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        Arrival at the Camp


        
It’s hard to i­mag­ine how the vi­o­lent or­gies of the Hi­danork moots could have any pur­pose in life, but it does pro­vide a ge­net­ic di­ver­si­ty a­mong the so-called moot chil­dren.
—Danisit ho Dis­robin

Yu­ba­n­is pat­ted the flanks of his horse and clicked his to­ngue.

The glassy-eyed mare le­aned into him and sighed dra­mat­i­cal­ly be­fore ca­su­al­ly stomp­ing on his foot.

There was a crunch but he knew it was co­ming and man­aged not to flinch. He pat­ted her a bit hard­er. “Come on, pret­ty lady, off my foot and get over there. I’ll give you a good bru­shing while you have a snack.”

The horse del­i­cate­ly lift­ed her foot and he­aded for­ward. Her har­ness cre­aked and the small wag­on she had been haul­ing rolled over.

Yu­ba­n­is pulled his a­ching foot away be­fore she could roll the steel-rimmed wheel over him. He smile and thumped his foot on a rock un­til he felt the joints set­tle into place with mut­ed clicks. There was a flash of pain but it quick­ly fad­ed into a throb­bing. Be­fore the sec­ond wheel rolled past him, he couldn’t even feel a twinge.

“Yuba, you need to stop let­ting that old hag do that,” said his fa­ther as he led the sec­ond wag­on be­hind him. “Be­fore you know it, she’s go­ing to try that on me.”

Yu­ba­n­is chuck­led and pat­ted the mare’s neck gen­tly. “It’s okay, old lady. You’re just tired, a­ren’t you? Dad’s been mean and dri­ving you all day long.”

“Your dad doesn’t re­cov­ery from inju­ries like you.”

With a grin, Yu­ba­n­is stroked the mare’s muz­zle. “Yes, he’s be­ing a cru­el dri­ver, isn’t he?”

She ex­haled hard be­fore muscling her way over to a bas­ket that Yu­ba­n­is’s yo­u­nger sis­ters, Opi­la and Sophi, were po­u­ring a buck­et of grains into the bot­tom. Their red­dish hair shone in the fall sun­light.

Opi­la gig­gled and pat­ted the mare’s muz­zle. She was the yo­u­ngest of the fam­i­ly, seve­n­te­en and past the cusp of beco­ming an adult on her own.

This was her first grand moot, just like Yu­ba­n­is and Sophi. When they start­ed the long jour­ney a week ago, all three of them had got­ten their adult tat­toos. The in­tri­cate knot de­sign that traced their col­lar bones, from one shoul­der to an­oth­er. His sis­ters’ tat­toos were red-edged with heal­ing but his lo­oked like he had them since birth thanks to his abil­i­ty to re­cov­er quick­ly.

His fa­ther swore as his horse bumped into him. The yo­u­nger mare tried to jam her head into the bas­ket, but Yu­ba­n­is’s mare shoved back. The two equ­ines jos­tled for a mo­ment be­fore they fo­und a com­fort­able spot for both of them to eat.

From one of the wag­ons, Pe­nilil came down. She stamped her feet to get their at­ten­tion. “Tali and Yuba, get those har­ness­es off. Opil and Sofi, brush them down. Where is Tubo?”

Yu­ba­n­is lo­oked a­ro­und. They were in a roped-off area a­bout fifty feet by twen­ty. A bright­ly-pa­i­nted post marked each cor­ner. Theirs was pa­i­nted red with a “North-102” writ­ten in white. More stakes marked the oth­er lots, each one marked off into neat rec­tan­gles. Over half of them had ar­riv­ing fam­i­lies, some with hors­es and oth­ers with­out. Eve­ry­one he could see had sim­i­lar broad shoul­ders, rugged skin, and wind-sco­ured skin from trav­el­ing the steppes. Be­yond that, there was a va­ri­ety of brown, red, and blo­nde hairs and skin col­ors that went from per­pet­u­al­ly red burn to al­most black.

Turn­ing back, he shrugged to Pe­nilil. “I don’t see him, Mom.”

His moth­er held up her hands in ex­as­per­a­tion and then let out a groan. “The whole re­ason your broth­er went a­head was so we didn’t have to wait or wa­nder a­ro­und!”

Yu­ba­n­is avo­ided shrug­ging or ma­king oth­er noise. When his moth­er was rant­i­ng, there was lit­tle he could do.

“Fine, Yuba, fin­ish and then help me with pitch­ing my tent. Girls, set up yours on the Yuba’s wag­on over there.” She po­int­ed to the far end of their lot.

Sophi lo­oked star­tled. “We a­ren’t set­ting up one in the mid­dle?”

Frus­tra­tion and an­noy­ance flut­tered past Pe­nilil’s face be­fore she smiled broad­ly. “No, not here. This is the safest place to be so spread­ing out will be a lot more e­njoy­able for all of us. Be­sides, I don’t want to lis­ten to who­ev­er your sis­ters bring to their cots this week.”

Opi­la gri­nned even as her cheeks dark­ened with a blush. She had been ex­cit­ed a­bout co­ming to the grand moot ever since the a­n­no­unce­ment came. Like Yu­ba­n­is and Sophi, she was con­ceived du­ring the cel­e­bra­tions. Not much was known a­bout their fa­thers oth­er than there was some­thing a­bout them that her moth­er fo­und allu­ring.

Yu­ba­n­is’s fa­ther came up and rest­ed a hand on Yu­ba­n­is’s shoul­der. He chuck­led as he le­aned over and spoke not-so-qu­iet­ly, “What she means is that she doesn’t want you to hear her com­pa­ny tonight.”

Pe­nilil turned to­ward him and waved a fi­nger. “I’m done with be­ing preg­nant, Go­isay. Let the girls have their time.” She turned slight­ly and lo­oked a­ro­und at the sur­ro­und­ing. “Be­sides, I don’t have time for lit­tle boys who can’t keep go­ing all night.”

She po­int­ed­ly lo­oked at her hus­band.

Go­isay chuck­led and then ges­tured to the side. “Well, if you need a real man—”

Her eyes nar­rowed.

“—I saw Wa­rin’s wag­on when we were co­ming in.” He fin­ished with a grin. “He’s still got a bit of steer left in him, from what I heard.”

She rolled her eyes be­fore fo­cus­ing her at­ten­tion on her chil­dren. “Fin­ish up and have your fa­ther get you three into line to get marked. The only thing I want to bring back with us is me­mo­ries and ba­bies, not di­se­ases.”

His fa­ther laughed, a deep bo­o­ming noise that added to the gro­wing din from the sur­ro­und­ing fam­i­lies.

A choir of agre­e­ments rose up be­fore eve­ry­one went a­bout their chores. Yu­ba­n­is fin­ished tak­ing care of his mare be­fore he dragged the wag­on to the far side. His sis­ters hung the can­vas of their tents on each side, dra­ping it from hooks near the top and pi­n­ning them in place with spikes. Nor­mal­ly they would cre­ate a sin­gle tent braces across both wag­ons for more pro­tec­tion and shel­ter.

Yu­ba­n­is had just fin­ished pitch­ing the tents when Tubo­cak strolled up.

“Where have you been, Tubo?” snapped Pe­nilil.

Tubo­cak didn’t seem per­turbed. So­mehow he had man­aged to lose his shirt and walked a­ro­und with his heav­i­ly-tat­to­oed chest bare to the slight­ly cool air. “The line for the rune mark­er is a­bout a quar­ter mile long. I’m bet­ting you’re lo­o­king at a three hour wait.”

“Damn the woods! I told you could go a­head—!”

“How­ev­er…” he i­nter­rupt­ed with a drawl and a smirk. “One of the Crows is a­bout to set up over there.” He po­int­ed in the op­po­site di­rec­tion. “Five lanes over, line forms to the south. Prob­a­bly a half hour wait.”

Their moth­er closed her mouth with a snap. “Lead with that next time.”

Tubo­cak shrugged. “More fun this way.”

His moth­er took an­oth­er look at him. “What hap­pened to your shirt?”

“I saw a pret­ty Storm girl.”

Pe­nilil po­int­ed at him ac­cus­ing­ly. “You stay away from Storms and Chains! I don’t care how pret­ty they are!”

Tubo­cak smirked.

Her fi­nger­tip tapped to his col­lar tat­too. All four of the sib­lings had the same right side, an in­tri­cate de­sign of chains that stretched like fi­ngers to the shoul­der. It matched their moth­er’s de­sign. Each one had a diffe­rent left side: Tubo­cak’s was storm clouds and light­ing; Yu­ba­n­is had i­nter­twined ram horns. The chain repre­se­nted their moth­er’s fa­ther while the oth­er side was their bi­o­log­i­cal fa­ther.

“No Storms!” she re­pe­ated.

Tubo­cak shrugged a­gain and the smirk didn’t leave his lips. “Your sis­ter is at Red-South-23.”

“Don’t i­nter­rupt me when I’m telling you off.”

Yu­ba­n­is sus­pect­ed Tubo­cak got away with be­ing dif­fi­cult since he was five years old­er and al­ready es­tab­lished as a sol­id hu­nter for their lit­tle group. His deep co­nnec­tion to the tiag—the liv­ing pulse of the land—meant that he was also ne­eded for their vis­its to their an­ces­tral homes.

Yu­ba­n­is thought his abil­i­ties gave him a swelled head.

Tubo­cak held up one hand. “Mom, I got to get the kids over to mark­ing oth­er­wise they are go­ing to lose most of the ear­ly eve­ning. Don’t want to bring back any di­se­ases, right?”

Pe­nilil’s jaw clamped shut. Then she smacked him light­ly. “Stop be­ing a dick then.” She was fight­ing a smile.

He le­aned over and kissed her check. “I love you. Don’t wor­ry, I’ll make sure they’re safe be­fore I have fun. I’ll see you for lunch to­mor­row? No­on?”

She start­ed to say some­thing but stopped. Lo­o­king up, she stared at the sky which was al­ready be­gi­n­ning to turn o­range. “Fine. By noon, do you un­der­stand? Your ass­es on the gro­und or I’ll hunt you down.”

Yu­ba­n­is shiv­ered at the idea of his moth­er catch­ing him.

When Tubo­cak agreed, she po­int­ed to Yu­ba­n­is, Sophi, and Opi­la. “All of you? Be back by noon.”

Each one agreed with va­ri­ous de­grees of exci­te­ment. Yu­ba­n­is was the last, it was his first moot and he wasn’t sure what to ex­pect. The sud­den fre­edom was da­unt­ing and a bit scary.

Her eyes fo­cused on him but she spoke to all four. “This is your first moot and I’m sure you are anxi­ous to get out. You have five days to have fun, re­lax, and ex­plore. If you want to drink, drink. If you want to brawl—”

Her gaze turned to Tubo­cak who gri­nned back. “—then just try avoid bre­a­king any bones or se­ri­ous inju­ries. You also know the rules a­bout mat­ing: no means no, women pro­vide the beds, the men pro­vide ba­bies. You know which fam­i­lies to avoid.”

She paused to tap her col­lar. Then she took a deep breath and turned back to Yu­ba­n­is. “It’s okay if this isn’t for you. The moot is a­bout hav­ing fun. Even if fight­ing isn’t your thing, it’s okay. We will nev­er—” Her eyes nar­rowed as she stared at Tubo­cak. “—tease any­one for that. Do you un­der­stand, Tubo?”

The smirk fi­nal­ly fad­ed. “I won’t tease him,” he said qu­iet­ly.

“You bet­ter not.”

She gave each of them a kiss and then them on their way.

The four sib­lings he­aded to get a rune to pro­tect them a­gainst di­se­ase, na­usea, and dis­com­fort. It was the per­fect way to e­njoy the moot when the main goals were fre­edom, fuck­ing, and fight­ing.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 2
             
            
        


        Brass Bracelets


        
For a man, one pur­pose of the moots is to prove o­ne­self. There are many op­por­tu­ni­ties from fight­ing in the rings, dri­n­king co­ntests, and triv­ia.
—Di­a­nois dy Lad­nia

Three hours lat­er and the clouds were pur­ple fi­ngers stretched across the sky. Along the west­ern side of the moot, there were stream­ers of col­or­ful spray of light be­ing thrown into the air. The pops and bangs of the cel­e­bra­tions punc­tu­ated the so­und of laugh­ter and talk­ing co­ming from all di­rec­tions.

In the time it had tak­en to get the rune, the camp had got­ten a lot more crowd­ed.

While there was an over­whelm­ing va­ri­ety of strangers a­ro­und him, he couldn’t help but no­tice that most of them had the same weath­ered skin that hours of expo­sure had cre­at­ed. The strangers, more than he had ever seen in his life, all spent their lives on hors­es, wag­ons, and foot trav­el­ing across the lands to their se­cret places, their fam­i­ly claims. They were all mus­cu­lar, with deep wrin­kles that fad­ed only when they smiled.

At the mo­ment, there were a lot of smiles.

“Good thing we only do this every twen­ty years,” Tubo­cak said next to him. He was bare­ly watch­ing where he was go­ing as he nod­ded and waved to the va­ri­ous women that were wa­n­de­ring in the op­po­site di­rec­tion. He was strut­ting and get­ting all the at­ten­tion he could use. “So many beau­ti­ful ladies.”

Yu­ba­n­is had to agree, but he did it silent­ly. There were many pret­ty women there and the pos­si­bil­i­ties of find­ing a mate for the night hung over him, but he didn’t have a clue where to start. He sighed and nod­ded; as much as he wa­nted, he didn’t have his broth­er’s gre­ga­ri­ous na­ture or the raw physique to match.

Tubo­cak pat­ted Yu­ba­n­is on the shoul­der. “Don’t ex­pect any­thing, broth­er.”

“What?”

“If you are here just to prove that you are a bet­ter fight­er or lover, it nev­er works out. You get frus­trat­ed and then you’ll do some­thing stu­pid. The next thing you know, you are knee deep in a chasm of shit with a shov­el.” He pulled a face. “Trust me, there are few­er hor­rors than lo­o­king into the ass­hole of the God Tree to teach you to be­have. Three days of cle­a­ning up this—” He ges­tured to the peo­ple a­ro­und them. “—and you will be pray­ing for fre­edom and a new nose.”

Tubo­cak spoke from per­son­al expe­ri­ence, at least ac­cord­ing to their fa­ther.

Yu­ba­n­is glanced at a pair of women pass­ing them. They wore leather tops with plu­n­ging neck­lines to show off their cleav­ages and their col­lar tat­toos. He wa­nted to say some­thing but he felt in­vis­i­ble as they only hesi­tat­ed to look at Tubo­cak be­fore mov­ing on.

Tubo­cak wi­nked back and then kept go­ing. He was lead­ing Yu­ba­n­is to­ward the east side of the moot, where ru­mors had it that the yo­u­nger crowds were set­ting up. It wasn’t much diffe­rent than the fes­tiv­i­ties through­out the moot, but the stakes were low­er, en­thu­si­asm was more im­por­tant than skill, and the spir­its had been wa­tered down to keep eve­ry­one go­ing well into the night.

They came up to the first of the fight­ing rings, a large cir­cu­lar area marked with wo­oden stakes and stone. Arranged in a squ­are field, there were al­most forty of them. Most of them were emp­ty but a num­ber al­ready had small crowds watch­ing one-on-one match­es.

Tubo­cak who­oped and rushed a­head to the ne­arest occu­pied one. “Di­nkay!”

One of the brawlers, a bear-like man with a thick beard, turned a­ro­und. “Tubo!? What—!”

The word was i­nter­rupt­ed by a left cross by his oppo­nent.

“—hold on!” With en­thu­si­asm, Di­nkay fo­cused on his oppo­nent and rained blows down, miss­ing more than hit­ting but each im­pact drove his oppo­nent clos­er to the edge. Sweat glis­tened on their bare mus­cles by the time Di­nkay pi­nned the oth­er fight­er a­gainst the ropes. A few pow­er­ful blows lat­er and he was the only one still stand­ing.

With a whoop to match Tubo­cak’s, he held out his hand to help the oth­er man up. They hugged for a mo­ment be­fore step­ping away.

The fight­er who lost pulled off a brass bracelet and ha­nded it over.

Di­nkay slipped it on, adding to the two he al­ready had. Then he he­aded over. “Tubo! It’s been years!”

They hugged tight­ly, thump­ing each oth­er’s backs.

Tubo­cak be­amed. “Ready to get your ass beat?”

“Think you can with those scrawny arms?”

Tubo­cak flexed his thick bi­cep and gri­nned.

“Come on, Squir­rel.” Di­nkay stepped back. “Let me teach you a few lessons.”

A yo­u­nger child, maybe twelve, ran up and ha­nded both Tubo­cak and Yu­ba­n­is a brass bracelet each.

As Yu­ba­n­is stared down at the heavy ring, his broth­er shoved his on and crawled into the fight­ing right. Yu­ba­n­is sighed. He wasn’t a very good fight­er, he didn’t have ei­ther the strength or ag­gres­sion to keep up with his broth­er. His only sav­ing grace was his re­ge­ner­a­tion, he could out­last al­most any­one.

A pair of whoops star­tled him. He lo­oked up to see his broth­er thro­wing him­self at Di­nkay. Both of them were compe­tent fight­ers but Tubo­cak was obvi­ous­ly stro­nger and faster. His blows came hard and fast, slam­ming into Di­nkay as they fought from one end of the ring to the oth­er. Blood splat­tered on the gro­und from the at­tacks.

As if called by the noise, onlo­ok­ers came stre­a­ming clos­er. There were peo­ple of all types: yo­ung and old, male and fe­male. They were che­e­ring for Tubo­cak and Di­nkay, though only a few used their names. Most of them were there just to see two anony­mous fight­ers beat each oth­er.

Yu­ba­n­is cri­nged at the press of peo­ple but kept his po­si­tion near the ring. He fo­cused on his broth­er as Tubo­cak fin­ished with a flur­ry of blows a­gainst Di­nkay’s ribs, one hit af­ter the oth­er in rapid suc­ces­sion.

Di­nkay dropped to his knee.

Tubo­cak start­ed to bring his fist down but then saw his fri­end had yield­ed. He stepped back to spoil his blow. Then, with a grin, he stepped back to reach down with bloody knuck­les and help his fri­end to his feet. “By the Tree, I missed you.”

They hugged each oth­er tight be­fore Tubo­cak took one of Di­nkay’s bracelets to add to his wrist. Then he turned and he­aded to Yu­ba­n­is.

Al­most im­me­di­ate­ly, there a pair of yo­u­nger women, one appe­a­ring in her twen­ties and the oth­er in their thir­ties, pressed up a­gainst Yu­ba­n­is but their eyes were fo­cused on his broth­er. Yu­ba­n­is got an eye­ful of their breasts nes­tled in leather bodices as they thrust them for­ward.

Tubo­cak flirt­ed for only a few sec­onds be­fore i­nter­rupt­ing. “I’m sor­ry. I’m just get­ting start­ed and I’m ho­ping to get e­nough of these bracelets to trade in for a sil­ver.” It would take ten brass bracelets to get a sil­ver, or he could move over to the high­er-stake games where he could earn sil­ver di­rect­ly.

The two women co­oed and pro­mised to fol­low af­ter them be­fore step­ping back.

Tubo­cak le­aned over the rope. “I’m go­ing to be here a while. Are you go­ing to be okay on your own?”

Yu­ba­n­is nod­ded. “Yes.” He didn’t re­al­ly feel com­fort­able alone but he also knew a sub­tle re­quest to be left alone.

“Good.” Tubo­cak reached up and rest­ed his hand on Yu­ba­n­is’s shoul­der. “Do you re­mem­ber where the tents are?”

Yu­ba­n­is po­int­ed to where “Red-North-102” had been drawn on his hand, right next to the faint­ly glo­wing rune that would pre­vent most di­se­ases.

Tubo­cak sighed and pulled Yu­ba­n­is into a hug. “Have fun. This only hap­pens once every twen­ty years but that means you have many more no mat­ter what…” His eyes lift­ed up and a smile crossed his face. “… hap­pens here.”

Yu­ba­n­is fol­lowed his gaze to where a stu­n­ning woman was walk­ing by. She had long brown hair with a blue streak in it and wore a match­ing leather top and skirt. She smiled at his broth­er and there was some­thing that told Yu­ba­n­is that they had been to­geth­er be­fore.

“… yeah, I need to… re­new an acqu­a­i­n­tance.” Tubo­cak scram­bled from the fight­ing right and trot­ted af­ter the pass­ing woman in blue leathers.

And then his broth­er was gone.

Yu­ba­n­is lo­oked a­ro­und, his anx­i­ety ris­ing. The gath­ered crowd had al­ready pulled apart to drift to­ward the oth­er fight­ing rings. He felt alone de­spite the crowd.

“Want to fight?”

He lo­oked up to see so­me­one a­bout his age, a yo­ung man with short hair and dark skin. He lo­oked like had just got­ten his col­lar tat­toos also. A sin­gle bracelet hung on his wrist.

Yu­ba­n­is lo­oked down at his own. He might as well have fun and see if he could gar­ner at­ten­tion like his broth­er. Slip­ping it on, he ges­tured to the re­cent­ly a­ba­n­doned fight­ing ring. “I have to warn you, I’m not very good.”
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        Disappointment


        
Ulti­mate­ly, the com­pe­ti­tions at the Hi­danork moots is to prove o­ne­self to po­ten­tial mates in a sit­u­a­tion where peo­ple from op­po­site ends of the co­un­try are enco­u­raged to i­nter­min­gle to avoid one race from do­mi­nat­ing the land­scape.
—Ko­isay fon Mal­ice

Two hours lat­er, it was obvi­ous that Yu­ba­n­is wasn’t good at fight­ing but he had man­aged to get up to five bracelets be­fore a se­ries of de­feats left him with two. He wiped the sweat from his brow as he crawled out of the fight­ing ring. De­feat al­ways stung but be­ing be­aten twice in a row hurt even more. He sighed as he ducked un­der­neath the rope from the fight­ing ring.

Lo­o­king back, he saw that his oppo­nent was on the far side. He had a gag­gle of peo­ple a­ro­und him, con­grat­u­lat­ing him with hearty smacks and stolen kiss­es.

No one was a­ro­und him.

He shook his head. He could have hoped to make rip­ples but it se­emed like he was do­omed to be stuck with only two bracelets and no at­ten­tion.

“Are you okay?” He lo­oked up to see a woman ap­pro­a­ching him. She was curvy with the full breasts and wide hips. She lo­oked like a moth­er with a bit of gray in her hair that fol­lowed the curve of her pony tail. Func­ti­onal and au­tho­ri­ta­tive even with her easy smile. He start­ed to look down but then stopped. The front of her leather jerkin strained slight­ly, re­veal­ing the curves of her breasts and her snake and horse­shoe mark­ings a­ro­und her col­lar.

On her belt was a white flag, a ring moth­er. They were the adults that un­der­stood the body more than oth­ers and they lo­oked for signs of con­cus­sions or more se­ri­ous inju­ries. It was one of the few au­thor­i­ties for the moot.

Yu­ba­n­is nod­ded and held up his hands to show they were steady.

She stepped clos­er, the warmth of her body pu­shing back the fall night’s chill. With a firm hand, she cupped his head firm­ly and stared into his eyes.

He stared back. When he ex­haled, there was a bit of fog esca­ping his lips.

“You took some se­ri­ous strikes to the head.”

Yu­ba­n­is frowned. That was a fight ago. His re­ge­ner­a­tion had al­ready re­cov­ered from that. “It’s okay, I’m pret­ty stur­dy.”

“Looks like it. Your knuck­les a­ren’t bleed­ing ei­ther.”

He couldn’t look away from her eyes. They were the col­or of pol­ished glass, the dark am­ber that filled the wi­ndows of one of his fam­i­ly’s wi­nter home. The warmth of her body and the col­or of her eyes gave him a com­fort­ing feel­ing. “I’m re­sili­ent.”

She smiled and lo­oked away.

He fo­und he could breathe a­gain. His eyes took her in, from the wrin­kles on her face to the deep-set red that dark­ened her skin. She had tat­toos that delved far be­low her clothes, the record­ing of ma­jor events in her life i­nked across her body. He only had the one be­sides his col­lar tat­too.

She turned back with a smile. “Come on, you should eat now.”

“I’m—”

“You’ve just gone ten ro­unds with­out a break.” She had a moth­er’s voice, com­mand­ing yet soft at the same time. There was no ques­tion he would be eat­ing soon.

Then he heard her word a­gain. Ten ro­unds? Was she pay­ing at­ten­tion to him? It didn’t seem like a lot to him, he prob­a­bly could go an­oth­er ten with his mag­i­cal tal­ent.

He lo­oked a­ro­und to see if any of the yo­u­nger ladies had been drawn to­ward him. When no one was giv­ing him si­de­ways glances or ap­pro­a­ching, he sighed and turned away. “Yeah, might as well get some­thing to eat.”

She guid­ed him to a near­by tent where they were roast­ing a pair of hogs. By the time they sat down at one of the wo­oden ta­bles, he had a he­a­ping plate of food and a large glass of wa­tered-down beer.

“How are you with dri­n­king spir­its?”

Yu­ba­n­is shrugged. “I don’t get much on the road. It weighs too much.”

She smirked. “None of us do, but it does make the nights go eas­i­er.” She took a healthy swig of her own glass be­fore set­ting it down. “Though, it’s nice to have some­thing oth­er than ferme­nted swill. Or… this stuff. It’s a bit weak for me.”

He sipped at his own glass. It tast­ed like wa­ter with a few hops waved over it. Even though he didn’t have much, it wasn’t much bet­ter than dri­n­king lu­ke­warm wa­ter.

“Don’t wor­ry, just eat a bit be­fore head­ing back into the rings.”

He obeyed her mom’s voice with a smile though the idea of go­ing back to the rings didn’t re­al­ly ap­peal to him. While he didn’t have any inju­ries from the fight, he also wasn’t re­mark­able. His fight­ing style was just to out­last his oppo­nent. It wasn’t flashy or sexy.

“By the way, my name is Ami.” She didn’t give a fam­i­ly name, but there were only ca­sual re­lati­o­nships at the moot.

“Yu­ba­n­is. I came with the wa­goners from the south.”

Ami smiled broad­ly. “The riv­er runs through my ve­ins. We came down in our barge to the docks on the north side.”

“I nev­er met any­one who wasn’t on foot, horse, or wag­on.”

Her eyes sparkled. “Now you do. What’s it like rid­ing a wag­on?”

That o­pened the flood­gate and they be­gan to talk a­bout their own lives. The con­ver­sa­tion me­a­n­dered through their lives, bounc­ing from nights on the back of a wag­on to storms near the ocean. So­mehow it jumped over to her three boys and his sis­ters be­fore find­ing more top­ics.

A se­ries of whoops and a swell of cheers fi­nal­ly broke the mo­ment.

Star­tled, he lo­oked up and a­ro­und at the fight­ing rings. There was a mas­sive crowd a­ro­und one of the larg­er rings. Eve­ry­one was jump­ing up and down as they yelled at the top of their lungs.

“So­me­one must have just earned a sil­ver bracelet.”

Yu­ba­n­is tensed as he stared. He didn’t feel any exci­te­ment for who­ev­er won, but he had a feel­ing that he would be se­e­ing his broth­er co­ming out sport­ing a sil­ver ring.

Though, when the crowds did part a­ro­und the vic­tor, it wasn’t his broth­er that he saw.

The wi­nner was a pow­er­ful-lo­o­king man with a short-cropped beard and a hair chest cov­ered in blood. He had a broad smile on his face but that prob­a­bly had to do with Sophi rid­ing his shoul­ders.

Yu­ba­n­is’s sis­ter was che­e­ring just as loud as eve­ry­one else. Half of her clothes were loose a­ro­und her body as she rocked back and forth. Her thighs flexed to keep her bal­ance as the vic­tor trot­ted out.

“Oh, Pi­los won? Good for him.”

Yu­ba­n­is glanced at Ami.

“My yo­u­ngest son,” she said with pride. “He’s a good man. A lit­tle strong-he­aded but has a good heart. That girl is go­ing to get a ride of her life tonight.”

“That’s my sis­ter, Sophi,” Yu­ba­n­is said qu­iet­ly.

Ami’s eye­brow rose. “Small moot.”

“It’s her first.”

“Don’t wor­ry, Pi­los will take care of her. She will have good me­mo­ries.”

Yu­ba­n­is stared at them as the two he­aded back to­ward his camp. He was hap­py for her, Pi­los ap­peared to be every­thing she wa­nted when she talked a­bout the moot.

Then he caught sight of his broth­er e­n­te­ring an­oth­er fight­ing ring. Tubo­cak had both arms cov­ered in rings and it look like he had al­ready con­vert­ed a few of them into sil­ver bands. His hair was wild and his right eye puffy. It look like he had been fight­ing for hours.

His oppo­nent had three sil­ver bracelets of their own.

The fight look even­ly matched but Yu­ba­n­is re­al­ized he couldn’t stay to watch it. “I… I need to go. I can’t be near this fight.”

Ami stood up. “Come on.”

He hesi­tat­ed. “Don’t you have to stay?”

“Do you want me to?”

He didn’t. He liked talk­ing to her. She was com­fort­ing and kind, with sto­ries he wa­nted to hear.

Ami came a­ro­und the table and slipped her arm a­ro­und his waist. She was soft and warm, the com­fort­ing sen­sa­tion wash­ing over him. “Come on.”

They walked away as the cheer rose up.

“That was my broth­er.”

“I take it he’s a good fight­er. He re­al­ly should be in the sil­ver fights in­stead of ha­n­ging a­ro­und the brass.”

“Best I know. A strong sense of the tiag also.”

She didn’t say any­thing.

Af­ter a mo­ment, he sighed. “I’m not as good as him, am I?”

Her hes­i­ta­tion an­swered the ques­tion. “You are not very ag­gres­sive in the ring.”

“Or strong or flashy.”

She squ­e­ezed him with her arm, pulling his body tight to hers. He hesi­tat­ed af­ter a mo­ment and then slipped his own arm a­ro­und her. She smelled good, like flow­ers in the morn­ing rain.

His thoughts dark­ened. He had hopes for tonight, to be amaz­ing in the ring or at least good e­nough to be asked to mate. He wa­nted to feel the touch of a woman’s hand, the com­fort that he i­mag­ined was there.

Yu­ba­n­is would nev­er get it, not at the moot. He shook his head and stopped be­tween two aisles.

Ami stopped with him, her eyes mov­ing back and forth as she stared at him. “What’s wrong?”

“I should go back. There isn’t any­thing for me out here.”

She didn’t let go.

“I’m sor­ry, I—”

“How re­sili­ent?”

“What?” He stared at her in co­nfu­sion.

“You got be­aten on pret­ty well but don’t show any signs of it. Heal­ing? Re­ge­ner­a­tion?”

“Re­ge­ner­a­tion. Pret­ty fast, I can heal bro­ken bones in a few sec­onds.”

She smiled. “What a­bout dri­n­king? Ever get drunk?”

“No…? I haven’t re­al­ly tried though.”

“Come on,” she said with a sly smile. “I have an idea.”

Cu­ri­ous, he fol­lowed as she lead him away from the brass area and to­ward the west­ern side of the moot. It got qu­i­eter but he still saw fight­ing rings with old­er war­riors. The blows be­ing trad­ed lo­oked more bru­tal and skilled, pre­cise hits in­stead of flail­ing a­ro­und. He also saw the flash of mag­ic in the strikes; the fight­ers were not hold­ing back.

There were also oth­er games go­ing on: card and dice be­ing the more obvi­ous. Three men were de­bat­ing some­thing, it was pas­si­o­nate as they waved their hands at each oth­er and so­mehow so­me­one was ke­e­ping score on a chalk­board.

Ami lead him to a dri­n­king hall and sat him down be­tween two men old e­nough to be his grand­fa­ther. There were ten oth­er men at the table, all of them with lit­tle glass­es filled with am­ber liq­uid in front of them.

As one, they stared at him.

“Pour him a gold, Za­nno,” Ami said to a beard­ed man hold­ing a bot­tle.

“Ami?”

“Go on.”

Za­nno shrugged and set down a small glass in front of Yu­ba­n­is. It lo­oked bare­ly large than a cap for a bot­tle. When the oth­er man po­ured in a glass, how­ev­er, he could smell the sharp scent of a pow­er­ful drink. He had nev­er had any­thing even close be­fore. “You know the rules, Boy?”

“Yuba. No, sir.”

“First per­son to leave the table, ei­ther falling off or step­ping away, has to give a sil­ver ring to eve­ry­one left. Same with the sec­ond and third. You get the idea. If you make it to the end, that’s a lot of sil­ver rings you can turn into gold.”

Yu­ba­n­is stared in shock. Gold rings? That was worth ten sil­ver or a hun­dred brass. He was in one of the high­est stake co­ntest at the moot? He lo­oked at Ami in shock. “I-I don’t have any rings.”

She wi­nked. “I do. Show me what you can do.”

Swal­lo­wing to ease his dry throat, he turned back.

Za­nno nod­ded and then gri­nned at her. “Ami’s cove­ring the boy. Eve­ry­one good with that?”

A flur­ry of nods and grins.

Za­nno fo­cused on Yu­ba­n­is. “Got the balls to play?”

What else did he have to lose? He nod­ded. “Yes.”

“On three. One. Two.”

Yu­ba­n­is grabbed the glass with a sha­king hand.

“Three!”

Eve­ry­one slammed back their drink. The spir­its tore at Yu­ba­n­is’s throat, burn­ing all the way down be­fore pool­ing in his stom­ach. His vi­sion swayed and he coughed vi­o­lent­ly.

The table burst into laugh­ter.

Za­nno slammed his glass down in front of him. The oth­ers fol­lowed suit. Yu­ba­n­is gulped but set his glass down.

“A­ga­in?”

The burn was al­ready fad­ing from his gut. He smiled and nod­ded. “Yes, sir.”

“You got some heft to that shaft of yours, don’t you, Boy?” One of the grand­fa­thers clapped Yu­ba­n­is on the back while Za­nno re­filled the glass­es.

By the time all the shots were full, the burn was gone. He was thirsty a­gain and the spir­its didn’t seem so scary.

“One… two… three!”

The sec­ond shot went down much eas­i­er.
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        Under the Table


        
To yearn for the old­er man, one who knew that the war of ple­a­sure was not won with a sin­gle fight but through the bat­tles that test one’s edge.
—Qu­e­en of Soli­tude (Act 2, Scene 5)

Yu­ba­n­is slammed down his glass. His body ached and he was start­ing to feel the af­fects of the spir­its but he still had one per­son left sit­ting at the table. The oth­ers had passed out or stag­gered away a while, each leav­ing a pile of gold rings be­hind to mark their de­feat. Now, he saw vic­to­ry a­head and he was will­ing to try for it.

Za­nno swayed as he gulped at the tiny glass. He paused and took a long time to find the bot­tom. He shook his head for a mo­ment and then slammed it down hard. It te­e­tered and al­most fell. “Damn, still… first time…?”

Yu­ba­n­is smiled and nod­ded. His eyes were blur­ry from ex­haus­tion, not dru­n­ke­nness. It was get­ting late and the din of the cel­e­bra­tion out­side had died down to only a few bursts of noise and cheers.

Za­nno picked up one of the emp­ty bot­tles and tried to pour it out. Only a drop came out. He mut­tered and swayed as he tried to grab an­oth­er but failed. Slo­wing down, he shook his head and then clutched the table for bal­ance. “No… no, I’m done. Damn it, I lost to… a boy.”

With a rush, Yu­ba­n­is re­al­ized he had just drunk twelve old­er men un­der the table. He smiled broad­ly, his heart beat­ing faster. He had nev­er done it be­fore and the rush through his ve­ins was in­tox­i­cat­ing.

Za­nno reached out. “You were a wor­thy oppo­nent, Yuba. I’m… hon… ho­nored to have lost to you.”

His hand smacked the table and he sat down heav­i­ly. “Now… take care of my wife… while I take a… nap.”

Za­nno slid off his chair and la­nded on the gro­und with a thump. He gro­aned and rolled over on his back. Sec­onds lat­er, he was sno­ring.

Ami set down her beer mug and clicked her to­ngue. “I’m im­pressed. I don’t think I’ve seen any­one drink him un­der the table.”

“Wife?”

Ami got up and he­aded for the edge of the dri­n­king hall. She came back with two bla­nkets, one she bunched un­der­neath Za­nno’s head and the oth­er over his bulk. “He’s a good man and a good provider. We’ve been to­geth­er al­most thir­ty-six years. Even though he was born a walk­er, he took to the rivers well.” She smiled and stroked his cheek.

Yu­ba­n­is watched ner­vous­ly. He wasn’t sure what he was sup­posed to do. “Is he go­ing to be okay there?”

Ami straight­ened. “Of course. The ring moth­ers and hall fa­thers will be a­ro­und with a cart to bring him to the sle­e­ping area. That way, so­me­one is there to make sure he doesn’t get hurt when he’s sle­e­ping and he gets some­thing for the ha­ngover when he wakes up. We plan for five years for these moots, every­thing from sup­plies to drunks to ma­king sure there are e­nough la­trines and pa­per to wipe ass­es.”

She gri­nned and stretched, her back arch­ing.

Yu­ba­n­is’s eyes took her in. She was noth­ing he had been lo­o­king for, but he fo­und him­self want­i­ng to stay. What­ev­er had been happe­ning that night felt more real than what he had seen a­ro­und the fight­ing rings. He glanced at the pile of sil­ver rings in front of them. There were a lot, more than he had ever seen be­fore.

She yawned and then reached for her pony tail. It took her a mo­ment to un­wrap a sparkling leather thong that kept it bound. Pulling it free, she shook her head to the side un­til her hair spread out across her shoul­ders. It was a hon­ey brown stre­aked with sil­ver and gray.

His body grew tense.

“Come on, let’s get your wi­n­nings wrapped up.” Keel­ing down, she grabbed a pouch from her hus­band’s belt. To­geth­er, they pushed all the rings into the bag and then tied it shut with the thong from her hair. He no­ticed that the leather strap had gold and sil­ver charms along with a styl­ized snake and horse­shoe on the end, the sym­bols matched the ones on her tat­toos.

Yu­ba­n­is fin­ished and stood awk­ward­ly. “Um, what do I do now?”

She held out her arm as if to take him by the waist. “Walk me to my barge?”

An i­n­tense lo­n­ging filled his heart as he slipped his body next to hers. The warmth and soft­ness en­veloped him a­gain and he felt hap­py as they made their way out of the now qu­iet dri­n­king hall. His fi­ngers stretched out to rest his lit­tle fi­nger on her hip and his thumb along her side.

Ami made a soft noise of ap­proval and then nes­tled clos­er, her body meld­ing with his. He could feel her breast bump­ing a­gainst his side and his body grew warmer at the touch.

In the hours since he had start­ed dri­n­king, the cel­e­bra­tion had qu­i­eted dra­mat­i­cal­ly. No one was fight­ing any­more and there were no co­ntests of strength. He spot­ted a few card games still go­ing on, but it lo­oked like eve­ry­one else had gone their se­parate ways for the night.

He frowned. “What hap­pens to those who don’t…?”

“Find so­me­one to warm their bed at night? They u­su­al­ly go back to their camp.” She chuck­led. “If the camp is occu­pied? Well, there are u­su­al­ly e­nough beds to col­lapse with­out i­nter­rupt­ing any fun. If not, there are al­ways the rest tents like where they are go­ing to be tak­ing Za­nno. The grand­moth­ers and fa­thers watch over those, at least the ones who don’t want to play.”

Yu­ba­n­is wo­n­dered what he would find back at the camp. But then his thoughts turned to the woman he was nes­tled a­gain. Could she be i­n­ter­est­ed in him? He wasn’t lo­o­king for an old­er woman but he couldn’t i­mag­ine there was any­thing a­bout him that she would find i­n­ter­est­ing. Though, the idea ap­pealed to him.

Ami chuck­led. “Hav­ing trou­ble walk­ing?”

He hesi­tat­ed, try­ing to ex­plain the sud­den hard­ness.

She an­swered by re­a­ching out and press­ing her hand on his length. With­out a word, she stepped in front of him and lift­ed her head un­til their lips were al­most to­u­ching. “I would very much like if you jo­ined me tonight, Yuba.”

He i­nhaled sharply. Any words es­caped his thoughts, dri­ven out by the firm grip on his ma­n­hood and the press of her body a­gainst his own. He gulped and did the only thing he could i­mag­ine: he kissed her.
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        The Morning After


        
The gathe­ring of to­kens and tri­nkets is a rit­u­al in it­self, one that is im­por­tant only for the length of the moot and then quick­ly for­got­ten as the Hi­danork go their se­parate ways. Every­thing is for­got­ten but me­mo­ries and those to be born.
—Hasar dea Xa­hos, The No­ble No­mads

Yu­ba­n­is felt like float­ing on air as he drift­ed down the crowd­ed lanes be­tween the camps. The press of peo­ple didn’t both­er him as much as be­fore, main­ly beca­use half of them were cradling their heads or sim­ply ke­e­ping their gazes down as they he­aded to the com­mu­nal eat­ing or bathing ar­eas. Through­out, he saw va­ri­ous men com­pa­ring brass and sil­ver tri­nkets with each oth­er and the women teas­ing them cheer­ful­ly at the same time. Eve­ry­one was hav­ing qu­iet though mut­ed fun.

Ex­cept for the chil­dren. They were ru­n­ning a­ro­und scre­a­ming at the top of their lungs and avoid­ing the ca­sual swipes made by hung-over adults.

His moth­er was stand­ing at the end of one wag­on, grilling meat over a fire rune. To his sur­prise, she wore her wi­nter robe in­stead of her u­sual dai­ly out­fit. Nor­mal­ly she only wore it in the wi­nter house, when they didn’t have to leave the warmth. It lo­oked com­fort­able, not func­ti­onal like every oth­er day of his life.

His sis­ters were sit­ting in their chairs a­ro­und a small fire. Both wore their sle­e­ping clothes. Sophi’s hair had been done up in a braid but Opi­la’s brown strands were tou­sled and hap­haz­ard. They smiled at each oth­er as they sipped from ste­a­ming mugs. He didn’t have to ap­proach to know that they were dri­n­king strong tea.

He ap­proached and stepped over the rope. “Good morn­ing!”

His moth­er glanced at him sharply. Then a slow smile crossed her face. “You look cheer­ful.”

Yu­ba­n­is blushed. “I am.”

“Left be­hind some seeds?”

Tubo­cak hopped the rope from be­hind him. “Prob­a­bly not as many as me. I left three saplings be­hind this year.” He bran­dished three leather thongs wrapped a­ro­und his wrist. They were small com­pared to the dozen brass and sil­ver bracelets that cov­ered him from wrist to el­bow on each arms. Each one had va­ri­ous an­ces­tor sym­bols on it and a few dec­o­ra­tions of brass.

Pe­nilil’s eyes wi­dened. “My, you were busy last night.”

“Yeah, I thrashed a cou­ple sil­vers in the ring. It was the great­est mo­ment of my life.” He mimed an up­per­cut be­fore re­a­ching past his moth­er to grab one of the steaks from the grill and ya­n­king it free.

“Hey! I’m co­o­king those.”

“You like it brown, I want it juicy.”

“Brown is safe.”

“My rune says juicy is good e­nough for to­day, mom.”

She waved the fork she had been us­ing to grill at him and then shook her head in a­mu­se­ment. Turn­ing on her heel, she lo­oked at Yu­ba­n­is. “How would you like it? Co­oked or near­ly raw?”

“Brown is good, thank you.”

“See,” she told Tubo­cak, “some of us know how to eat. Now, pull up a chair by the fire and stop gna­wing on that steak like a bear.”

“Yes, mom.” Tubo­cak wi­nked at Yu­ba­n­is as they both gath­ered up chairs for eve­ry­one and arranged them a­ro­und the fire. When the wind shift­ed, smoke rolled over Yu­ba­n­is who coughed.

Opi­la reached over and twirled her fi­nger near the fire. The smoke sud­den­ly gath­ered to­geth­er and rose up a straight col­umn that ig­nored the wind. She twirled a few more times be­fore sit­ting back.

“Thank you, Opil.”

She gri­nned and shift­ed to her oth­er side. She lo­oked like she was un­com­fort­able, not un­like him­self. “Good night?”

He had to hesi­tate, u­nsure how to de­scribe his time with Ami. “Yeah, it was a good night.”

Tubo­cak puffed out his chest. “Not as good as mine!” he a­n­no­unced. Then he pulled off a pair of pouch­es of his own and set them down on the end of the wag­on near their moth­er. Each one cli­nked from what­ev­er was in­side it.

“You call that an ac­com­plish­ment?” Go­isay said as he dropped a larg­er bag on top of Tubo­cak. It rat­tled loud­ly from the co­n­tents.

Tubo­cak’s eyes nar­rowed. “And what did you do, old man?” He e­nded by ru­n­ning his hands along the bracelets that marked his wi­n­nings in the ring.

“A lit­tle of this, a lit­tle of that. Oh, and I got my­self one of these.” He held up a gold­en ring.

“Oh, a lit­tle heavy dri­n­king for the old man? Delved into spir­its be­fore you had your ass ha­nded to you? Or did you just guz­zle some of that wa­tery swill in the brass area?”

“This old man can drink you—”

Pe­nilil i­nter­rupt­ed them by shov­ing plates into both of their hands. “Stop stro­king your dicks and eat. You can show off what good boys I have af­ter the meal. I want to hear all a­bout the night.”

Blu­shing, Yu­ba­n­is took his own small­er pouch and set it down next to his fa­ther’s. It lo­oked small and pa­thet­ic. Ami’s thong sparkled in the light.

Pe­nilil le­aned over to kiss him. “I hope you have fun,” she whis­pered.

“I did.”

“That’s good, I was…” Her voice trailed off.

He lo­oked down to see her ru­n­ning her fi­nger along Ami’s band. The gold sparkled in the sun­light for a mo­ment. Then she lo­oked up at him, her eyes wide with sur­prise. “Gold?” she whis­pered.

“It was a good night,” he whis­pered back even as his cheeks were burn­ing.

She gri­nned broad­ly and kissed him a­gain. “I’m proud of you, Boy.”

To­geth­er they he­aded to their seats.

Go­isay fin­ished che­wing his bite. “How a­bout you, girls? Have fun?”

Both nod­ded, Opi­la more en­thu­si­as­ti­cal­ly than her sis­ter.

“Any grand­chil­dren for the wi­nter?”

“I hope so.” Opi­la gig­gled. She shift­ed slight­ly and a blush col­ored her cheeks.

Tubo­cak ges­tured to Sophi with a greasy fi­nger. “You made a good choice there. That guy could re­al­ly fight.”

Sophi blushed. “Pi­los was very good.”

“I’d like him on our side if we ever got into a fight,” con­ti­nued Tubo­cak. “I wo­nder if he’s a walk­er or a wa­goner?”

“Riv­er,” said both Opi­la and Yu­ba­n­is at the same time.

Their moth­er’s head snapped up, her eyes wi­de­ning even more. Slow­ly her lips part­ed as she glanced back at the wag­on and then back a­gain. Then she cocked her head as she stared at Yu­ba­n­is. “Her?”

Yu­ba­n­is nod­ded she­epish­ly. Then he lo­oked up to see the rest of the fam­i­ly lo­o­king at him with co­nfu­sion. He gulped and ducked down to work on his meal. His cheeks were burn­ing and he wasn’t sure if the po­und­ing in his heart was from the me­mo­ries or em­bar­rass­ment.

Af­ter an un­com­fort­able si­lence, Tubo­cak broke it with a grunt. “So, ready to throw down and see who won the night?”

Go­isay chuck­led. “Why not? I like hu­mil­i­at­ing my boy.”

Pe­nilil stood up. “Hur­ry up, I need to go to the Co­un­cil in a­bout twen­ty min­utes and all of you need to clean up.”

She stepped near the wag­on and ca­su­al­ly picked up Yu­ba­n­is’s bag. “Ses­sion is un­til su­ndown, so volu­n­teer and clean up. And you,” she ges­tured to her hus­band, “clean up the camp.”

The sis­ters laughed as they lev­ered them­selves out of the chairs and grabbed the rest of the bags and pouch­es. Go­isay and Tubo­cak moved their chairs so they were all clus­tered a­ro­und a small tow­el they used to lay on the gro­und.

“You first, old man.”

Go­isay smirked and emp­tied out his bag. There were sil­ver and brass cards, chips used in dice games, two sil­ver rings, and even a sil­ver bracelet. It was an im­pres­sive stand­ing, to say the least.

Tubo­cak had al­most two dozen brass bracelets, five sil­ver, and a hand­ful of brass dri­n­king rings. He also added the three thongs, mark­ers for the women he had e­njoyed that night. Two had ram horns and the third had a styl­ized heron but oth­er­wise all three were plain. Even us­ing the ex­cha­nge of ten brass to one sil­ver, he had one more sil­ver than his fa­ther. “Yes! I beat you!”

Yu­ba­n­is re­al­ized he had far more than both of them com­bined. On the way home and with Ami’s help, he had ex­cha­nged sev­en­ty of his sil­ver rings for gold ones which left him with a siz­able but com­pact a­mo­unt.

He hesi­tat­ed as he held his pouch.

“Come on, Yuba. It’s okay,” Opi­la said rest­ing her hand on his hand. “This is just for fun.”

“No shame in not beat­ing your broth­er,” Tubo­cak said with a grin.

That pushed Yu­ba­n­is to act. He ca­re­ful­ly un­wrapped Ami’s thong and set it down on his cor­ner. He trem­bled with the ef­fort not to smile.

Go­isay picked up the thong. “Oh my, appa­rent­ly your broth­er shot for the clouds and scored well.”

Opi­la took it from her fa­ther. “Mom, I thought you said we couldn’t use sil­ver.”

“You can’t,” Go­isay said. “You have to be a moth­er to use sil­ver.”

Then his face bright­ened and he chuck­led.

“But there is gold there,” Sophi said as she pe­ered clos­er. “Who can use gold?”

Tubo­cak’s smile froze, the mus­cles in his jaw tighte­ning.

Their moth­er an­swered sharply. “It doesn’t mat­ter, let’s see what is in the bag.”

“Yeah,” Tubo­cak said with a lit­tle bit of wor­ry in his voice. “Let’s see.”

Yu­ba­n­is o­pened the pouch and shook out the co­n­tents. The first was one of the gold rings.

“Root me si­de­ways,” said one of his sis­ters. “You drank as much as dad?”

Then the rest po­ured out, gold and sil­ver rings spilling out into a pile. In the sun, the pile shone bright­ly. It was a rather small pile com­pared to the oth­ers but there wasn’t even a sin­gle brass ring vis­i­ble.

“Root me,” swore eve­ry­one else, their voic­es sha­king with sur­prise.

Tubo­cak sat down heav­i­ly, his face paler than u­sual. “H-How?” Then he shook his head and scram­bled to his knees with a broad smile. “My broth­er!” he yelled as he ya­nked Yu­ba­n­is into a tight hug.

The storm clouds that had formed by Tubo­cak’s first ques­tion fad­ed from Pe­nilil’s face. She smiled broad­ly and hugged both of them tight­ly be­fore em­brac­ing her hus­band.

Go­isay cle­ared his throat. There was a look of pride on his face. “Well, I guess two of us were hu­mili­ated, we­ren’t we?”
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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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