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        A Fallen Tree


        
The grand moots are the rare oc­ca­sions the Hi­danork gath­er to­geth­er to make de­ci­sions that af­fect the en­tire co­un­try. It is also a time of pri­vate and pub­lic cel­e­bra­tion a­mong strangers.
—Ji­lal of Odir, The U­nit­ed Hi­danork Tribes: Be­fore the War

Yu­ba­n­is sighed as he le­aned back a­gainst the seat. The reins to the wag­on horse rest­ed in his palm and he used his thumb to keep the warn leather straps from slip­ping from his grip. The late spring sun tick­led his face and there was a gen­tle bre­eze that brought the smell of new flow­ers.

He took a long, deep breath and smiled. It was a love­ly end to a long day of trav­el. More im­por­tant­ly, it meant he would be sle­e­ping in a few hours and that thought pushed back the ex­haus­tion a lit­tle. So­mehow sit­ting on a wag­on bench for a few hours at a time dragged down on his eye­lids and brought a crav­ing for a soft bla­nket and doz­ing off to sleep.

From in­side the wag­on, he heard a shuf­fling noise. Judg­ing from the grunts, it was his moth­er work­ing her way over his sle­e­ping sib­lings to the front of the wag­on.

Yu­ba­n­is shift­ed to the side to give her space.

Pe­nilil, his moth­er, stuck her head out to look a­ro­und. Her bangs had got­ten long in the last few weeks and they stuck to her face. “We’re a­bout two hours from su­nset.”

Be­fore he could say any­thing, she crawled out of the wag­on and sat down heav­i­ly on the bench. The wood un­der­neath both of them sagged and cre­aked. His moth­er sighed as she sca­nned the hori­zon. “It’s been a sev­en years since I’ve been in this area.”

Yu­ba­n­is shrugged. He had a vague mem­o­ry of the area but he couldn’t qu­ite place ex­act­ly when and where he had seen it. His fam­i­ly’s tra­di­ti­onal route took thir­ty-one years to com­plete, but they fre­qu­ent­ly came back to the same re­gions to reco­nnect to the more frag­ile lands.

His fam­i­ly, like eve­ry­one else he knew, ga­ined their pow­ers by co­nnect­ing to the tiags, the semi-sen­ti­ent pre­sence tied into ar­eas of land. There were co­unt­less tiags of all sizes and shapes, ra­n­ging from the triv­ial spot sur­ro­und­ing a spring to the snow­cap of Mo­unt Ilosi­gan.

He was only twen­ty-two and had nev­er seen the full route. He hadn’t been able to touch all of his fam­i­ly’s tiags and es­tab­lish his own co­nnec­tion to each one. To him, the route they took was me­morized but only as ab­stract lines on a map in­stead of the drawn by the me­mo­ries of expe­ri­ence. By the time he start­ed to go over the same trail a­gain, he hoped to have the same ease of re­mem­be­ring as his pa­rents.

His fa­ther stuck his head out of the wag­on. “Are we there yet?”

“Just lo­o­king for a stop­ping place, old man,” said Pe­nilil. “I’m a lit­tle fuzzy.”

“Get­ting for­get­ful al­ready, Peni?”

Yu­ba­n­is tensed, strug­gling to keep a smile from his face.

His moth­er stiff­ened. “Gois?”

“Yes, my love?”

“Just tell us where we are be­fore I smack you.”

Go­isay laughed and po­int­ed a­head of them to a gap be­tween two clus­ters of trees. “See that rot­ted tree we knocked over? Fol­low the tree line a­ro­und it and then head up along the north side. There is a good cle­a­ring for the night. They have a spring, but it’s down at the bot­tom of the ravine and a long walk.”

Yu­ba­n­is couldn’t help be im­pressed by his fa­ther’s mem­o­ry. “Who’s land is this?”

“The tiag cla­imed Wa­rin’s fam­i­ly nine gen­er­a­tions back. They re­turn every three years but won’t be back un­til next year. She should ac­cept us for a day or two be­fore we’re over­stayed our wel­come.”

Yu­ba­n­is nod­ded and fo­cused on the rot­ted tree. It was a thick one that le­aned dru­n­ken­ly a­gainst an­oth­er pair of trees that were bowed from the weight. Judg­ing from the num­ber of mush­rooms and vines ha­n­ging off it, it lo­oked like it had fall­en over years ago. He wo­n­dered how his pa­rents were re­spon­si­ble for it falling over.

“You re­mem­ber that tree, don’t you?” his fa­ther said while nudg­ing his moth­er.

Pe­nilil frowned for a mo­ment.

“Big storm? You were we­a­ring that flower dress be­fore it ripped. The one with the pink flower on the shoul­der. We were sit­ting un­der­neath it when you de­cid­ed to whis­per some­thing…?” His voice trailed off sug­ges­tive­ly.

His moth­er said noth­ing.

Yu­ba­n­is glanced over to see his moth­er blu­shing. Her beige skin took on a red­dish hue. Then she turned and shook her fist at her hus­band. “I will end you,” she said in a tone that bal­anced be­tween the edges of vi­o­lence and a­mu­se­ment.

Go­isay chuck­led. “Oh, you re­mem­ber now?”

She po­int­ed to the oth­er side of the tree. “I also re­mem­ber you try­ing to take me over there, af­ter your fa­ther specif­i­cal­ly said that the land was sick.”

Yu­ba­n­is fol­lowed his moth­er’s ges­ture cu­ri­ous­ly. The trees on the oth­er side of the trunks were lighter and more branch­es were bare. De­spite be­ing near the end of the day, he spot­ted a few wisps of mist cli­n­ging to the back of the thick un­der­brush.

A feel­ing of dread prick­led the back of his spine. Some­thing felt off, like a sour taste in the back of his throat when­ev­er he con­si­dered dri­ving the wag­on clos­er.

A small white crea­ture ran along the base, its body half-hid­den by the branch­es that reached out from the trees like a tho­u­sand claws pre­pa­ring to dig down. It stopped for a mo­ment, lo­o­king a­ro­und sharply, be­fore it raced out of sight.

“Yeah,” Go­isay said. The a­mu­se­ment had fled his voice. “Yub? Why don’t you avoid that side? That tiag has nev­er wel­comed me and I don’t want to risk your sis­ter’s preg­nan­cy.”

His moth­er gru­nted with agre­e­ment.

Yu­ba­n­is ste­ered the wag­on clos­er to the bro­ken tree. Some­times, it was hard to tell if a land was re­ject­ing the fam­i­ly or it was po­i­soned. In both cas­es, the tiag skewed per­cep­tions to make the area look u­nwel­co­ming and less ap­peal­ing. He shiv­ered and lo­oked away. “Should we ask Tubo to look?”

“Your broth­er is still sle­e­ping as are Opi­la and Sophi,” said his moth­er. “We are head­ing fur­ther north to Blu­eber­ry Po­int and won’t be back here for an­oth­er few years. I’ll wake them up once we get to the patch of flow­ers.”

Go­isay chuck­led and then yawned. “Fi­nal­ly re­mem­bered where we are? Good. You go­ing to stay up?”

Pe­nilil in­di­cat­ed she would re­main on the bench.

Yu­ba­n­is didn’t say any­thing but he would ap­pre­ci­ate the com­pa­ny.

Go­isay reached up to squ­e­eze her arm and then he­aded back to re­turn to sleep. “Call me if you need me.”

Yu­ba­n­is yawned.

“Just an­oth­er hour or so, then you can rest un­til di­nner. Don’t wor­ry, I won’t let you fall off the bench.”

It was his turn to dri­ve the wag­on and clean up di­nner. Thank­ful­ly, hav­ing a short nap would help him stay awake for the first shift of the night. Yu­ba­n­is nod­ded.

He turned to look at the u­nwel­co­ming area and wo­n­dered what was in­side.

“Don’t be cu­ri­ous a­bout places like that. Noth­ing ever go well ven­tu­ring into those bo­u­n­da­ries. Trust me, spe­cial­ly that place.” She gro­aned and rubbed her shoul­der.

When he no­ticed her glanc­ing at the tree, he lo­oked at her in sur­prise. “The tree?”

She blushed a­gain and nod­ded.

“I thought he was…” Yu­ba­n­is re­al­ized he didn’t want to con­ti­nue.

“We were.” She smiled and shook her head. “He was a good kiss­er and talk­er. I liked spend­ing time with him away from the oth­ers.”

“Uh—” He was co­n­fi­dent didn’t want to know a­bout his pa­rent’s sex life.

“But then he so­mehow con­vinced me to head over there. It was a dare or some­thing; I don’t re­mem­ber ex­act­ly what he said at the time. We only made it a few yards into the trees be­fore the trees came to life and threw us out. Your fa­ther was thrown across this space—” She ges­tured up and over the wag­on from one side to the bro­ken tree. “—and into that. He broke his arm and leg when the tree snapped in half.”

Yu­ba­n­is snort­ed. “He broke a tree beca­use he was do­ing some­thing stu­pid?”

His moth­er le­aned over and gri­nned. “He’s a man, that’s what all you do. You see a pret­ty bird and have to puff up your chest. I mean, that’s what you did with Ami, isn’t it?” She reached over and poked his shoul­der.

It was his turn to blush. At his first grand moot, he had tried to im­press avail­able women with his fight­ing abil­i­ties but he wasn’t very good at sprawl­ing. His own strength was his abil­i­ty to re­cov­er from al­most any in­jury in a mat­ter of sec­onds.

That im­pressed Ami e­nough that she helped him dis­cov­er a new tal­ent of his, a near im­mu­ni­ty to be­ing drunk. Af­ter guid­ing him through a night of dri­n­king co­n­tents, she then guid­ed him into an­oth­er first, a night with a woman.

“She saw some­thing in you. Don’t ever for­get that. You are a good man, Yu­ba­n­is.” She smiled and hugged him with one arm. “I’m just so proud of you.”

With a smile of his own, he flicked the reins and let the com­ple­ment car­ry him for­ward.
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        Abandoned Wagons


        
When a fam­i­ly has to spread out, al­most al­ways the fam­i­ly ma­tri­arch re­mains in a cen­tral lo­ca­tion to func­tion as the an­chor and a place to re­turn.
—Ijosil O­ga­mial, Sur­viv­ing the Wilder­ness, One Fam­i­ly’s Hor­ror

They drove in rel­a­tive si­lence for al­most an hour and a half be­fore they came up to the broad ravine. Fol­lo­wing his fa­ther’s di­rec­tions, he di­rect­ed the horse and wag­on up along a dirt road that had been marked out with bright­ly pa­i­nted rocks and wo­oden signs that named both the area, Pal­i­fil Ni­baras, and Wa­rin’s fam­i­ly.

Be­fore he reached the top, he could feel the vague pre­sence of the tiag press­ing a­gainst his thoughts. It was a bright, windy sen­sa­tion, a mem­o­ry of a brisk bre­eze that brought the scent of old­er leaves. It was not an un­com­fort­able feel­ing, just the sen­sa­tion of so­me­one sta­ring i­n­tent­ly with cu­rios­i­ty, the wa­ri­ness of watch­ing so­me­one and wo­n­de­ring if they were armed with a we­apon.

Re­flex­ive­ly, he reached down to the edge of the seat to­ward a small box un­der­neath the ce­nter of the bench.

When he touched his moth­er hand, he jumped but didn’t pull back. To­geth­er, they pressed their fi­ngers a­gainst the carved wo­oden door. In­side the locked box were the va­ri­ous to­ken of ap­pre­ci­a­tion their fam­i­ly had gath­ered over the years. One of them was a coil of bra­ided rope from Wa­rin. His moth­er had got­ten it years ago af­ter re­pe­ated enco­u­nters as their two fam­i­lies grew clos­er to­geth­er.

Yu­ba­n­is knew that his pa­rents would be al­lowed into Ni­baras with­out it, but hav­ing the rope sped the tiag’s ac­cep­tance. It also gave one more proof that he be­long in case the tiag de­cid­ed he wasn’t his pa­rent’s child.

The cu­rios­i­ty fad­ed into a wel­co­ming bre­eze.

His moth­er took a deep breath and let it out. There was al­ways a chance that the co­nnec­tion had been bro­ken and they would be re­ject­ed. She chuck­led and then ges­tured a­head. “There’s smoke. So­me­one else is camp­ing here.”

Even though there was no sense of da­nger or wa­ri­ness, Yu­ba­n­is couldn’t help but tense. They had a few bad enco­u­nters over the years, though he had to ad­mit he had nev­er seen vi­o­lence on Wa­rin’s lands. The man was wel­co­ming to eve­ry­one and his fam­i­ly’s lands had a te­n­den­cy to match the mood.

“I’ll get your fa­ther and the oth­ers ready.” She crawled into the back of the wag­on.

Un­spo­ken was that she was also get­ting Tubo­cak. Yu­ba­n­is’s old­er broth­er was adept at co­nnect­ing to tiag’s and us­ing the mag­ic from the land. If things came into a fight.

The wind­ing path led up to an open area. Two oth­er wag­ons, both with an i­den­ti­cal blue pat­tern, were arranged along the north side of the space. Even though one of the wag­ons lo­oked a decade old­er than the oth­er, they both had wide tires with met­al rims and a black cove­ring that lo­oked soft­er than wood.

Who­ev­er the fam­i­ly was, they were one of the expe­ri­me­ntal folks who ei­ther had a lot of mon­ey or dealt with mer­chants from oth­er co­un­tries. Most of the fam­i­lies couldn’t af­ford met­al rims.

He pulled his wag­on up along the east side of the cle­a­ring. It wasn’t as ide­al as the north, which had an rocky out­crop­ping to shield it, but there was shel­ter and a flat­tened area.

By the time he posi­ti­oned the wag­on, the rest of his fam­i­ly had al­ready jumped out and were spread­ing out to­ward their va­ri­ous chores. His moth­er he­aded straight for the oth­er wag­ons; as the moth­er in the fam­i­ly, it was her job to in­tro­duce her­self first.

Tubo­cak yawned as he grabbed the horse and u­nhitched it. “There you go, girl. Let’s get you some­thing to drink and eat.” Then he lo­oked to­ward his broth­er. “Good job, Yuba. Why don’t you get some rest?”

Yu­ba­n­is yawned and nod­ded. Dri­ving was ex­haust­ing and he had been ste­e­ring the wag­on all day ex­cept for a few hours near mid­day. He nod­ded be­fore hop­ping off to fol­low the signs to where he could re­lieve him­self.

The back of the wag­on was rel­a­tive­ly spar­tan but very col­or­ful. Like the out­side, there were a lot of flow­ers and chains. It had two en­trances, a larg­er one in the back and a small hatch on the star­board side that led up to the bench.

He no­ticed that Sophi was awake but rest­ing on the bot­tom bed. She had a small glow lamp while she read a book. The warm light gave her skin a gold­en appe­a­rance as if she was glo­wing. Her nor­mal­ly bound hair spilled out across her shoul­der in cop­per waves. Her oth­er hand rest­ed on her bel­ly that was just be­gi­n­ning to show her preg­nan­cy.

“Mind if I sleep?”

“Go a­head. I start­ed to get up but then got dizzy. Mom said I had to re­main in­side un­til they start the food.” She gro­aned and rubbed her bel­ly a­gain; she had got­ten preg­nant du­ring the grand moot where he had spent the night with Ami.

“Got to keep the fam­i­ly go­ing,” he said. With one foot, he kicked up the fold-away bed that his broth­er fre­qu­ent­ly slept in and then hiked him­self up to the bed above his sis­ter’s. It smelled of his pa­rents but the soft mat­tress and still-warm bla­nkets called to him.

With a groan, she closed his eyes and sank into the pil­lows. Just a few hours then they would wake him up.

Even though the curved o­uter edge of the wag­on had been well i­nsu­lat­ed with bat­ten and can­vas, he heard the faint voice of his moth­er. “Tubo, ask the tiag where the oth­ers are.”

“Prob­lems?”

“No idea, but u­su­al­ly so­me­one stays be­hind the wag­on.”

“I can ask.”

A mo­ment lat­er, the air strummed as if so­me­one had plucked a harp string. The taste of a bre­eze tick­led the back of Yu­ba­n­is’s throat.

“She says it was a fam­i­ly of nine that came in. They were wor­ried a­bout some­thing and have spread out in all di­rec­tions. They’ve been here two… no three days.”

Yu­ba­n­is sat up, a prick­le of con­cern. He cocked his head.

“Any­thing else?”

“No,” his broth­er’s tone had a wor­ried so­und to it. “I can’t get a bet­ter im­age from her. Should I get Yuba up?”

“No, not yet. Let him sleep.”

Yu­ba­n­is didn’t move.

“Their mom is down at the bot­tom of the ravine, near the spring.”

There was a qu­iet con­ver­sa­tion. “Let your broth­er and sis­ter sleep.” Then she spoke lo­uder, “Go­isay! Grab the wa­ter bar­rels, we’re go­ing down to the spring!”

Yu­ba­n­is start­ed to low­er him­self.

Then so­me­one ba­nged on the side of the wag­on. “Go to sleep!” snapped his moth­er.

With a smile, Yu­ba­n­is rele­nted and slumped back into bliss­ful un­con­sci­ous­ness.
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        The Call


        
The tribes of the Hi­danork are iso­lat­ed du­ring their long fam­i­ly jour­neys. They can go weeks with­out se­e­ing a stranger but when they do, they do with open arms and help­ing hands.
—I­dail of Orsi­na, Hon­or A­mong the Wa­n­der­ers

A palm pressed a­gainst Yu­ba­n­is’s mouth, a fa­mil­iar warn­ing to re­main still and silent. He tensed as his heart quick­ened and a rush of wa­ri­ness flo­oded through his ve­ins. He slid his hand to his side where he had a short knife strapped to his thigh.

“Yuba,” came his broth­er’s low voice inch­es from his ears. Tubo­cak’s breath smelled of sweets and wood smoke. He pulled his hand away. “We a­ren’t in da­nger, but we need you up.”

Yu­ba­n­is re­laxed minute­ly. He gro­aned and sat up slow­ly. His eyes ached and his thoughts were fuzzy. It felt like he had just put his head down on a pil­low. “Is it my turn al­ready? Doesn’t feel like I’ve been sle­e­ping long.”

“Sor­ry, yo­u­ngest broth­er. It’s only been twen­ty at the most. I wish I could give you lo­nger, but the oth­er fam­i­ly came back and they need our help.”

Yu­ba­n­is shook his head. “Yeah, of course. Just give me a sec­ond.”

Tubo­cak pat­ted Yu­ba­n­is on the shoul­der. “Hur­ry up.”

It took a few min­utes for Yu­ba­n­is be­fore he stum­bled out of the back of the fam­i­ly wag­on. De­spite the warmth, he shiv­ered in the sun­light. Every move­ment tugged at his limbs as he le­aned a­gainst the wag­on.

He hat­ed the fuzzi­ness of hav­ing to wake up quick­ly. Fight­ing back a yawn, he came a­ro­und the back of the wag­on.

He saw his broth­er first. Tubo­cak was the pride of the fam­i­ly, a mus­cu­lar man who could go thir­ty ro­unds in the spar­ring rest­ing and had an im­mense pow­er when it came to tap­ping the pow­ers of tiags. His was bare-chest­ed, a­gain, and his chest was heav­i­ly tat­to­oed.

Tubo­cak glanced at him and ges­tured with one hand to where his moth­er was spe­a­king with an­oth­er old­er woman; the oth­er woman would have been the oth­er fam­i­ly’s ma­tron. It was al­ways the moth­ers that made de­ci­sions and led the way.

Pe­nilil held the oth­er ma­tron’s hands as they spoke qu­iet­ly. While they both had red­dish hair with white streak, Yu­ba­n­is’s moth­er was broad-shoul­dered and stur­dy com­pared to the lithe appe­a­rance of the oth­er woman.

Both women were prod­ucts of con­stant trav­el­ing, with brown skin with red­dish tones, a­uburn hairs, and deep wrin­kles. Na­ture had weath­ered their skins, etch­ing them like stones. His moth­er had wrin­kles that re­mi­nded him of her con­stant smil­ing.

Be­hind the moth­ers stood three yo­u­nger woman. Two were ap­peared to be in their twen­ties while the yo­u­ngest didn’t even look to be six or sev­en at most. All four women wore pat­terned white tops though they were patched and re­pa­ired heav­i­ly. They all shared their moth­er’s sle­nder builds and red hair.

He had not enco­u­n­tered fam­i­lies that didn’t trav­el with a fa­ther or broth­er but it wasn’t un­com­mon be­yond a cu­rios­i­ty.

Yu­ba­n­is stood next to his broth­er. “Who are they?”

His broth­er le­aned over un­til their shoul­ders bumped. He whis­pered qu­iet­ly “Their ma­tron is Ra­inel. The old­er sis­ters are Unil and O­sa­in. Yo­u­ngest is Gibi.”

Then Tubo­cak turned slight­ly to the side. “You prob­a­bly want to avoid any­thing im­prop­er with O­sa­in, she’s a ram like you. There are five oth­ers, but they are fur­ther out and won’t be back for hours.”

Tubo­cak, Yu­ba­n­is, and their sis­ters all had tat­toos across their col­lar­bones. On the right, they shared a chain mo­tif which matched their moth­er’s fa­ther’s li­nage. The four had diffe­rent left sides, to repre­sent their bi­o­log­i­cal sires: Tubo­cak had storms, Yu­ba­n­is had ram horns, Sophi had thorns, and Opi­la had waves. The mo­tifs were part of the moots, sym­bols to in­di­cate pa­re­n­tage and to pre­vent chil­dren from be­ing born of so­me­one too close of blood.

Yu­ba­n­is cu­ri­ous­ly lo­oked at the two sis­ters who were talk­ing to each oth­er. One of them had the but­tons of her shirt o­pened up to re­veal a hint of her own tat­toos: ros­es and storm.

Unil was slight­ly taller than her sis­ter, but not by much. She glanced at him and then back to her sis­ter. One of her brown eyes was cloudy.

Yu­ba­n­is smiled and lo­oked at his broth­er. “Ho­ping to have a chance with O­sa­in?”

“No, Ra­inel is a storm,” he said tap­ping his chest. “Be­sides, I think we’re not go­ing to have time to e­njoy our­selves. What­ev­er the moth­ers are talk­ing a­bout, it’s pret­ty se­ri­ous. Look at the lit­tle girl.”

Yu­ba­n­is fo­cused his at­ten­tion on the girl hud­dled next to her sis­ters. Gibi’s eyes were red-rimmed and she clutched a stuffed an­i­mal tight­ly in her hand. The freck­les on her red­dish skin glis­tened in the fad­ing sun­light.

There was some­thing a­bout the girl’s eyes, as if she was dev­as­tat­ed a­bout los­ing some­thing or she had been pun­ished re­cent­ly. He re­mem­bered how Opi­la had the same look when she fo­und that she hadn’t got­ten preg­nant at the grand moot.

“Shit,” mut­tered Yu­ba­n­is. With a look like that, they must have just lost one of their fam­i­ly. De­spite the re­al­iza­tion, he fought back a yawn but failed. The urge to crawl back into the bed rose up. He closed his eyes and rubbed them.

Tubo­cak el­bowed him.

Yu­ba­n­is jerked awake. He didn’t re­mem­ber falling asleep. “Shit.”

Pe­nilil lo­oked sad as she came up to him. “Boys. We need to help.”

Tubo­cak hugged her. “What hap­pened?”

“Their lit­tle girl has lost her cat. They’ve been lo­o­king a­ro­und for three days and haven’t seen a whisker or tail.”

Yu­ba­n­is stared at her in co­nfu­sion. He thought it was some­thing se­ri­ous, but days of hunt­ing for a cat? He nev­er saw the need for an an­i­mal on the wag­on but he knew of some fam­i­lies that swore by them. “All this for a pet?”

Pe­nilil reached over and smacked his shoul­der. “Just beca­use we don’t keep them, doesn’t mean they should be treat­ed like that,” she snapped. “We do not ques­tion the re­ason of why, only help when there is need.”

“Sor­ry, moth­er.”

“Now, Ra­inel says they’ve been lo­o­king for three days and it’s im­por­tant they find. The cat goes by the name of A­basa.”

Yu­ba­n­is re­sist­ed the urge to scoff. Three days for a pet? It must have been e­aten or was long gone. The last thing he wa­nted to do was go hunt­ing through the woods for some stu­pid an­i­mal.

Tubo­cak el­bowed him a­gain. Then he ad­dressed his moth­er. “I can ask Ni­baras but small crea­tures are hard to find. Maybe Aba is a stranger to the tiag will be able to de­tect… her?”

She shrugged. “No idea if A­basa is a qu­e­en or a tom but the name so­unds like a qu­e­en’s. I’m go­ing to ask your sis­ters to help as soon as they come back with get­ting wa­ter.”

Pe­nilil pat­ted Yu­ba­n­is’s shoul­der, “Help as much as you can. I know you are tired but keep your to­ngue mild. They are rather up­set.”

He rest­ed his hand on hers for a mo­ment. He ducked his head in apol­o­gy.

“Go help them.” His moth­er start­ed to walk away but then stopped. “Don’t try any­thing else un­til we find A­basa, do you un­der­stand? I know it’s been weeks and you are feel­ing pret­ty cocky a­bout…” Her voice trailed off as she glanced at his broth­er.

Tubo­cak shrugged. “I’ll keep my broth­er’s dick in his pants un­til we find the cat.”

With a blush, Yu­ba­n­is shook his head. He peeled away from his pa­rents and he­aded over to the sis­ters. As he did, he ap­proached with open hands and palms fac­ing them as a sign of be­ing un­armed. “May the roads see you well,” he said.

All three of them tensed with Gibi stepped be­hind him. “I’m Yu­ba­n­is, the sec­ond son of Pe­nilil.”

O­sa­in held out her hand, fi­ngers po­int­ing up and palms to him. “O­sa­in first of Ra­inel. These are my sis­ters, Unil and Gibi.”

As much as Yu­ba­n­is didn’t want to look for the cat, he knew it was the prop­er thing to do. Out in the wilder­ness, be­tween tiags, help­ing strangers was crit­i­cal to sur­vival. Even if they in­sist­ed on hav­ing some­thing as help­less as a cat. He took a deep breath. “We are lo­o­king for a cat?”

Gibi sobbed and bu­ried her face into Unil’s leg.

“What does A­basa look like? Ni­baras can’t give me a pic­ture of her.”

“Boy,” mut­tered Gibi. “A­basa is a boy. He has balls and scratch­es a lot.”

Yu­ba­n­is squat­ted down to bring him­self to Gibi’s height. He gave his bright­est smile. “Sad­ly, it’s re­al­ly hard to catch lit­tle cats to see if they have dan­gling bits. U­su­al­ly they scratch when you look.”

Gibi’s lip al­most smiled.

“Do you think you could give more hints? What col­or is A­basa?”

“W-White. A­bout the size of a mel­on, but re­al­ly thin.”

“So, a mel­on slice?”

Gibi smiled and gig­gled. “Yeah.”

I­nward­ly, Yu­ba­n­is gro­aned but he kept it from his face. If they couldn’t find the cat, then they would have to spread out in a spi­ral and look for it out­side of the area. Af­ter three days, the fe­line could be hours away.

His train of thought jogged his mem­o­ry. He lo­oked up to the old­er girls. “Did you come from the south? Near a fall­en tree? It would be a­bout two hours away on horse.”

Unil nod­ded. “Yes, that’s our route why?”

He straight­ened as much of the ex­haus­tion fled. “Is there a chance A­basa jumped off there? I saw a brief flash of a white crea­ture when I was dri­ving past. It was too far away and mov­ing pret­ty fast, but it was small and a­bout the right size.”

All three girls gasped.

Gibi whim­pered. “That’s where the bags fell out of the wag­on!”

Tubo­cak pat­ted Yu­ba­n­is’s shoul­der. “Let’s go then. Should only take a few hours to go there, get the cat, and come back. Noth­ing eas­i­er.”

O­sa­in shook her head. “It’s al­most dark, we’d be trav­el­ing blind.”

Tubo­cak shrugged. “We don’t care, do we, Yu­ba­n­is?”

De­spite want­i­ng to crawl back into bed, his broth­er had put him on the spot. Yu­ba­n­is glanced at Unil, then to Gibi who lo­oked ho­pe­ful. The lit­tle girl’s ex­pres­sion broke his re­luc­tance.

Tubo­cak gri­nned back.

“No, they will all sleep bet­ter if we can get A­basa back.”

“Great, I’ll tell Mom and the oth­ers.” With­out giv­ing a chance for any­one to re­spond, he strolled back to the camp.
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        Driving Along


        
The tribes do not sim­ply tap a tiag for pow­er, they give some­thing in re­turn. It is a re­lati­o­nship not un­like one of a gar­den­er and her flow­ers.
—Ga­i­den O­chyo­náka, The Con­quest of Sand and Soil

Yu­ba­n­is sat on the front bench of their fam­i­ly wag­on as it trav­eled in a sea of dark­ness and fla­shing lights. He had been the one dri­ving when he spot­ted the cat so they ne­eded his me­mo­ries of the route to re­turn to the same spot. Like find­ing an­ces­tral tiags, he knew ex­act­ly where to go.

Next to him was Unil, the only one of the sis­ters to go. Her body was warm and he fo­und it dis­tract­ing when her hip or shoul­der bumped a­gainst his own. It didn’t hurt or an­noy him, but the de­sire to have her touch him a­gain was ma­king it dif­fi­cult to con­cen­trate.

His broth­er in­sist­ed on the far side, Yu­ba­n­is sus­pect­ed to e­nsure Unil sat be­tween them, but also beca­use he had to keep his hand out as he cha­nneled his pow­er into the sur­ro­und­ing tiags in ke­e­ping them safe.

The tiags re­spo­nded with end­less swarms of fire­flies sail­ing a­head of the horse and light­ing up the path. Small patch­es of moss and mush­rooms glowed brighter with his pre­sence, mark­ing da­n­ge­rous spots in splash­es of col­or and the rush of small­er an­i­mals. Along both sides of the pool of light, an­i­mals would set up so their eyes re­flect­ed the bright­ness and lead them steadi­ly away from sink­holes, streams, and holes that would dam­age the wag­on.

Trav­el­ing at night would have been da­n­ge­rous with­out his broth­er and Yu­ba­n­is was thank­ful for the com­pa­ny.

Unil turned to him, her face sha­dowed by the sin­gle glo­wing stone mo­u­nted above them. “I’ve nev­er seen so­me­one able to touch the tiags like that,” she whis­pered.

Yu­ba­n­is swal­lowed and nod­ded. Up close, he felt more ner­vous be­ing al­most alone with her. “Tubo has a great gift. It has served us well on our trav­els. It al­most match­es his abil­i­ty at spa­ring and lead­ing.”

She glanced at Tubo­cak and then back. “What a­bout your gift?”

“Less im­pres­sive,” he wasn’t sure why he didn’t want to lift him­self up. His tal­ent was less im­pres­sive as his broth­er who had ma­i­n­ta­ined a pool of light for al­most an hour.

“Don’t bury your­self in the dirt, broth­er,” Tubo­cak. “Your gifts are just as great as mine.”

When Unil lo­oked at him ex­pec­tant­ly, Yu­ba­n­is clutched the reins tighter and took a deep breath. “I’m hard to kill. Most inju­ries heal in a mat­ter of sec­onds. In­clud­ing bro­ken bones and cuts.”

Her lips part­ed slight­ly and he wo­n­dered what it would feel like to kiss them. Then he tore his thoughts away, it wasn’t the time or place. He had only been with one oth­er woman and the scant weeks since it had hap­pened were still pla­gu­ing his thoughts.

Tubo­cak, on the oth­er hand, wasn’t done em­bar­rass­ing him. “We fo­und his abil­i­ty one day in sum­mer. Oh, I re­mem­ber it—”

“Tubo…”

“Opi­la was ru­n­ning along a field and fell into a snake pit. Ve­no­mous snakes. Rust Fangs. She got bit a few times and start­ed scre­a­ming. I was too far away but lit­tle broth­er al­ways loved his sis­ters. He jumped right in, picked her up, and threw her out of the hole.”

Yu­ba­n­is shiv­ered at the mem­o­ry. He had set off the snakes and they start­ed bit­ing him fu­ri­ous­ly, their fangs te­a­ring into his legs and arms as he strug­gled to push his sis­ter out of the hole. More than once, he forced his hand be­tween a snake and her body just so it would bite him in­stead of her. He thought he was go­ing to die that day.

Unil gasped soft­ly and her body trem­bled a­gainst his.

“Yuba man­aged to crawl out af­ter her and he dragged her away un­til the rest of us caught up with them. When I got there, she was al­ready un­con­sci­ous from the po­ison but he was knelt over her, bleed­ing from hun­dreds of wo­unds and cry­ing.”

It was only a few dozen bites but Yu­ba­n­is didn’t cor­rect his broth­er’s ex­ag­ger­a­tions.

“I asked the tiag for help with find­ing some­thing for the ven­om. It took me so long and I couldn’t find e­nough. I was sure I was go­ing to lost one of them that day.”

A­ro­und them, the nat­ur­al lights flared brighter for a mo­ment and a fox yipped loud­ly.

“But when I got back, he was plant­i­ng a warn­ing post with our dad near the snake pit with­out a sin­gle scratch. Which was good beca­use I could only find e­nough herbs for one of them.” Tubo­cak sighed. “I’m glad the tiag told me it was okay, she knew what my broth­er was ca­pa­ble of.”

Unil pat­ted Yu­ba­n­is’s thigh, send­ing a thrill up his limb. “I bet it was scary.”

Tubo­cak chuck­led. “Oh, prob­a­bly not as scary as that time with the ravine.”

With a sud­den blush, Yu­ba­n­is spoke up sharply. “What is your tal­ent?”

Unil didn’t move her hand. “I’m un­stop­pable. As long as I can move for­ward, I can push or pull al­most any­thing.”

“What? Re­al­ly?” Tubo­cak so­u­nded im­pressed.

“Some­times we give the hors­es a break beca­use I can dri­ve the wag­on on my own. That was ac­tu­al­ly how we fo­und out I had the tal­ent. It was a rainy day and the wag­on got stuck in the mud. We were all pu­shing and it wasn’t go­ing any­where.” Her voice grew soft­er with the mem­o­ry. “O­sa­in felt the flood co­ming through the gro­und. We only had a few min­utes oth­er­wise we would have lost our wag­on and Gois, that was our horse, so I just pushed with all my might and every­thing moved. I e­nded up drag­ging the en­tire fam­i­ly with me just in time to avoid the flash flood.”

Tubo­cak snort­ed.

“What?” she asked.

“Go­isay? The horse was named Go­isay?”

“Yes, how did you know?”

Yu­ba­n­is chuck­led. “That’s our dad’s name.”

“Well, he is a horse’s ass.” Tubo­cak snort­ed.

For a while, they laughed at the joke be­fore rid­ing once a­gain in si­lence. The wag­on cre­aked and shift­ed with the move­ments.

“Yuba, Tubo?” Unil spoke in a soft voice. “If we can’t find A­basa alive, we re­al­ly need his col­lar.”

“Why?” asked Tubo­cak.

“It’s our tiag gift. We are head­ing to the be­gi­n­ning of our trek, where my grand­dad was born. Mom was born a few months af­ter they left last time and we haven’t been back in forty-nine years.” She sniffed and a tear sparkled on her cheek. “H-He died a few months ago, in his sleep while we were trav­el­ing. We… don’t have any­one who has every touched Ci­nifel A­basa. We only have his bracelet. Its our key to make sure the tiag knows us.”

Yu­ba­n­is closed his eyes tight­ly. He didn’t know what he would do if they lost his mom be­fore they fin­ished the route ei­ther. The idea that one of the an­ces­tral tiag’s would be a­ba­n­doned left a hol­low space in his gut, a feel­ing of de­spair he nev­er wa­nted to expe­ri­ence.

“The cat has it?”

“Gibi likes to play with it. She knows it’s im­por­tant but you can’t also lock those gifts away. They have to be touched, loved, and played with. The i­nno­cence of a child helps im­print the tiag’s gift on their spir­it so we let her.” More tears came and she used her sleeve to wipe them off. “I did the same thing when I was yo­u­nger. Every night we made sure it was safe and that was the first time she had ever lost A­basa. The first time the cat had ever jumped off the wag­on while trav­el­ing.”

Yu­ba­n­is shook his head. The cat was more than im­por­tant to the fam­i­ly, it meant the end of a half-cen­tu­ry jour­ney could be lost if they didn’t find the its col­lar.

A­ro­und them, the lights dimmed. Tubo­cak took a deep breath. “I pro­mise. We will find it. Even if it takes us a year, we won’t leave you with­out it.”

To Yu­ba­n­is’s sur­prise, it was his hand that she squ­e­ezed. “Thank you.”
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        Amber Lights


        
As a liv­ing en­ti­ty, tiags gath­er en­er­gy un­til they must be ei­ther tapped or they twist upon them­selves. But even a­ba­n­doned, there is great pow­er still stored with­in the land.
—Ijosil O­ga­mial, Sur­viv­ing the Wilder­ness, One Fam­i­ly’s Hor­ror

Trav­el­ing back took lo­nger beca­use of the dark­ness. When Yu­ba­n­is stopped the wag­on near the bro­ken tree, it was four hours past su­nset and close to mid­night. His twen­ty minute nap did lit­tle to push back the ex­haus­tion, but duty had kept him awake.

Unil, on the oth­er hand, had fall­en asleep with her head on his shoul­der. She kept one arm wrapped a­ro­und his, clutch­ing it in her sleep.

“Poor girl is ex­haust­ed,” Tubo­cak said. He hopped off the wag­on, deft­ly avoid­ing a patch of glo­wing mush­rooms. Head­ing straight for the horse, he start­ed to u­nhitch the mare who prompt­ly tried to step on his foot. There was a flash of heat and the mare gen­tly put her foot down. “Be good, girl,” chid­ed his broth­er.

“Sor­ry,” Yu­ba­n­is said. It was his fault she did that, since he could heal bones in­stant­ly. “Dad told me to stop her.”

“No big deal. The old man can fig­ure it out him­self.” Tubo­cak lo­oked out into the dark­ness. “It’s pret­ty late. What should we do? Start lo­o­king now? Wake her up?”

The only thing Yu­ba­n­is wa­nted to do was crawl into a bed and sleep un­til morn­ing. He yawned. “Bed?”

Tubo­cak shrugged. “Okay, let’s get her moved to the top mat­tress. You on the bot­tom.”

“I’m not go­ing to do any­thing.”

“Yes, but I’m not go­ing to be there to make sure you be­have.”

Yu­ba­n­is tensed. “You’re go­ing to look now, right?”

Tubo­cak lead the mare away to a spot which had start­ed to swarm with fire­flies. He clicked his to­ngue and ges­tured down to a small spring that bub­bled up. As the mare bowed down to drink, he pat­ted her on the neck. “This place feel foul. Twist­ed. I don’t know if I can sleep.”

Yu­ba­n­is o­ri­e­nted him­self with the bro­ken tree that his pa­rents had snapped and then po­int­ed across the way. “Mom said that the tiag over there was sick.”

Tubo­cak fol­lowed the gaze and then gro­aned. “Yeah, it is. Where did you see the cat?”

Apolo­get­i­cal­ly, Yu­ba­n­is ges­tured to­ward the po­i­soned tiag. “Over there. Right along the tree­line.”

“Damn the God Tree. Of course that cat would be over there. Even from over here, I can feel the tiag’s thoughts twist­ed in pain and agony. It has been a­ba­n­doned and over­grown.”

Yu­ba­n­is shiv­ered. A­ba­n­doned tiags were da­n­ge­rous, more than any­thing else he knew. The pow­er that the tiag pro­vid­ed so­ured when no one tapped it. It turned on it­self, beco­ming a twist­ed ver­sion of its own essence. More than a few hor­ror sto­ries were told a­bout an u­nsus­pect­ing fam­i­ly that stum­bled into one.

“Let’s get you two into bed.”

Yu­ba­n­is sighed and shook his head. “I’m not go­ing to let you go alone, broth­er.”

“You’re ex­haust­ed.”

He tight­ened his mus­cles. “This is not a place to be alone and you know it. You may have im­pres­sive pow­ers, but I also know that the tiag will be call­ing to you if you a­ren’t ca­re­ful.”

Tubo­cak shook his head. “Fine.”

Unil lift­ed her head. “All three of us.”

Yu­ba­n­is hadn’t felt her wake up. He rest­ed his hand on the back of her hand. “Are you sure? It’s late.”

“Just let me pee and then look for a lit­tle while.” She didn’t have to say how much miss­ing A­basa wor­ried her.

“Oh, a break so­unds good.” Tubo­cak lift­ed up his hand and two paths start­ed to glow as they bur­rowed into the bush sur­ro­und­ing the bro­ken tree. “Pick one, we’ll take the oth­er. It’s safe. The wa­ter next to the horse is safe as are the berries. Yu­ba­n­is, why don’t you grab some of the dried fruit and jerky from the wag­on be­fore we start off.”

They went their se­parate ways. Yu­ba­n­is got the food first and set it out on the wag­on be­fore head­ing to the area to re­lieve him­self. He passed his broth­er with a few short words, did what he ne­eded and re­turned. Less than a half hour lat­er, they were cross­ing through the dim light to­ward the ru­ined tiag.

Up close, the sick feel grew stro­nger. It wasn’t in his stom­ach, but his mind in­sist­ed it should. The pha­ntom dis­com­fort added a sense of go­ing in the wrong di­rec­tion as the tiag pushed him away from its bor­ders. He gro­aned and forced him­self for­ward.

Unil caught his hand. She smiled at him and then ges­tured for­ward. “I can al­ways move for­ward,” she said with a whis­per and then moved a­head. She didn’t hesi­tate, didn’t stum­ble, and didn’t stop. Fol­lo­wing af­ter her made it eas­i­er to push back as they ap­proached the dark­ness of the tiag.

“A­basa!” she called out.

Tubo­cak and Yu­ba­n­is echoed her cries.

At the edge, Tubo­cak stopped them. “No fur­ther.”

He so­u­nded wor­ried as he lo­oked up at the trees. Un­like the their sur­ro­und­ings for the last few hours, the for­est was dark and u­nre­spon­sive.

“You can’t pro­duce light?” asked Yu­ba­n­is. It would help a lot if they could see the cat.

Tubo­cak gru­nted. “I might but it’s hard. She’s re­sist­ing me, fight­ing. There is a lot of pow­er here though. It’s been a long time since so­me­one has tried to touch her.”

“Be safe, broth­er.”

“I will.”

“Just… give me a sec­ond.” Tubo­cak so­u­nded dis­tract­ed.

Yu­ba­n­is stroked Unil’s hand. They had trav­eled for hours to­geth­er and he wasn’t sure what to talk a­bout. He ne­eded to say some­thing, any­thing to dis­tract him­self from the dis­com­fort gro­wing in his guts and thoughts.

“I was born with a blind eye,” Unil said sud­den­ly. “I can’t see col­ors out of my left and every­thing is hazy.”

It wasn’t any­thing he had asked, but one he had been cu­ri­ous. “It’s still pret­ty,” he an­swered and in­stant­ly be­rat­ed him­self.

She squ­e­ezed his hand and he could al­most pic­ture her smil­ing.

“Okay!” Tubo­cak said sharply. “This will ei­ther give us a bit of light to see the edges of the tiag or will kill me.”

“What—?”

The en­tire woods be­gan to shine. Not specks of fire­flies swarm­ing and moss, but some­thing deep in the core of the tiag be­gan to glow with bril­li­ance and spears of yel­low light speared out through the mist and fog.

“Shit!” Yu­ba­n­is said as he twist­ed Unil a­ro­und so his body was be­tween her and the light. Tens­ing, he wait­ed for some­thing to strike.

When no blow came, he re­laxed to see her smil­ing.

“You re­al­ly don’t think when you do that?” she asked in a qu­iet voice with a hint of a­mu­se­ment.

Blu­shing, he shook his head. He wa­nted to run away and lock him­self in the wag­on. “N-No, I guess not.”

He pulled his hands away.

She stared at him for a mo­ment and then lean for­ward. “Thank you,” she said be­fore kiss­ing him on the lips.

Yu­ba­n­is gasped and kissed her back. She had a sweet taste to her lips, com­plete­ly un­like any­one else… the only per­son… he had been with be­fore.

They broke the kiss at the same time.

Cheeks burn­ing, he lo­oked at his broth­er who smirked. “What?”

“Oh, noth­ing,” Tubo­cak said with a grin. Yu­ba­n­is could see ex­haus­tion in his broth­er’s eyes, lit up by the am­ber glow that radi­ated from the tiag.

Turn­ing to one side and then the oth­er, Yu­ba­n­is could see that the en­tire for­est had been lit up by the light. It clear­ly marked the edges of the tiag as a wave­ring wall pa­i­nted by light and fog. On one side, it was pitch dark com­pared to the bril­li­ance. “I… did not know you could do that.”

Tubo­cak walked up and the oth­er two stepped away from each oth­er. “I didn’t ei­ther, but there is so much pow­er there, I had to stop her with just this light. This is not a good place and I have no doubts she will try to kill any of us if we try to in­trude.” He cocked his head. “She is strong with plants and thorns, I sus­pect de­fen­sive o­ri­gi­nal­ly from the me­mo­ries I picked up. She had been used for de­fens­es a long time ago.”

Yu­ba­n­is lis­tened cu­ri­ous­ly. His broth­er had al­ways picked up more de­tails than any­one else he had known. Where Yu­ba­n­is could only get a vague feel­ing of safe­ty or dis­com­fort, his broth­er re­ceived im­ages and me­mo­ries.

“The tiag’s fam­i­ly died in there. No one has come back since.” Tubo­cak sniffed as his eyes shim­mered. “So much pain. We should find A­basa as fast as pos­si­ble. As far as I can tell, he is not in­side the tiag but I’m not ab­solute­ly sure.”

Unil slipped her hand into Yu­ba­n­is. “Which way?”

Tubo­cak start­ed to po­int to the north but then ges­tured to the south. “Some­thing is that way a­bout a half mile. Not the cat but I can feel it like a thorn.”

“Then let’s go that way,” Unil said as she start­ed for­ward, pulling Yu­ba­n­is along.

Tubo­cak chuck­led and jo­ined them. “Well, at least she has a di­rec­tion.”

“Yeah.”

“I can al­ways move for­ward,” she said firm­ly with a smile.

As they walked, they called out to A­basa. Their voic­es were called out into the si­lence, the sur­ro­und­ing tiag’s re­spond­ing to Tubo­cak’s de­sire to let their voic­es car­ry.

A­bout twen­ty min­utes lat­er, they heard the first piti­ful cry of a cat.

Unil gasped and hur­ried faster. “A­basa! A­basa!”

To Yu­ba­n­is’s sur­prise, he didn’t stum­ble af­ter her as he was dragged along. She car­ried him in her wake, pulled by her pow­er and de­sire. Even his feet didn’t ache as much with her lead­ing the way.

Tubo­cak grabbed her oth­er hand and was pulled along. He gri­nned and hopped along. “We should keep her and get rid of the horse.”

“Tubo!”

“You know you want to ride—”

“Do. Not. Fin­ish!” snapped Yu­ba­n­is to his broth­er.

Tubo­cak snort­ed but said noth­ing.

The cat’s cries grew lo­uder with every sec­ond un­til they came upon the white fe­line sit­ting on top of a wag­on parked right up a­gainst the po­i­soned tiag.

Unil re­leased both broth­ers as she rushed for­ward. “A­basa! Oh, A­basa!”

The cat cried out and le­aped off the wag­on, rac­ing over to her.

She sco­oped it up and hugged it tight­ly. The tears on her face glis­tened in the am­ber light. “Oh, you stu­pid cat. I missed you so much!”

Tubo­cak and Yu­ba­n­is walked on ei­ther side of her and went up to the wag­on. It was rare to see one in the wood. Yu­ba­n­is wa­nted to see if there was so­me­one in­side, maybe it was the tiag’s call­ing them to a fam­i­ly in da­nger.

“Look at these wheels.”

Yu­ba­n­is stopped and pe­ered down. When he didn’t see a steel or wo­oden rim, he did a dou­ble take. The wheels on the wag­on were wide, eas­i­ly two feet across with hori­zo­ntal ridges. The ma­te­rial was black but not wood. He gin­ger­ly touched it and the rub­bery ma­te­rial gave slight­ly.

“This one is flat?” Tubo­cak so­u­nded co­n­fused.

A prick­le of fear rose as Yu­ba­n­is lo­oked at the wag­on more close­ly. It didn’t look like any­thing he had seen be­fore. In­stead of the ro­u­nded top that was ide­al for ke­e­ping rain and snow off, the wag­on had a pe­aked top with close­ly fit­ted planks shield­ing it. The sur­face was sco­ured smooth, pol­ished by some­thing abra­sive.

He cir­cled a­ro­und the back to where he ex­pect­ed a door. There was a hatch, much small­er than he ex­pect­ed. On ei­ther side, he could see swirls of paint or writ­ing. “Tubo? Can you bring some light?”

“Yuba.”

The tone in his broth­er’s voice drew him away. Yu­ba­n­is hur­ried a­ro­und the wag­on to the front where his broth­er pe­ered into the po­i­soned tiag. A few yards in­side were two dead hors­es. Their bod­ies were rid­dled with wo­oden thorns and spikes. Sand­wiched be­tween them was a woman. In the light, her skin lo­oked black as tar. Her clothes were pale blue and had strange writ­ing em­bro­i­dered on them.

Yu­ba­n­is stepped for­ward. “Who are they?”

“Yuba! Back—!”

Too late, Yu­ba­n­is re­al­ized he had crossed the thresh­old of the tiag. Some­thing whis­tled past him and then an­oth­er. Be­fore he could turn away, three large thorns slammed into his side, punc­tu­ring flesh and scra­ping a­gainst the bone.

He gru­nted and stepped back. “Damn,” he mut­tered. Re­a­ching up, he pulled out the thorn. It was eas­i­ly six inch­es long and made of brit­tle wood that crum­bled be­tween his fi­ngers.

A­basa howled as Unil rushed up.

“Yuba, are you okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, wasn’t pay­ing at­ten­tion,” he mut­tered as he fished out the oth­er thorns. By the time he pulled out the last one, most of his inju­ries had healed leav­ing only bloody cloth be­hind. “Well, now we know what the tiag does to in­trud­ers.”

She stared at him in shock. She had a be­mused smile on her face.

The cat hissed at him.

“Doesn’t that hurt?” she asked.

Yu­ba­n­is shrugged. “Not re­al­ly. It takes a lot to hurt me.”

“I can tell. I’m im­pressed.”

The cat me­owed a­gain. He shook his head and the bracelet a­ro­und his neck rat­tled loud­ly.

Yu­ba­n­is ges­tured to A­basa. “We fo­und the cat.”

He lo­oked at the wag­on. It didn’t look right but it was too dark to re­al­ly in­spect it. Cu­rios­i­ty wa­nted him to say, to ex­plore and see what had hap­pened to the woman who tried to bring it into a twist­ed tiag. “What now?”

Unil turned away from the corpse. “We should go back.”

Tubo­cak pe­ered at the wag­on be­fore he also turned away. “I’m cu­ri­ous, but I don’t think we should trav­el tonight. I say we spend the night in the wag­on and head out in the morn­ing. I’d…” He glanced at the wag­on. “I’d like to look at this when it is brighter. Some­thing seems off to me and this needs in­ves­ti­ga­tion.”

It was obvi­ous that Unil wa­nted to hur­ry home.

When they both turned to Yu­ba­n­is, he felt the men­tal pres­sure from both. He was just as cu­ri­ous as his broth­er a­bout the wag­on but he also wa­nted to keep Unil hap­py. He took a deep, shud­de­ring breath. “I’ve been up since su­nrise yes­ter­day. I’ve been dri­ving a wag­on most of that time and only had twen­ty min­utes of sleep. I need more.” He fo­cused on her. “I’m sor­ry.”

For a mo­ment, he thought she was go­ing to leave them and head home on her own. Then Unil’s shoul­ders slumped. “I un­der­stand.”

She worked the bracelet off the cat’s neck. “We put this some­where safe on your wag­on though. Even if the lit­tle brat runs off a­gain, our fam­i­ly will be able to fin­ish.” She held up her hand. “I want to get home, but I also want to see what has hap­pened.”
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        Voices in the Dark


        
The ques­tion of why each cul­ture’s mag­ic is dis­tinct­ly diffe­rent is a mat­ter of so­ci­ety’s themes. The desert is fo­cused on sand and that fo­und with­in, the­re­fore their mag­ic also has those same themes.
—De­a­ngel Grousel, Flaws of the Crys­tal Spheres

Morn­ing came too ear­ly for Yu­ba­n­is. Even af­ter a day of ex­haus­tion, wa­king up to a cat’s ass in his face was more than he ex­pect­ed. Sputte­ring, he shoved A­basa away and crawled out of bed.

Tubo­cak snort­ed from the seat near the back of the wag­on. “I was wo­n­de­ring how long it would take. You seem re­mark­ably tole­rant to a cat in that po­si­tion.”

“You’re an ass­hole.”

“No, I’m pret­ty sure you know what an ass­hole looks like. It lo­oked close e­nough you could taste it.”

Yu­ba­n­is glared at his broth­er and then lo­oked back to the oth­er bed, half ho­ping to see Unil sle­e­ping.

“She’s get­ting cle­aned up out­side. I gave her some of Opi­la’s clothes, they were pret­ty loose but bet­ter than we­a­ring the same out­fit all day. Get dressed. We’re still go­ing to check out the wag­on and then head back, right?”

Yu­ba­n­is gru­nted. “Clothes, food, then look. I don’t want to spend the day on an emp­ty stom­ach or your favo­rite, jerky.”

Tubo­cak stood up. “Well, you’re in luck. A­basa got us break­fast.”

“The cat?”

With­out an­swe­ring, his broth­er he­aded out of the wag­on.

Yu­ba­n­is had a few choice words for him as he dressed. Co­ming out, he saw Unil re­turn­ing with wet hair and his sis­ter’s clothes draped over her sle­nder body. She moved steadi­ly but he no­ticed she turned her head fre­qu­ent­ly, no doubt to see with her one good eye.

“Morn­ing,” he said when she got clos­er.

“Good morn­ing.” She al­most had a song in her voice.

“Sleep bet­ter?”

“Oh,” she smiled broad­ly. “I can’t tell you how well I slept. It’s been days since I wasn’t wa­king up wor­ry­ing a­bout the fu­ture. I put the bracelet in the foot draw­er by the bed, next to the first aid kit. Is that okay?”

Tubo­cak le­aned a­ro­und the wag­on. “Why are you ask­ing him? You al­ready asked me. Its al­most as if you are just lo­o­king for an ex­cuse to talk to him.”

Both Yu­ba­n­is and Unil blushed.

Tubo­cak smirked and re­turned to his du­ties. The smell of smoke and roast­ing meat filled the air and Yu­ba­n­is’s stom­ach rum­bled. He pe­ered a­ro­und and saw his broth­er roast­ing a hare. “A­basa pro­vid­ed break­fast?”

“Yes,” Unil said. “He does that a lot.”

She was very close to him. He blushed hot­ter. “I-I should get cle­aned up so we can head back.”

Le­a­ning into him, she kissed him a­gain. “Thank you,” she said in a qu­iet voice.

Cheeks burn­ing, Yu­ba­n­is glanced at his broth­er to see if Tubo­cak was smirk­ing but his broth­er ap­peared to be fo­cused on break­fast. With a ner­vous chuck­le, he he­aded back the way she came in hopes there was a spring or small wa­ter­fall to clean him­self.

Af­ter a quick break­fast, they moved the fam­i­ly wag­on near the oth­er one. It se­emed like a bet­ter ap­proach than walk­ing a half mile back and forth.

In the light, the oth­er wag­on lo­oked even more fo­reign. It had greens and blues for col­oration but no real de­signs. The only dec­o­ra­tion were swirling sym­bols writ­ten along the edges of al­most every sur­face. None of them could read them but they ap­peared to say the same things over and over a­gain.

“What la­n­gu­age is this?” asked Tubo­cak.

“I don’t know. Noth­ing I’ve seen.”

Yu­ba­n­is felt un­com­fort­able, as if some­thing was a­bout to drop. He he­aded to the back. “You think it’s safe to look in­side?”

“I don’t know,” Unil said. She stood just be­hind him, lo­o­king over his shoul­der.

He took a deep breath and reached for the door. It re­sist­ed but he wrenched it open to re­veal a bright­ly lit in­side. It lo­oked cozy, not un­like his own wag­on.

Just as he let out his breath, a sym­bol ap­peared in the space of the door frame. It was a se­ries of let­ters that glowed bright­ly. The air a­ro­und them grew tense and his ears popped.

With­out thi­n­king, he shift­ed his body to stand be­tween the o­pe­ning and Unil. “Look out!”

An ex­plo­sion of wind and dust slammed into his face, se­a­ring him with an i­n­tense head. He turned his face to the side as it sco­ured his face and cut into his flesh. A tho­u­sand tiny abra­sions ripped across his arms but he re­fused to let go of the door in fear that it would pull him away and ex­pose Unil.

The wind con­ti­nued to blow. The heat dried his nos­trils and stung his lungs. It beat a­gainst his skin, adding the smell of burn­ing hair and flesh be­fore the wind ripped it away from him.

“Yuba!” Tubo­cak’s voice could bare­ly be heard over the howl­ing stream.

Then, just as it ap­peared, the let­ters fad­ed and the wind stopped.

Yu­ba­n­is gasped for breath as his flesh healed. He shook and stream­ers of sand po­ured out of his clothes. “Oh, that hurt a lit­tle.”

“Are you okay!?” gasped Unil. She pulled him away as she lo­oked for inju­ries.

“Yeah. I said, I’m hard to hurt.”

“What was that?” she asked Tubo­cak.

“A trap of some sort. Who traps their wag­ons?”

Yu­ba­n­is gro­aned. “Plen­ty of peo­ple. But I’ve nev­er heard of any­one us­ing sand and heat. Do you think these are peo­ple from the desert?” They were only a few hun­dred le­a­gues from the Great Desert but the sand peo­ple al­most nev­er left their ter­ri­to­ries. He vague­ly re­called they had a writ­ing sys­tem that lo­oked like the words on the back of the wag­on.

“They have black skin like the woman in the tiag.” Tubo­cak cri­nged as he pe­ered into the wag­on. “Do you think there are more traps?”

Yu­ba­n­is gro­aned. “Let me look.”

His broth­er turned to him. “Don’t push your luck.”

“I’m sure they didn’t trap every draw­er. Can you i­mag­ine o­pe­ning up your un­der­wear to a blast of air? It’s prob­a­bly just the hatch.”

Tubo­cak snort­ed. “Fine, but if one more traps goes off, you get out and stay out.”

Yu­ba­n­is nod­ded and then crawled into the wag­on. His en­tire body was tense as he stood in the o­pe­ning, half ex­pect­ing a sec­ond trap to go off. When one didn’t, he gin­ger­ly be­gan to in­spect the co­n­tents.

It lo­oked like a fam­i­ly wag­on but it ap­peared as if they used sle­e­ping rolls in­stead of a built-in beds. The sto­rage was also chests strapped to the in­stead of built-in. Over­all, it ap­peared to be a freight wag­on that had been hasti­ly con­vert­ed into a fam­i­ly one.

He frowned and felt like he was in­trud­ing on the dead. But he o­pened one chest and then the oth­er, find­ing more clothes than ex­pect­ed. Then he came up to a small­er bas­ket filled with chil­dren’s toys. There were balls and stuffed an­i­mals.

Yu­ba­n­is crouched down and ran his hands over the smooth wood. The toys had been played with hard, with the pol­ish of con­stant at­ten­tion. One of them, a stuffed bird, had some stitch­ing on it that felt rougher than the rest.

He lo­oked a­ro­und and saw a ball of thread of match­ing thread and some nee­dles on top of an­oth­er chest. He picked up the thread and sniffed it. It had the same smell as the toy.

It ap­peared that there was more than a sin­gle trav­el­er in the wag­on. Yu­ba­n­is wa­nted to be sure. He crawled over to the rolls and sniffed each one, pick­ing up the dis­tinct smell of at least three in­di­vid­u­als on them.

“Any­thing, broth­er?”

“I think this was a fam­i­ly. A lit­tle and two adults judg­ing from the packs.” Yu­ba­n­is shook his hand and more sand came tum­bling from the rolls. “They were from the desert. They left in a hur­ry though, this wag­on looks like it was thrown to­geth­er in a hur­ry.”

Just as he start­ed back, he no­ticed some­thing jammed be­hind one of the chests. It was a pair of swords wrapped in cloth with the same words along the ridges. The fab­ric had been sta­ined with blood.

Next to the swords was a bas­ket with dirty clothes. He pulled out a few u­n­fa­mil­iar out­fits, but there were dis­tinct­ly three diffe­rent sets that matched his thoughts.

The sense of be­ing in an in­trud­er re­dou­bled. He crawled out of the wag­on. “I think they were all to­geth­er though.”

Tubo­cak gro­aned. He turned slight­ly to look at the sick tiag. “What do you think hap­pened to the oth­er two?”

With a si­n­king sen­sa­tion, Yu­ba­n­is fol­lowed his gaze. “What if she was bri­n­ging the wag­ons to her fam­i­ly? Would the tiag let them in long e­nough to think they were safe?”

Tubo­cak’s sigh was all the an­swer he ne­eded.

“Are they still alive?” asked Unil in a qu­iet voice.

Tubo­cak shrugged and he­aded to­ward the corpse and the hors­es. In the day­light, all three of them could see what ap­peared to be a trail lead­ing straight to­ward the ce­nter of the for­est. It was dark but flash­es of am­ber light still rolled in the dis­tance.

Ta­king a deep breath, he yelled at the top of his lungs, “A­ny­one in there!?”

Yu­ba­n­is held his breath and strained to lis­ten.

A­ro­und them, the so­unds of the grass­es and woods fad­ed into qu­iet. Tubo­cak’s will af­fect­ed the world a­ro­und him ex­cept for the death­ly si­lence of the po­i­soned tiag.

“Hel­lo!?”

Yu­ba­n­is and Unil also added their yelling, ma­king as much noise as they could.

“A­ny­one?”

“Yell if you can hear us!”

All three of them stopped, le­a­ning to­ward the thresh­old as they lis­tened for a so­und, any so­und.

Unil got too close. There was a whistling noise. Yu­ba­n­is spun to pull her free but Tubo­cak snatched her as a thorn speared out of the dark­ness. It reached the thresh­old and then lost all of its speed, tum­bling to the gro­und only inch­es away.

“Be ca­re­ful,” said his broth­er.

“Sor­ry, I—”

Tubo­cak held up his hand sharply and then cocked his head. “Lis­ten!”

Yu­ba­n­is held his breath and strained to hear.

It was a voice. He didn’t un­der­stand the la­n­gu­age but he could hear fear and ex­haus­tion. A girl then cried out, soft and sob­bing.

“Shit,” Tubo­cak said. “They’re in there.”

He took a deep breath. “Can you hear us!”

A re­spo­nse drift­ed out, Yu­ba­n­is as­sumed it meant yes.

Tubo­cak lo­oked wor­ried as he turned back. “How do we get in? Those thorns are go­ing to tear us apart.”

Yu­ba­n­is shook his head. “Tear you apart.”

“No,” snapped his broth­er. “I’m not go­ing to let you do that.”

“Why not? I’m hard to kill.”

“Beca­use you are go­ing a­gainst a po­i­soned tiag! This isn’t the horse step­ping on your toe or you falling in the ravine and get­ting a spear up your ass! This is more da­n­ge­rous than any­thing!”

Yu­ba­n­is blushed hot­ly at the re­fe­rence. He was crawl­ing up the side of the ravine one day when he fell. A fri­end’s spear caught his rear and he was im­paled from ass to throat on it. Pulling it out of his throat was one of the most pa­i­nful expe­ri­ences in his life. Not to men­tion one of the most hu­mil­i­at­ing.

“Can we make a shield?” asked Unil.

Tubo­cak po­int­ed at her. “See, that’s a smart idea! Not a stu­pid, sui­ci­dal charge!”

“Fine, I’m just come up with ideas, broth­er!”

“We don’t know your lim­its, Yuba! I’m not go­ing to lose you beca­use you were do­ing some­thing stu­pid.” He took a deep breath. “Damn it. You don’t have to show off for her.”

“I’m not!” Yu­ba­n­is forced him­self not to glance at Unil. He couldn’t stop blu­shing.

The two broth­ers stared at each for a long mo­ment.

“Fine. There are some spare boards un­der our wag­on. I don’t know any­thing a­bout this.” He ges­tured to the wag­on. “But I know our wood is sol­id and should help us.”

Yu­ba­n­is spun and hur­ried away be­fore Unil could see him. He knew where they kept the re­pair sup­plies. By the time the oth­ers jo­ined him, he had them out. It would take a while to make the shield and he hoped the strangers would be able to hold out long e­nough.
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        A Fatal Idea


        
One will take a tho­u­sand ar­rows for love.
—Shore U­pon Stars (Act 3, Scene 2)

Some time lat­er, Yu­ba­n­is heft­ed their ma­keshift shield with two hands. It was heavy but thick. They had also used all of their spare boards to make it three lay­ers thick and bound to­geth­er with nails.

Unil came up next to him, shoul­der to shoul­der. She grabbed the ropes they craft­ed into han­dles. “You know this is prob­a­bly the stu­pi­dest thing we could have done. We prob­a­bly should get the rest of the fam­i­ly.” It was the thing one would say be­fore do­ing some­thing po­ten­tial­ly fa­tal any­ways.

“It’s for the right re­ason,” Tubo­cak mut­tered as he picked up his end. “Be­sides, how long have those peo­ple been in there? They are pi­nned down at the best, fight­ing for their lives at the worst. We’ve talked while ma­king this thing, they may not sur­vive get­ting the oth­ers.”

She sighed and nod­ded.

“Ready?”

Yu­ba­n­is gru­nted.

To­geth­er, they used the shield and stepped over the thresh­old.

Al­most in­stant­ly, whistling filled the air and some­thing struck the shield. An­oth­er thorn slammed into it and then dozens more.

The edge of the shield tilt­ed da­n­ge­rous­ly away from Yu­ba­n­is as one of the thorns scored his arm. He gru­nted through the pain. “At least this is only shoot­ing from one di­rec­tion.”

“Yeah, but it hurts!” Tubo­cak bel­lowed. “For­ward.”

“That I can do!” Olin’s eyes flashed and then sud­den­ly they were steadi­ly mov­ing for­ward. It felt like he was be­ing pulled into the wake as she forced the shield for­ward, walk­ing it with un­stop­pable force.

The tiag con­ti­nued to as­sault them, fi­ring thorns and barbs with rapid speed. Each one thud­ded into the shield, spli­n­te­ring wood and caus­ing it to shake vi­o­lent­ly. The at­tacks were re­lent­less and bru­tal.

“We have a prob­lem,” Tubo­cak said through grit­ted teeth. “The path is go­ing to the right.”

“I can’t do si­de­ways, only for­ward.” Sweat prick­led across Unil’s brow.

“We’ll turn the shield. Yuba, you are go­ing to be the more at risk.”

A wave of thorns crashed into the shield.

“Yeah,” Yu­ba­n­is gru­nted. “I can han­dle it.”

“Turn on four, three, two, one!”

The shift­ed the shield so Unil could turn and force her way for­ward. With the pres­sure from the thorns, the shield dipped da­n­ge­rous­ly close and the safe space grew too small. Yu­ba­n­is had to grab the edge as part of his body was ex­posed.

Sharp thorns slammed into his side, pu­n­ching into flesh and dig­ging deep.

Yu­ba­n­is bit down on his lip and kept his head be­hind the shield. The agony burned white across his vi­sion but he didn’t dare to speak up.

They con­ti­nued for­ward un­til the path straight­ened a­gain and they were able to tilt the shield back to pro­tect all three of them.

Unil gasped as she lo­oked over at Yu­ba­n­is. Then her eyes grew wide and her lips part­ed.

He glanced down. There were a few long pieces of wood that had pierced his arm and stuck out the oth­er side. The en­tire side of his body was co­ated in blood. Cri­n­ging, he lo­oked at his broth­er who didn’t seem to no­tice and then to her. He shook his head.

She frowned but didn’t say any­thing. Turn­ing back, she tensed and her body glowed be­fore she forced the shield for­ward, dri­ving it along the path to­ward the lo­uder so­unds of fear and ter­ror.

“We’re get­ting close to the heart.” Tubo­cak’s voice was strained from his ef­fort. “I can feel it ra­ging a­gainst me.”

“What a­bout the oth­ers?”

“A­head but I can’t see a­ro­und this damn thing.”

Yu­ba­n­is cri­nged. He knew how to look. Shift­ing the weight to one hand, he took a deep breath to steel him­self from the pain.

Unil took more of her weight. “Go on,” she whis­pered.

The thorns slammed hard into the shield.

Yu­ba­n­is used his hand to shield his eyes and then pe­eked a­ro­und the cor­ner.

Two thorns pierced his palm, splat­te­ring his face with hot blood. Be­fore the pain could reg­is­ter, he lo­oked quick­ly a­ro­und. Just a­head of him, he could see a stream­er of thorns were slam­ming into a wall of shift­ing sands. More of the strange let­ters flo­ated a­mong the grains, fla­shing bright­ly with each im­pact.

He ducked be­hind the shield. “Three yards for­ward and then one to the right. There is a ditch of some sort, so watch your step.”

“You bet­ter have not just lo­oked, damn it!” snapped his broth­er.

“No, I just used my pow­ers to feel the fuck­ing air a­ro­und us. Of course I lo­oked.”

“Damn it, Yuba! Mom is go­ing to kill me if you die!”

Unil i­nter­rupt­ed as she forced the shield for­ward. The im­pacts of the thorns grew faster and hard­er, beat­ing on the shield. Spli­nters of wood be­gan to buck­le on their side from the force of the im­pact.

“One more step, then to the right!” yelled Yu­ba­n­is. Then, he yelled at the top of his lungs. “We’re co­ming to help!”

A man yelled back but Yu­ba­n­is couldn’t un­der­stand the words, only the i­n­tent. It so­u­nded like “save me now” and he could un­der­stand that.

Grunt­ing, they forced the shield past the wall of sand and then stepped into the ditch. With all of his might, Yu­ba­n­is jammed the shield into the gro­und as the wall of sand died a­ro­und them.

The strangers had dark skin, not qu­ite black but much dark­er than any­one he had met be­fore. The old­er man had gray­ing hair and many fresh scars cove­ring his face. He wore the same blues and greens as the wag­on but his clothes were drenched with sweat and he vis­i­bly shook.

Next to him was a lit­tle girl, a­bout same age as Gibi. She had the old­er man’s col­oration but the ex­haus­tion had drawn her frame and she lo­oked as if she was starv­ing. Tears glis­tened on her cheeks as she fell back.

Her fa­ther or grand­fa­ther, Yu­ba­n­is wasn’t sure, tried to pull her close as he gasped for breath. He lo­oked up at them and said some­thing in their fo­reign la­n­gu­age.

“Sor­ry,” Tubo­cak said. “I don’t un­der­stand you.”

The man gro­aned and mut­tered some­thing.

The lit­tle girl whim­pered and clutched to him.

He stroked her sweat-so­aked hair, say­ing some­thing. “… Áchi, Áchi.” The way the “A” was said so­u­nded strange though, as if it was spo­ken in a high­er tone.

Unil frowned for a mo­ment. Then she po­int­ed to the girl. “Achi?”

The old­er man po­int­ed to the girl. “Fi­áchi.” Then to him­self. “Ba­to­mat­su Ga­ro­nàga.”

Tubo­cak chuck­led. “Okay, that’s a long name.”

The desert man po­int­ed a­gain. “Áchi. Nàga.”

Unil po­int­ed to her­self. “Unil. Yuba. Tubo.”

“Ú-nil. Yùba. Yùbo.”

Af­ter a few tries, all of them se­emed to get the fo­reign names right.

Tubo­cak sighed. “Okay, how do we get out of here. We need to—damn you, Yuba.”

“What?” He lo­oked down to where his broth­er was sta­ring at his blood drenched side. “Oh yeah, for­got a­bout that.” He reached up and pulled out the thorns, winc­ing as they pulled out but his body quick­ly heal­ing the wo­unds.

“We’re go­ing to have words,” grum­bled his broth­er. “But we have to get out of this first.”

He ges­tured to the shield where the thorns were still hamme­ring on the far side. More spli­nters were form­ing where the at­tacks were witling away at their de­fens­es.

“Quick­ly too. I don’t think we have much time. Some­thing is cha­n­ging in the tiag and I don’t have a good feel­ing a­bout it.”

Unil sighed. “The thorns are co­ming from one di­rec­tion, the ce­nter. If we keep the shield at our back, it should give us a straight line out.”

“Good as any plan,” Tubo­cak said. He grabbed the shield and pre­pared to lift it. With one hand, he ges­tured up. “We need to run. Can you get up, Nàga?”

The desert man sighed and got up on his knees. He pulled his daugh­ter close.

“On the co­unt of four.” Tubo­cak held up four fi­ngers. “Four, three, two, shit!”

Yu­ba­n­is start­ed for­ward when he heard his broth­er swear. Lo­o­king up, he saw a thorn cov­ered vine swing up from the back, slic­ing through trees as it came di­rect­ly for their vul­ner­a­ble side.

“Yuba!”

With­out thi­n­king, Yu­ba­n­is threw him­self up over the ditch and in the path of the vine. With a grunt, he braced him­self as it crashed into his chest and arms.

Sharp thorns pierced his chest and into his or­gans. More of them slapped across his face, te­a­ring at the flesh. The force of the blow pushed him back but he strained to keep it still long e­nough for the oth­ers to find a way of de­fend­ing them­selves.

A blast of sand slammed into the mas­sive vine, re­liev­ing the pres­sure for just a sec­ond. Hands grabbed him and ya­nked him back just as Tubo­cak dropped the shield over all of them in the ditch.

“Damn you to the roots!” screamed Tubo­cak.

Yu­ba­n­is sobbed at the agony. He was blind in one eye from where a thorn had pierced it. With bloody fi­ngers, he reached up to grab it and pull it out. It came with a wet, suck­ing noise.

The lit­tle girl let out a cry as she bu­ried her face into her fa­ther’s leg.

The warmth of heal­ing flo­oded in­side Yu­ba­n­is as he fum­bled with the oth­er pieces of wood that had im­paled him. The burn­ing in his lungs was more than he could i­mag­ine but he knew if he could pull them out.

“Damn it,” Unil gasp. “Get them out of his chest! He can’t breathe!”

They pulled and ya­nked thorns un­til his or­gans were able to knit them­selves to­geth­er.

Pa­in ca­used Yu­ba­n­is to stag­ger. He clutched at his stom­ach and thrust hard, try­ing to get his lungs to work a­gain. It didn’t work but he man­aged to draw in thin thread of air. With tears burn­ing in his eyes, he tried a­gain.

With a rush, his body be­gan to work a­gain. “Shit that hurts!”

Unil hugged him tight­ly. “You’re okay,” she sobbed.

“Could you not throw your­self into every chance? Mom would be fu­ri­ous if you sac­ri­fice your­self?” Tubo­cak snapped but he had a re­lieved smile on his face and tears in his eyes.

“I didn’t think,” Yu­ba­n­is’s voice was hoarse from where it can be pierced. “I didn’t have time.” He bli­nked as his eye healed it­self, the vi­sion slurp­ing into fo­cus with a wet rip­ping sen­sa­tion.

Ga­ro­nàga rest­ed a hand on his shoul­der and gave a nod. Words would be me­a­ning­less but the i­n­tent was clear.

Tubo­cak gro­aned. “The tiag has adapt­ed to us. We’re pi­nned down. She’s not go­ing to let us leave the way we came in.”

“Shit.”

Ga­ro­nàga cle­ared his throat. He said some­thing but at the same time, he ges­tured a­ro­und at the bro­ken shards of wood a­ro­und them. Then he po­int­ed to his heart while mi­ming stab­bing it.

Both Yu­ba­n­is and Unil lo­oked at Tubo­cak.

His broth­er gro­aned. “Of course, it is up to me.”

“Well, you have this amaz­ing pow­er with tiags. If any­one can get us out of here, you would be it.”

“I came up with the stu­pid idea of get­ting us trapped in­side.”

“I think,” Yu­ba­n­is start­ed as he sat up. “We all came up with this stu­pid idea. It was the right thing, maybe not the best of meth­ods.”

“Mom is go­ing to kill us.”

Yu­ba­n­is gro­aned. “Yes, she is. But that also means she’s go­ing to come in here af­ter us. If we don’t do some­thing a­bout this tiag, she’s go­ing to be even more fu­ri­ous at our corpses.”

All three of them mut­tered “shit” un­der their breaths.

Af­ter a few mo­ments of si­lence, Tubo­cak spoke up a­gain with grin. “I don’t have any good ideas, but I have one re­mark­ably stu­pid one.”

Yu­ba­n­is lo­oked at him and saw the smile. “Does it have to do with us crawl­ing to the ce­nter of this thing?”

“How did you guess?”

“Trapped from all sides. We prob­a­bly have e­nough strength to make it there and prob­a­bly brace our­selves while you do some­thing as fool­ish as every­thing else we’ve done so far. Assu­ming Ga­ro­nàga can help with the shield.” Yu­ba­n­is mimed a wall.

The desert man nod­ded but there was no ques­tion that he was al­ready at the end of his lim­its. He clutched his daugh­ter tight­ly. His shoul­ders shook from silent tears.

Tubo­cak closed his eyes. “I think I can pro­ject into the tiag if I can get to her heart. Not to kill her but to put her asleep long e­nough to es­cape. Or stun her. But I have to get close, very close.”

“But there isn’t a ce­nter to tiags,” Unil said. “Eve­ry­one knows that.”

“The at­tacks are co­ming from a sin­gle po­int. What­ev­er it is, that’s where we need to be. That’s where I need to be.”

Yu­ba­n­is asked, “Have you ever done this?” He al­ready knew the an­swer.

“No, but my gut says it’s pos­si­ble.”

“Good e­nough for me, broth­er. I’ll walk to the end of the world for you if I have to.”

“You’re prob­a­bly go­ing to get hurt though. You know we have to keep Unil safe which means your ass is go­ing to get nailed.”

Yu­ba­n­is lo­oked at her and smiled. “Of course, I wouldn’t dare put her at risk. Sor­ry, at any more risk.”

Unil smiled back and most of the pain fad­ed away.

He blushed. “Come on, let’s do this be­fore mom finds out or the tiag finds a new way to kill us with roots.”

All five of them sat down and pla­nned, us­ing the dirt on the gro­und to trace out their tac­tics. It was a weak plan, but it also was their best op­tion they had. It also se­emed pos­si­ble with the abil­i­ties they had.

“Ready?” Tubo­cak asked.

Eve­ry­one gave va­ri­ous agre­e­ments. Ga­ro­nàga held Fi­áchi tight as he nod­ded.

“On four. Three. Two. One!”

Yu­ba­n­is gru­nted as he held Unil and his broth­er push up the shield. The rapid-fire thud­ding of shards re­sumed im­me­di­ate­ly, shud­de­ring it for­ward.

At the same time, Ga­ro­nàga and Fi­áchi rose up with their backs to the trio. They both held up their hands and a wall of sand burst to life. The howl­ing winds added to the whistling thorns.

Grunt­ing, Yu­ba­n­is held the shield steady un­til Unil could ac­ti­vate her pow­er. Then, they steadi­ly marched for­ward. He turned his back to the side, kno­wing it was only a mat­ter of mo­ments be­fore that tiag at­tacked from that an­gle.

It was only a short dis­tance to the ce­nter po­int. Yu­ba­n­is couldn’t see or hear it, but he felt the pres­sure in­creas­ing with every step. The rapid fire beat­ing be­gan to rat­tle the wood as long cracks formed from the im­pact.

“A few more yards. How are you go­ing, Ga­ro­nàga?”

The desert man gru­nted and said some­thing they didn’t un­der­stand.

Yu­ba­n­is chuck­led. “I re­al­ly hope he just didn’t say he was a­bout to col­lapse.”

Unil gro­aned. “Oh, don’t make this hard­er!”

“Might was well laugh in da­nger,” Tubo­cak said as he braced him­self. “We’re a­bout to cross over. Get ready, Ga­ro­nàga! Yuba?”

Yu­ba­n­is steeled him­self a­gainst the pain that was co­ming.

The heart of the tiag was u­n­re­mark­able. Yu­ba­n­is al­most stum­bled over the tree truck that had been struck by light­ning. A hu­man skele­ton had been scorched  and fused into one side of it. In­side the cracked wood, crys­tals had formed in a pool of liq­uid.

“That’s it!”

The first branch struck Yu­ba­n­is’s back. He could feel the thorns dig­ging deep into his skin, shred­ding his shirt and ba­ring bone. He gro­aned and gripped the shield tight­ly. A­ro­und them, the thorns stopped fi­ring but the branch­es sla­shing and bat­te­ring them in­cre­ased with a fury of a storm.

Unil lo­oked at him with con­cern.

“J-Just brace your­self. I got this,” he gasped through the tears. “Tubo, hur­ry.”

His old­er broth­er strad­dled the stump and then shoved his hands into the wa­ter. The air pres­sure a­ro­und them in­cre­ased, like a storm a­bout to burst. It crawled across their skin as the tiag threw her­self into a flur­ry of at­tacks.

Yu­ba­n­is sobbed as he felt his bones bre­a­king and knit­ting to­geth­er. The hamme­ring blows shook his en­tire frame and it felt like he was be­ing ripped apart. Bloods ran down his legs, pool­ing at the gro­und as he shield­ed him­self.

Across from him, lit­tle Fi­áchi held up both of her hands as she sum­moned a shield of sand like her fa­ther. De­spite her del­i­cate form, the pow­er was al­most i­den­ti­cal as they blocked the at­tacks that were co­ming. She cried out with every im­pact and many of her let­ters were mal­formed and gar­bled.

Yu­ba­n­is clenched his eyes tight­ly to­geth­er as he bore down on the pain. He didn’t have many de­fens­es but the agony was dif­fi­cult to think past. Blood and tears ran down his face as the tiag tried to break him.

Unil’s hand pressed a­gainst his own.

He cracked open one eye to look at her through the red-ti­nged tears. She was cry­ing her­self. He tried to say some­thing just as a thorn pierced the back of his neck and tore out his throat.

Unil sobbed as she shook her head. “Tubo!”

“I’m… Try­ing!” Tubo­cak stood firm­ly over the trunk as his en­tire body glowed with a bright light. Lit­tle arcs of pink light­ning arched be­tween him and the two desert peo­ple; every bolt ca­used all three to shud­der in pain and the sand shields to fal­ter. When his broth­er glanced up, his eyes were noth­ing but pools of light.

Fi­áchi let out a cry as her shield flared and then col­lapsed. The lit­tle girl fell back with a bloody face from a branch that had got­ten through.

Ga­ro­nàga stepped over her and spread out his hands, wi­de­ning his own shield but dropped to his knees from the ef­fort. He let out a cry of pain and agony of his own as a few branch­es slipped past.

Forc­ing his hand up, Yu­ba­n­is grabbed his broth­er and pushed him down be­fore one of the branch­es could strike him from be­hind. Blood ran down his arms, spla­shing onto the gro­und.

With­out lo­o­king, Tubo­cak sank to his knees as he bore down into the pool. The air a­ro­und him grew suf­fo­cat­ing and dif­fi­cult to move, as if it was harde­ning a­ro­und all of them.

“Los­ing it!” screamed Unil.

A loud crack of wood fol­lowed. The shield had snapped in half un­der the bat­te­ring of the vines. The thorny branch­es ham­mered faster a­gainst her shield, stri­king her from both sides with bru­tal speed.

Her hot blood splashed across Yu­ba­n­is’s face. He couldn’t feel it through his own, but se­e­ing the agony in her face tore his heart in half. He dredged up as much strength as he could and then grabbed her and the re­mains of their shields.

“Yuba!”

He hugged her tight­ly and pressed her back a­gainst his broth­er, ma­king her a small­er tar­get and ex­pos­ing him­self more to the tiag’s fury.

She start­ed to scream at him but the words we­ren’t many sense any­more. The as­sault a­gainst his body was ma­king it dif­fi­cult to con­cen­trate or even feel any­thing.

He closed his eyes tight and pushed back a­gainst the vines that were bre­a­king bones and punc­tu­ring his back and head. Flash­es of light turned into phys­i­cal sen­sa­tions of pain.

Then, one pow­er­ful blow caught him a­gainst the spine. He felt the bones crack­ing and the en­tire world went white with agony. The last feel­ing he had was his chest col­laps­ing from the im­pact be­fore he ceased to feel any­thing at all.
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        Thanks


        
The great­est mo­ment in life is this qu­iet right be­fore the storm, the si­lence that her­alds our great de­struc­tion.
—The I­ron King’s Be­tray­al (Act 2, Scene 5)

Yu­ba­n­is woke up in the fa­mil­iar co­n­fines of his bed. The bla­nkets and sheets smelled of his pa­rents and he knew in­stant­ly he was back in the wag­on, on the top bunk. With a groan, he tried to roll over but his mus­cles didn’t qu­ite work right. Some­thing in his back clicked and sent a lit­tle flash of pain cours­ing up his spine be­fore it shift­ed e­nough for him to move.

He test­ed his wo­unds. It hurt to take a deep breath, but he was re­lieved that he was draw­ing air into his lungs. Most of his joints ached and his back felt like it had been dragged along the gro­und. For so­me­one who had felt his chest col­lapse, he felt re­mark­ably healthy. Or at least alive.

When he took a deep breath, he picked up a new scent in the air. There was so­me­one else in the wag­on, a stranger. Cu­ri­ous, he inched his fi­ngers through the bla­nkets un­til they met up a­gainst the smooth skin of so­me­one else. He froze, half afraid to wake them up.

“Yuba?” came a sleepy, hoarse voice. It was Unil.

He smiled. “Y-Yes.” His voice was in worse con­di­tion. He nev­er thought a­bout the lim­its of his heal­ing, but he sus­pect­ing ke­e­ping him alive had tak­en prece­dence over the lit­tle aches and pains.

Yu­ba­n­is pushed him­self to his side. Every move­ment hurt. Most of the pain fo­cused on his back and his chest. It felt as if he was on fire, a sen­sa­tion he hadn’t felt since his re­ge­ner­a­tion abil­i­ties had ma­nifest­ed. By the time he bal­anced on his shoul­der and hip, he was sweat­ing from the ef­fort.

Unil had been ban­daged heav­i­ly. Many of the cuts had dark­er spots in the mid­dle where the blood had so­aked through. The slight an­gle to the cuts on the gauze told him that his broth­er had done the ba­n­da­ging; Tubo­cak had a dis­tinct way of ca­ring for so­me­one.

“Did we make it?”

“All of us,” she said qu­iet­ly. She tried to roll on her side to face him but then stopped. Slump­ing back, she lo­oked at him with a smile. “Some of us don’t re­cov­er like you did. The lit­tle girl is go­ing to have scars for the rest of her life on her face and side.”

“Nàga and my broth­er?”

“Nàga had some deep wo­unds that lo­oked i­nfect­ed and he was ex­haust­ed. They are sle­e­ping in the oth­er wag­on while your broth­er watch­es over us. He says he can’t sleep with a bro­ken arm. Also he wants to be up if your moth­er comes.”

Yu­ba­n­is cri­nged. “He’s a brave man. I’d rather go back into the tiag than be the first per­son she meets.”

Unil stroked his cheek. “I thought you were go­ing to die.”

He tried to bring up the mem­o­ry of his fi­nal thoughts. “I think I did, ac­tu­al­ly. It was qu­ite pa­i­nful. I don’t plan on do­ing that a­gain.”

“It was very brave. Fool­ish but brave.”

Yu­ba­n­is blushed. “I didn’t—”

She stopped him by re­a­ching up and grab­bing his neck. He start­ed to make a protest­ing noise but then she had pulled him down into a kiss.

He stopped fight­ing and re­turned the kiss. When her oth­er hand slid up along his side, he couldn’t help but press his palm a­gainst her breast. U­nderneath the thin ma­te­rial of a bor­rowed shirt, her nip­ple was hard. When he cir­cled it, she arched her back and mo­aned.

When they broke for air, he smiled. “Are you sure you are up to this? How hurt were you?”

“I’m not go­ing to feel it in a mo­ment,” she said with a grin.

“Why?”

She grabbed his hand and pushed it down be­tween their bod­ies. There was no ques­tion where she was guid­ing him and he knew the path. “Beca­use you are go­ing to kiss me a­gain.”

That was all ei­ther of them ne­eded.
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        A New Home


        
The Hi­danork Tribes don’t have a con­cept of mar­ri­age like most civ­i­lized cul­ture. It is not un­com­mon for pa­rents to trav­el se­parate­ly for a num­ber of years be­fore de­cid­ing to trav­el to­geth­er.
—Ji­lal of Odir, The U­nit­ed Hi­danork Tribes: Be­fore the War

By the time Yu­ba­n­is o­pened the door and stepped out of the wag­on, most of his aches and pains had fad­ed into the com­fort­able af­ter­glow of sex. He smiled broad­ly as he walked down the steps and then held the door open for Unil.

His lover took two steps out and then froze. The smile dropped from her face in­stant­ly. “Shit.”

A cold shiv­er of fear ran down his spine. Slow­ly, he turned to see both of their moth­ers stand­ing there, arms crossed and fu­ri­ous looks on their faces.

“Shit.” It was the only thing he could say ei­ther.

Pe­nilil cle­ared her throat. “Yuba, to the front.” Her voice was brim­ming with the fury of an ice storm.

“I have to pee.”

“It can wait,” she a­n­no­unced be­fore storm­ing a­ro­und the side.

He gave one last look to Unil be­fore fol­lo­wing af­ter his moth­er. He knew he was go­ing to get pun­ished, it was only a mat­ter of how se­vere and how long he would be suffe­ring.

Yu­ba­n­is bare­ly reached the front when his moth­er spun on her heels and slapped him hard across the face. “You stu­pid ass!”

Her eyes glis­tened with tears. With a sob, she ya­nked him close and hugged him tight­ly. “I could have lost you!”

Yu­ba­n­is hugged her back. “I’m sor­ry, but I had to do it.”

His moth­er’s body shook with her tears. Her arms squ­e­ezed him pa­i­nful­ly. “I al­most lost my baby. I can’t do that. I can’t. You a­ren’t sup­pose to die on me, I don’t care of you can heal your­self or not.”

Yu­ba­n­is’s eyes wa­tered with his own re­lief. He rest­ed his head a­gainst hers and held her tight. “It was the right thing.”

“I know, your broth­er told me. I can be up­set a­bout how you went a­bout it, but you were right to go in and save Naga and Achi. Your im­pati­ence prob­a­bly saved them from dy­ing like her moth­er. But… damn it.” She sniffed and wiped the tears from her face. “I love that you did right, but I feel like you had gut­ted me when your broth­er told me that you had died while do­ing it.”

He strug­gled to hide the smile from his lips. As much as it hurt, he was hap­py that his moth­er was proud of him.

“Now, where is that rash broth­er of yours.”

Yu­ba­n­is lo­oked a­ro­und. He saw his sis­ters, O­sa­in, and Gibi all pet­ting A­basa near a fire pit. They had the com­fort­able chairs out. He frowned for a mo­ment, try­ing to puz­zle out how long they were wait­ing un­til he left the wag­on. Or how they re­moved any­thing from the sto­rage ca­bi­nets un­der­neath with­out him notic­ing.

“There is he. Over by… that place. Come on, I have words.”

To­geth­er, they walked across the grass to­ward the tiag.

A­bout halfway across, his moth­er cle­ared her throat. “In the fu­ture, I would ap­pre­ci­ate if you didn’t make me wait two hours to yell at you. I wast­ed my fury try­ing to get a chance to i­nter­rupt you while still giv­ing you your pri­va­cy.”

“What?” He shook his head. “I don’t un­der­stand.”

“I can see why Ami gave you her bracelet, my son. There is no doubt you earned it. Just re­al­ize, most men need more than thir­ty sec­onds be­tween spar­ring ro­unds with their lovers.”

A blush blos­somed in his cheeks and ears.

“You nev­er gave me a prop­er chance to scream at you,” she said with a grin. The smile fad­ed slight­ly. “But no talk­ing a­bout that in front of her fam­i­ly. They heard e­nough to know what is go­ing on be­tween you but it would be rude. No doubt, your fa­ther or broth­er will want to make a big deal out of it. Keep that pri­vate.”

“Yes, Mom.” He strug­gled to keep the smile from his lips.

As they ap­proached the tree­line, the feel­ing of dread and dis­com­fort that Yu­ba­n­is had felt be­fore was miss­ing, only a diffe­rent sen­sa­tion that tick­led the back of his mind. His broth­er stood with his hands be­hind his back and we­a­ring a wide smile.

His moth­er wagged a fi­nger at Tubo­cak. “You are sup­posed—”

“Mom,” i­nter­rupt­ed Tubo­cak with a grin. He held out a small neck­lace with a crys­tal pe­n­dant. It was the same crys­tal as in­side the stump that his broth­er had fo­und at the heart of the tiag. “I’d like you to meet Mel­bith Pe­nilil, our new lands.”

She froze as her eyes o­pened wide.

He put the pe­n­dant into her palm and closed her fi­ngers a­ro­und it. Le­a­ning down, he kissed her knuck­les. “She’s a bit cranky like you, but she would love to meet you.”

“Y-You…?” His moth­er was at a loss for words.

His broth­er stepped pass the thresh­old of the tiag.

Yu­ba­n­is cri­nged, wait­ing for the thorns to shoot out.

Noth­ing hap­pened ex­cept for a few trees rus­tled.

Tubo­cak’s eyes al­most shone. He ges­tured down a small foot­path that Yu­ba­n­is hadn’t seen be­fore. “Come on. She’s go­ing to need at­ten­tion every cou­ple years for a while be­fore she set­tles down, but I think she’ll be a good place for us.”

“Y-You,” his moth­er sput­tered. “You at­tuned your­self to the land?”

Tubo­cak sighed. He fo­cused on Yu­ba­n­is and shook his head. “When I saw my broth­er fall, some­thing in­side me broke. I had to stop the tiag, so I threw my­self into her.” His eyes grew ha­u­nted for a mo­ment. “I tried to kill her, I re­al­ly did, but she wasn’t go­ing to die. Not with­out tak­ing me.”

“Tubo…” His moth­er shook her head.

“I couldn’t do it. She was in pain and I had the only thing that could help her. I don’t know how I did it, but Mel­bith tore some­thing out of me.” He thumped his chest. “Not any­thing phys­i­cal, but I can feel this… wo­und in my heart where she clawed it out.”

“You sac­ri­ficed part of your soul to the tiag. Damn it, why did both of my sons end up mar­tyrs?”

Tubo­cak sud­den­ly smiled. “Well, Yuba got a few hours of epic fuck­ing out of it. So I don’t think he was en­tire­ly al­tru­is­tic—”

Their moth­er smacked him.

“What? It’s true!”

Yu­ba­n­is blushed.

“We’ll deal with that lat­er. Right now, what can we do for Mel­bith, right? You should have called her Mel­bith Tubo­cak.”

“Yeah, but she’s some­what of a bitch.”

Pe­nilil lift­ed up her fist. “I will end you.”

A­ro­und them, the trees rus­tled in a wind that didn’t ex­ist.

Tubo­cak reached up and gen­tly pushed his moth­er’s fist down. “Yes, let’s not do that here. Mel­bith has been hurt for many years. It’s go­ing to take her decades be­fore those wo­unds are healed and she’s en­tire­ly safe for any­one. That means no gift­ing en­trance to her for at least fifty or six­ty years. I sus­pect that we’ll need to come back here every two to five years un­til then.”

His moth­er froze, her eyes fla­shing. “W-We can do that, we come through her fre­qu­ent­ly if we cha­nge our routes on year nine and twen­ty-two.”

“I know. Un­til then, we’ll still need to use Wa­rin’s pas­sage. Af­ter that though, we’ll have a new home.”

Pe­nilil smiled and hugged him. “You did the right thing.”

Yu­ba­n­is cle­ared his throat. “What a­bout Unil? Well, Unil and her fam­i­ly?”

Tubo­cak smirked. “Thi­n­king of her al­ready? Go­ing to trav­el with her now?”

Their moth­er smacked him.

The branch­es rus­tled a­gain.

He chuck­led. “She was here when I touched her. She’s got a co­nnec­tion to Mel­bith, as you, Nàga, and Áchi. They will nev­er need a key to call this place home, even to­day. But, broth­er dear, I made pe­n­dant for her fam­i­ly also so they will be able to call Mel their home too. She could use the at­ten­tion.”

Tubo­cak gri­nned. “Plus, it means that my broth­er will have a chance to meet  Unil and their child a few times be­fore they de­cide to trav­el to­geth­er. I mean, af­ter all that, there is no ques­tion he gave her a baby.”

Pe­nilil tight­ened her lips to­geth­er. “Tubo?”

“Yes, moth­er,” he said with a smile.

“Come with me so I can beat you.”

He shrugged and then lead the way out of what would be­come one of their new homes.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            
        


        About D. Moonfire


        D. Moonfire is the remarkable intersection of a computer nerd and a scientist. He inherited a desire for learning, endless curiosity, and a talent for being a polymath from both of his parents. Instead of focusing on a single genre, he writes stories and novels in many different settings ranging from fantasy to science fiction. He also throws in the occasional romance or forensics murder mystery to mix things up.

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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You can see more work by D. Moonfire at his website at https://d.moonfire.us/. His fantasy world, Fedran, can be found at https://fedran.com/.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            
        


        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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