev­en Vil­lages five months ago af­ter a month of trav­el­ing with Mi­káryo. So­mehow, it felt like yes­ter­day as he lost him­self in the sto­ry.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 5
             
            
        


        Memories


        
It would be less pa­i­nful to cut one’s throat than to press for the de­tails of a moth­er’s child’s death. — A Song of Tears and Blood



“… I was so an­gry at Jìmo af­ter that. It felt like pulling teeth with every sin­gle ac­tion. Every com­mand. He didn’t want to be there. He should have stayed with Mípu and Dòhu. He… prob­a­bly would have been hap­pi­er with them.”

Tsub­àyo’s throat was raw but he had to keep go­ing. He took a sip from the wine and let the u­n­fa­mil­iar tang tick­le his to­ngue be­fore he swal­lowed it. The oth­er bot­tle was emp­ty and there was only a few inch­es left in the bot­tom of eve­ry­one’s mugs.

He thought a­bout those last fa­teful mo­ments. Fi­múchi’s hand in his helped keep his co­u­rage as he re­al­ized he was a­bout to de­scribed how he killed so­me­one they prob­a­bly knew.

Tsub­àyo took a deep breath. “I was wa­n­de­ring in the dark, cir­cling a­ro­und the light from the fires. I don’t know why but I kept se­e­ing those dark hors­es in the cor­ner of my vi­sion. I could hear them… I didn’t know at the time, but it was as if they were all call­ing to me. Just so many voic­es spe­a­king as one.”

He glanced up to see all of the Pa­bi­n­kúe at the table were glassy-eyed as if re­mem­be­ring it them­selves. Now, he knew it was the voice of Pa­bi­n­kúe her­self call­ing to him. It hurt to keep go­ing but he had been spe­a­king for hours and couldn’t stop. “I just wa­nted one horse. I was go­ing to ride it and get away from the Shi­mu­sògo and eve­ry­one else. Just one horse and I was go­ing to ride un­til the sun rose.”

The first clear voice in his head had been Ry­achu­i­kùo. The stal­lion was A­da­tái’s. U­su­al­ly one of the Pa­bi­n­kúe bo­nded with one horse un­til they died. He still didn’t know why the stal­lion had ac­cept­ed him but he still re­mem­bered the first words that had blos­somed in his con­sci­ous­ness: «I’ve been wait­ing for you.»

“H-He said he was wait­ing for me.”

E­ra­mína let out a sob.

He froze and lo­oked at her.

She shook her head and then le­aned into her moth­er’s shoul­der.

He­dáchi hugged her tight­ly and stroked her dark curls. “Please, don’t stop.” There were tears on her cheeks.

Tsub­àyo gulped. He lo­oked help­less­ly at Fi­múchi who nod­ded in enco­u­ra­ge­ment. “I-It was so easy. I just reached up and Ry­achu­i­kùo walked right up to me. It was so dark a­ro­und me, but so­mehow I could see him clear­ly. When I crawled up and sat down on his back, it was… it was…” He didn’t know how to de­scribe it.

“Like you belo­nged there?” whis­pered Ma­po­réku.

“Yeah,” he an­swered in a low voice. “Every­thing felt so right in that mo­ment, like I was to­u­ching all the hors­es at once. I could see the en­tire herd at the same time, twen­ty-three sets of eyes lo­o­king into the dark­ness. Even Mi­káryo’s Da­to­bàpo’s was there for just a mo­ment.”

His heart ached for that feel­ing a­gain. Re­flex­ive­ly, he reached out Ry­achu­i­kùo. It didn’t mat­ter how far his horse was, the com­fort of his thoughts in Tsub­àyo’s mind helped.

«Go on,» pro­ject­ed the equ­ine.

“Please? Don’t stop?” whis­pered E­ra­mína a­gain.

Tsub­àyo nod­ded slow­ly. “I was a­bout to ride away when A­da­tái grabbed my wrist. She had her knife out and tried to at­tack me. The blade cut my thigh, but the cloth caught it. I… kicked her as hard as I could.”

The words froze in his throat. He stared at table as he re­mem­bered how she fell back. Even in the dark, he could see every de­tail as she cracked the back of her head on the rock she had used to reach him. Her body, wrapped in the black ar­mored cloth the Pa­bi­n­kúe used, crunched loud­ly and then slid down u­nnat­u­ral­ly. The blood smear on the rock al­most glowed in the light.

In his mind, the mem­o­ry brought a pang of sad­ness from his co­nnec­tion. «I miss A­da­tái,» said Ry­achu­i­kùo in his mind. «She was my best fri­end since I was a foal.»

«Why did you ac­cept me then?»

«It was time.»

“Bàyo?” asked Ta­byái. “C-Can you…” She choked on her own tears. “… please?”

He had to wipe tears from his own eyes. “I wasn’t thi­n­king when I did it. I just wa­nted to get away. She had jumped on a rock to get to me. When she fell back, it hit the back of her head. There was a crack.”

E­ra­mína let out a cry and dropped her head ot the table, hold­ing her arms over her head. He­dáchi, sob­bing her­self, draped hr­self over her daugh­ter.

Tsub­àyo stared di­rect­ly at her. “I’m sor­ry. I didn’t know what I was do­ing. I just… she died there. I-I saw the blood. And then she wasn’t mov­ing.”

Every­thing hurt as he forced the words out. “I was so scared and I just kicked Ry­achu­i­kùo to move. He did and then we were ru­n­ning away.”

E­ra­mína lo­oked up, her brown cheeks shimme­ring. “Why? Why did he a­ba­n­don her.”

“It was time,” said both Tsub­àyo and He­dáchi at the same time.

He­dáchi’s eyes wi­dened as she stared at him. He saw that Ma­po­réku and Ta­byái were also sta­ring.

He ges­tured to­ward the sta­bles even though they were a le­a­gue away. “Rya-Ry­achu­i­kùo told me. He said it was time. I-I don’t know why? I re­al­ly don’t. Why did he let me? Why did he leave her?”

He­dáchi squ­e­ezed her daugh­ter as she spoke to Tsub­àyo. “A­da­tái had lost her­self. She strug­gled to wake up in the eve­ning for months. None of us were able to help her beca­use she didn’t… or couldn’t help her­self. The trip with Mi­káryo wasn’t her idea at first, but then she hoped that se­e­ing the rest of the desert would give her some­thing to strive for.”

E­ra­mína lift­ed her head. “Ry­achu­i­kùo a­ba­n­doned her.”

He­dáchi hugged her. “No, love. They said good­bye. I have no doubt that she knew what was happe­ning. Great Pa­bi­n­kue Tsub­àyo gave her a prop­er end­ing, a war­rior’s death.”

«She did.» Ry­achu­i­kùo’s mind was sad but steady. «That trip was the end for her and we both knew it be­fore we left. It wasn’t any­thing we would tell Great Pa­bi­n­kue Mi­káryo or any­one else, but the de­ci­sion had been made be­fore you touched my mind.»

He let out a choked sob. «Why didn’t you tell me ear­li­er?»

«You we­ren’t ready.»

Tsub­àyo couldn’t form words, ei­ther with his thoughts or his throat.

Ry­achu­i­kùo sent a wave of af­fec­tion.

No one said any­thing for a long mo­ment.

Tsub­àyo felt un­com­fort­able. He tensed, wait­ing for the scre­a­ming or the cry­ing. One of them was go­ing to at­tack him, he knew it. He wouldn’t stop them though. He de­served it.

He­dáchi broke the si­lence by stand­ing up, pulling her daugh­ter to her feet. “T-Thank you for the di­nner and the com­pa­ny. I think we should go now.”

Eve­ry­one else stood up with them. Tsub­àyo didn’t know what to say.

He­dáchi lo­oked at him.

He held his breath.

“Thank you, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Tsub­àyo. A moth­er al­ways wants to know how she lost her daugh­ter.”

He froze in shock. His blood ran icy as he start­ed to shake.

He­dáchi and E­ra­mína left with­out an­oth­er word.

Ma­po­réku sighed and he­aded af­ter them. “Come on, Ta­byái, we should get go­ing our­selves.”

Ta­byái nod­ded. “I need to clean up.”

Ma­po­réku held out her hand. “Let Múchi and Bàyo do that. We need to go now.”

Then she lo­oked at Tsub­àyo. “I’ll see you to­mor­row at the sta­bles.”

“Y-Yes, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Ma­po­réku.”

They watched the oth­er women left. Then he and Fi­múchi cle­aned up the mess in si­lence. He cle­aned the dish­es while she trans­ferred the rest of the food into small­er co­n­ta­in­ers for the cold box.

He didn’t know what to say so he said noth­ing. Every­thing felt wrong and he was wait­ing for Fi­múchi to start yelling at him. A small part of him was still wo­n­de­ring why no one screamed at him al­ready.

When they fin­ished, she moved to the door and turned a­ro­und.

Tsub­àyo stopped in front of her. He cle­ared his throat. “Why didn’t any­one yell at me?”

Her eyes were dark and there were tears on her cheeks. “Thank you. I know this was hard.” She reached out to take his hands in hers. “I also hope you re­al­ize that things are diffe­rent here. We a­ren’t the Shi­mu­sògo. This isn’t the val­ley you grew up. No one is go­ing to beat you like Yu­tsu­pa­zéso.”

She reached for­ward and kissed his cheek. “May I come over to di­nner to­mor­row?”

He re­al­ized he wa­nted to see her a­gain. “Please?”

Fi­múchi smiled and kissed him a­gain, this time on his lips. “I’ll be here at su­nrise then.”

Tsub­àyo could only stare as she walked away in the af­ter­noon’s light.
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        The Morning After


        
Even in mo­ments of i­n­tense dis­agre­e­ment, the clan’s uni­ty binds tighter than a­nger.
—Woger De­saol-Kran, Soci­etal Norms A­mong the Desert Bar­ba­ri­ans

Af­ter a night of co­nfes­sion, Tsub­àyo felt hor­ri­ble as he stag­gered down the road to­ward the sta­bles. The last of the day­light was fad­ing and he de­spe­rate­ly ne­eded the lit­tle rush of ple­a­sure that came with the moon rose above the hori­zon. It would be an hour be­fore that hap­pened.

With a groan, he reached out to Ry­achu­i­kùo with his mind. «Eve­ning.»

The horse sent a wave of joy and af­fec­tion.

«I take it you slept well?»

«Like a foal in a warm bed of hay.»

Tsub­àyo chuck­led dry­ly. He lo­oked a­head to see that the Pa­bi­n­kúe rid­ers were al­ready gathe­ring to get the day’s de­tails and col­lect their hors­es. It was the morn­ing rit­u­al and one he nev­er liked, but he dre­aded meet­ing Ma­po­réku af­ter the pre­vi­ous night’s di­nner.

Then he saw U­ka­gòi laugh­ing in a knot of rid­ers.

Tsub­àyo’s stom­ach twist­ed in dis­com­fort. He con­si­dered turn­ing a­ro­und and head­ing back home. He didn’t. He had a duty. He was a Pa­bi­n­kúe now and now he re­al­ized there were oth­ers who would stand next to him. Steel­ing him­self, he forced him­self to keep walk­ing.

U­ka­gòi’s voice car­ried over the din. “Oh look what rolled in horse shit. I thought I could smell some­thing co­ming.”

As the laugh­ter rose up, Tsub­àyo tried not to think a­bout his sour stom­ach. He ducked his head and cir­cled a­ro­und to keep away from the abu­sive war­rior.

He didn’t get far be­fore Zu­ma­fín step in front of him. He lo­oked up at the sle­nder war­rior. She had her hands rest­ed on her hips as she pe­ered at him. “Where do you think you’re go­ing?”

Tsub­àyo was tired of the two war­riors. Every day was a tri­al, every time they fo­und some way of ma­king his life. He thought a­bout his knife in his sheath and his fa­nta­sy from the night be­fore.

Her eyes nar­rowed.

He kept his hand away from his sheath. “Just do­ing my job. Noth­ing more. Please just let me do that.”

“Well, not over here. This is my spot now.” She stepped back and le­aned a­gainst the tree trunk where he used to stay most morn­ings. With a smirk, she crossed her arms over her chest.

Tsub­àyo stepped back.

He thumped a­gainst U­ka­gòi’s chest. The war­rior had walked up be­hind him while Zu­ma­fín was spe­a­king.

U­ka­gòi shoved him for­ward, laugh­ing as he did. A few of the oth­er rid­ers also jo­ined in.

Tsub­àyo
A fa­mil­iar a­nger rose up. He wa­nted to lash out at ei­ther one of them. It didn’t mat­ter if he would lose. He didn’t even care if they broke his bones. He had to do some­thing to stop it.

“Got a prob­lem, killer?”

Tsub­àyo balled his hand into a fist. The leather of his work gloves cre­aked for a mo­ment. Then he thought a­bout Fi­múchi’s look. He shook his head. “Pa­bi­n­kúe ac­cept­ed me, Great Pa­bi­n­kue U­ka­gòi.”

It took ef­fort to keep his voice as calm as pos­si­ble.

“You’re still a mur­der­er. There is no place here for you, no mat­ter who you claim ac­cepts you.” U­ka­gòi poked him with two fi­ngers into Tsub­àyo’s ster­num. It hurt from the im­pact that stag­gered Tsub­àyo back.

“Why won’t you get the hint?” asked Zu­ma­fín. “No one wants you here.”

For the bri­efest of mo­ments, Tsub­àyo al­most said some­thing a­bout A­da­tái’s de­pres­sion and how she died but he dis­missed it in­stant­ly. It wasn’t his sto­ry to tell and he would take a tho­u­sand hits from his bul­lies than ruin the mo­ments he had last night.

Rais­ing his head, Tsub­àyo lo­oked di­rect­ly into his eyes. “I am not proud of what I had done. I will nev­er be proud of that night, but you don’t have to keep re­mind­ing me. Pa­bi­n­kúe has ac­cept­ed me and that is the only thing I can ac­cept.”

He re­mem­bered how the clan spir­it had spoke to him, the so­und of a tho­u­sand hors­es in his mind spe­a­king in al­most per­fect u­ni­son.

U­ka­gòi gaped for a mo­ment and then his face twist­ed into a scowl. “Just beca­use you—”

“Boys!” snapped Ma­po­réku from the side.

All three of them lo­oked at her as she strode through the crowd, the oth­ers part­ing a­ro­und her to avoid her wrath. She stomped up to them, lead­ing both Tsub­àyo’s and U­ka­gòi’s hors­es.

Ry­achu­i­kùo radi­ated a wave of af­fec­tion and joy to greet him. «Good eve­ning, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Tsub­àyo.»

Feel­ing his horse’s af­fec­tion gave more weight to his words. The clan had ac­cept­ed him, just not eve­ry­one in­side it.

E­do­chyòbi, U­ka­gòi’s horse, gave a pass­ing of greet­ing be­fore with­draw­ing his thoughts.

She jammed the reins into both of their hands. “You two need to stop fight­ing. Right now.”

U­ka­gòi snort­ed. “It isn’t a fight a­gainst a pa­thet­ic pile of horse shit like this. He doesn’t have the guts or the abil­i­ty.”

Tsub­àyo watched Ma­po­réku ca­re­ful­ly, u­nsure of her re­spo­nse. He could i­mag­ine she was fi­nal­ly go­ing to yell at him, now that she was away from Ta­byái and Fi­múchi.

Her jaw tight­ened.

He tensed him­self as he wait­ed for the scre­a­ming.

Ma­po­réku turned sharply on U­ka­gòi. “Then I guess you shouldn’t be ha­rass­ing him, should you?”

U­ka­gòi’s smile froze. “W-What?”

“You are more pow­er­ful than him? Yes? A war­rior of Pa­bi­n­kúe blessed with the pow­ers fight? You have ded­i­cat­ed your live, body, and spir­it to this clan.”

U­ka­gòi’s lips pressed into a thin line. He shook his head. “Not for him.”

The old woman jammed her fi­ngers into his chest. It was the same two fi­nger jab that he had used on Tsub­àyo. De­spite her be­ing much small­er, U­ka­gòi stag­gered back a step.

“We are all Pa­bi­n­kúe,” she stat­ed firm­ly. “Ac­cept that or move to an­oth­er sta­ble.”

U­ka­gòi lo­oked fright­ened for a mo­ment but quick­ly re­ga­ined his com­po­sure. His face twist­ed in a scowl. “I’m not go­ing to leave for a mur­der­er like him. He’ll be the one that leaves be­fore I do.”

Tsub­àyo tensed, un­com­fort­able in the sit­u­a­tion. Lo­o­king a­ro­und, he could see some of the oth­er bysta­nders were also twist­ing and shift­ing as they watched the old­er sta­ble mas­ter spe­a­king to the war­rior.

She crossed her arms over her chest.

The air a­ro­und U­ka­gòi’s body be­gan to wa­ver. Un­like most of the clan, he could use his mag­ic with­out the moon above the hori­zon. The pale blue en­er­gies danced his dark skin, light­ing up the shad­ows of his face with flicke­ring light.

Ma­po­réku shook her head.

He shook his head. “I won’t leave. You can’t make me.”

“I’m the sta­ble mas­ter. My word is law when it comes to the hors­es who re­main here. I am the charge of the com­fort and care for your com­pa­ni­ons while you sleep.” Her voice was steady and brim­ming with co­n­fi­dence. It was ter­ri­fy­ing but also com­fort­ing that she ap­peared to be stand­ing up for him.

Tsub­àyo cri­nged, thank­ful it wasn’t him even though he dre­aded when she fi­nal­ly turned on him.

“When I say you are no lo­nger wel­come in my house, you will find a new place to house Great Pa­bi­n­kue E­do­chyòbi.”

Zu­ma­fín came a­ro­und to stand be­hind him.

U­ka­gòi snarled. “I will take this to di­rect­ly to Ka­mùji.”

Tsub­àyo i­nward­ly gro­aned. Fi­múchi’s fa­ther made it clear he didn’t like Tsub­àyo for the same re­asons U­ka­gòi didn’t. There was no love be­tween the two men and he sus­pect­ed it would only get worse.

“And I will take it to Pa­bi­n­kúe, you i­nso­lent foal.”

An un­com­fort­able si­lence de­sce­nded over the yard.

Ry­achu­i­kùo stepped up to Tsub­àyo and bumped him gen­tly. «Are you will­ing to stand for your­self?»

Tsub­àyo didn’t look to the side. He thought a­bout how the five women re­spo­nded to his sto­ry, the tears but also how they didn’t lash out. He wasn’t sure Ma­po­réku wouldn’t at­tack him in min­utes, but for a mo­ment, he felt wel­come. «Yes. What can I do? What should I do?»

«Great Pa­bi­n­kue Ma­po­réku asks if you want to stop the bul­ly­ing.»

Tsub­àyo i­nhaled sharply. She did? «Yes!>.

«She sug­gests you call the herd to stand be­hind you. It is one way of sho­wing that Pa­bi­n­kúe is liste­ning.» Ry­achu­i­kùo’s voice start­ed to blur and grow hazy, as if there was an­oth­er voice spe­a­king at the same time as his.

Tsub­àyo had heard the mul­ti­ple voic­es of the hors­es be­fore, but only when they spoke for the clan spir­it. He wo­n­dered if he was he­a­ring Ma­po­réku spe­a­king through Ry­achu­i­kùo.

Enco­u­raged, he reached out for the sur­ro­und­ing equ­ines. «S­tand by me, please?»

A cho­rus of agre­e­ments rose up in his mind. In the cor­ner of his vi­sion, he saw one horse af­ter the oth­er sink into the gro­und. They dis­ap­peared into the shad­ows of the rid­ers stand­ing in the sun or the dark­ness of each oth­er.

Their minds ap­peared be­hind him. He felt it as a cool wave of com­fort as their sens­es meld­ed with his own. They were sta­ring at the stand off from diffe­rent an­gles, each one adding de­tail to the scene.

“You can’t speak for the clan, old woman. Only Ka­mùji can and he isn’t here.”

The words caught Tsub­àyo’s at­ten­tion. He cast out his sens­es lo­o­king for Ka­mùji’s horse, Zuke­jù­fa. To his sur­prise, the clan le­ader was only a few chains dis­tance from them. His mind meshed with the le­ader’s horse in­stant­ly and Zuke­jù­fa sent a wave of ki­nship back.

“I don’t need the clan le­ader. The spir­it is here. If you won’t ac­knowl­edge my au­thor­i­ty, you will ac­cept Pa­bi­n­kúe’s!” Ma­po­réku jabbed her hand into U­ka­gòi’s chest a­gain.

He grabbed her wrist. “You don’t have that right. You can­not speak for her. He’s a mur­der­er and he doesn’t de­serve to be here.”

Tsub­àyo felt a surge of a­nger. He reached for the co­nnec­tion with Zuke­jù­fa. «Will you stand with me?»

The an­swer came as the horse ap­peared next to him, crawl­ing out of the dark­ness of his own shad­ow. The heavy body shud­dered the gro­und as the le­ader’s horse stood tall with Ry­achu­i­kùo and Tsub­àyo be­tween the two.

Tsub­àyo let out a sigh of re­lief, then he no­ticed a boot a­gainst Zuke­jù­fa’s side. Fear flo­oded his ve­ins as he lo­oked up into Ka­mùji’s non­plussed ex­pres­sion. He cri­nged.

Ka­mùji shook his head once in dis­ap­proval but then lo­oked to­ward Ma­po­réku and U­ka­gòi.

The ple­a­sure of us­ing mag­ic rolled through Tsub­àyo’s sens­es. He reached out for more of the hors­es sur­ro­und­ing the sta­bles. He asked for them to stand next to him, to prove his right to be in the clan.

They ac­cept­ed.

Then he felt E­do­chyòbi and Ga­dòbi ac­cept his thoughts. He had rarely co­nnect­ed to U­ka­gòi and Zu­ma­fín’s hors­es but the co­nnec­tion grew strong. He de­cid­ed to risk every­thing. «S­tand by me?»

There were al­ready a hun­dred hors­es qu­iet­ly stand­ing be­hind Tsub­àyo. He could feel their pre­sence in his mind and their thoughts in his head. They had ac­cept­ed him, the spir­it had ac­cept­ed him.

E­do­chyòbi’s thoughts were dark. «I will only do this once.»

Ga­dòbi was al­ready dropped into shad­ows. The mas­sive crea­ture qu­iet­ly sank into the gro­und, leav­ing not even a whis­per of so­und as he dis­ap­peared.

E­do­chyòbi jo­ined him.

U­ka­gòi and Zu­ma­fín stood alone.

Lost in his own argu­ment Ma­po­réku, U­ka­gòi twist­ed her wrist. “Lis­ten, you old woman. I don’t care what you say. I will stay in any sta­ble I want. You are noth­ing more than a ca­re­tak­er and I’ll be damned if I’m go­ing to let an old woman tell me what I can or can­not do.”

Next to him, Zu­ma­fín se­emed to re­al­ize her horse had dis­ap­peared. She lo­oked a­ro­und be­hind her and then a­ro­und. When her eyes lit on her mo­unt, they wi­dened with sur­prise. With a sha­king hand, she reached up for her broth­er’s arm and tapped it sharply.

U­ka­gòi start­ed to shrug her off, but then he froze.

Ka­mùji cle­ared his throat.

Sweat prick­led on U­ka­gòi’s brow.

“I be­lieve you were go­ing to bring an argu­ment to me?” said the clan le­ader in a low, thre­a­te­ning voice.

Ma­po­réku ges­tured to­ward Tsub­àyo and the hors­es be­hind him. “Or Pa­bi­n­kúe? I be­lieve she’s here too.”

U­ka­gòi’s eyes sca­nned across the gath­ered hors­es that stood be­hind Tsub­àyo. Diffe­rent emo­tions crossed his face. A­nger was obvi­ous but Tsub­àyo had nev­er seen fear be­fore.

Zu­ma­fín stepped back and away from her broth­er.

The a­ba­n­doned war­rior lo­oked a­ro­und the yard.

The rid­ers that had joked with him were all silent. They all se­emed en­tranced by the event but there was no ques­tion many of them wished they were some­where else.

Tsub­àyo felt the same thing. As much as it se­emed like things were go­ing his way, he knew it was only a mo­ment be­fore things turned. But un­til then, he just wa­nted it to end as soon as pos­si­ble.

U­ka­gòi sighed. “Shit,” he mut­tered. He turned to Tsub­àyo and bowed deeply. “I apo­lo­gize, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Tsub­àyo. I was out of line.”

Tsub­àyo felt no joy se­e­ing his bul­ly cowed. He just wa­nted it to end.

He lo­oked up to see Ma­po­réku watch­ing him. He cri­nged and let out a sigh.

She nod­ded.

«I don’t like this,» he sent to Ry­achu­i­kùo.

«She says you did well.»

«Why?»

Ry­achu­i­kùo bumped him. «I’m not go­ing to be a messe­nger for you. Hang a­ro­und, both Great Pa­bi­n­kue Ka­mùji and Ma­po­réku both wish to speak with you. You also owe me at least two… no three car­rots. Bunch­es of car­rots.» The horse threw back his head. «I’m hun­gry.»

He gro­aned.

Ma­po­réku shot a glare at him. She turned back to U­ka­gòi. “You have a choice, stay or leave this sta­ble. If you stay, I don’t want to hear any more crap be­tween you and Great Pa­bi­n­kue Tsub­àyo.”

“I think it would be best if I find a new sta­ble, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Ma­po­réku.” While there was a sullen a­nger in his voice, he didn’t seem to be seething. Tsub­àyo wo­n­dered if he would be get­ting an un­ex­pect­ed vis­i­tor in the next few days.

Tsub­àyo felt the sub­tle twinge of the hors­es want­i­ng to leave. He gave him a wave of thanks. One by one, they he­aded back to their rid­ers or re­turned to the sta­ble. The ones that came from fur­ther away sim­ple dropped into shad­ows and dis­ap­peared from sight.

While they did, Ma­po­réku and U­ka­gòi spoke qu­iet­ly. They fin­ished and Tsub­àyo no­ticed that al­most eve­ry­one had left the yard ex­cept for him, U­ka­gòi, Ma­po­réku, and Ka­mùji.

U­ka­gòi bowed to Tsub­àyo a­gain, then to Ka­mùji. “I apo­lo­gize. I was out of line and let my a­nger dri­ve my ac­tions. I… will al­ways have trou­ble ac­cept­ing you, but I will keep it to my­self from now on.”

Ka­mùji said, “Good. I know that he came un­der the worst of cir­cum­stances, but Pa­bi­n­kúe has ac­cept­ed him and so will we. You did the right thing, Great Pa­bi­n­kue U­ka­gòi.”

U­ka­gòi lo­oked re­lieved as he swept up on his horse and then dove for­ward. The shad­ows o­pened up and swal­lowed the horse.

Tsub­àyo was left alone with Ka­mùji and Ma­po­réku. He lo­oked at both of them. His mus­cles tensed un­til his chest ached. “I—”

Ka­mùji i­nter­rupt­ed him by hold­ing up his hand. “Have you spo­ken to Fa­to­búpi?”

“I-I don’t know who she is, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Ka­mùji.”

With a growl, Ka­mùji shook his head. “My for­mer wife has brought to my at­ten­tion that Fa­to­búpi, who was asked to guide your in­tro­duc­tion to the clan, has failed to do her du­ties. The fact you are not aware of her name, nor had ba­sic ne­ces­si­ties, is an i­nsult to Pa­bi­n­kúe and to me.”

Tsub­àyo tensed.

Ka­mùji bowed. “I apo­lo­gized my­self for my in­ac­tion. Great Pa­bi­n­kue Ta­byái has graci­ous­ly of­fered to help you be­come one of us.”

There was the same sullen a­nger in his voice. He didn’t like Tsub­àyo, but he was be­ing hon­est a­bout his re­spo­nse. The only thing Tsub­àyo was bow and ac­cept it. “Thank you, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Ka­mùji.”

Ka­mùji re­ared his horse and then plu­nged into a shad­ow.

Tsub­àyo stared at the spot, u­nsure of his feel­ings.

“That was the clos­est he will ever come to ad­mit­ting he was an ass­hole.”

He jumped Ma­po­réku’s voice.

“Tsub­àyo? I’m sor­ry also. I had made an as­sump­tion a­bout A­da­tái’s death and treat­ed you with dis­re­spect.” She rest­ed her hand on his shoul­der. “You are wel­comed to my sta­ble and if you ever need so­me­one to talk to, please don’t hesi­tate to ask… Ta­byái.”

He jerked. “What?”

She squ­e­ezed his shoul­der. “I’m not se­ri­ous. Ask any of us. Any time, morn­ing or night. Even He­dáchi or E­ra­mína. Your sto­ry has giv­en them some clo­sure in A­da­tái’s death. That was some­thing only you could have giv­en and I can’t thank you e­nough for sha­ring.”

“I…”

Ma­po­réku held up her hand. “Any time. I’ve heard that you can reach across the en­tire Sev­en Vil­lages with your mind so you will have no trou­ble find­ing a horse near me. I al­ways have one with­in my range.”

She re­leased his shoul­der to pat it. “You did good, Tsub­àyo. I hope that you feel that you’ve fi­nal­ly come home af­ter all this time. I’m sor­ry that it has tak­en so long.”

“T-Thank you.”

With a smile, she turned and walked away. A few steps lat­er, she held up her hand. “To­day’s du­ties are with Great Ro­ji­ki­nomi Fi­múchi in the fields. I have no doubt you can find her hors­es if you try.”
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In addition to having a borderline unhealthy obsession with the written word, he is also a developer who loves to code as much as he loves writing.
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        Fedran


        Fedran is a world caught on the cusp of two great ages.

For centuries, the Crystal Age shaped society through the exploration of magic. Every creature had the ability to affect the world using talents and spells. The only limitation was imagination, will, and the inescapable rules of resonance. But as society grew more civilized, magic became less reliable and weaker.

When an unexpected epiphany seemingly breaks the laws of resonance, everything changed. Artifacts no longer exploded when exposed to spells, but only if they were wrapped in cocoons of steel and brass. The humble fire rune becomes the fuel for new devices, ones powered by steam and pressure. These machines herald the birth of a new age, the Industrial Age.

Now, the powers of the old age struggle against the onslaught of new technologies and an alien way of approaching magic. Either the world will adapt or it will be washed away in the relentless march of innovation.

To explore the world of Fedran, check out https://fedran.com/. There you’ll find stories, novels, character write-ups and more.
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