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        No Tears Allowed


        
To the Pa­bi­n­kúe, the eyes of the herd are wi­ndows for her mas­ters.
—Pa­bi­n­kue Ni­ga­kúmi

Mi­káryo felt Ru­te­jìmo’s a­n­guished gaze a­gainst her back like a knife stab­bing into her kid­ney. She didn’t have to look over her shoul­der to i­mag­ine tears rolling down his cheeks, trac­ing along the fresh cuts and bru­ises be­fore mix­ing with the blood that ran from his lips. He had been be­aten bad­ly and the sight of his inju­ries—when he left her healthy and u­nharmed only a few hours ago—tore at her heart.

Her vi­sion blurred with her ef­fort not to let the tears roll down her own cheeks. Her lungs ached to hold back the sob that thre­a­tened to es­cape her throat. Every­thing in­side her screamed for her to go back and com­fort him, to hold him and tell him that he could join her.

Next to her, rid­ing his black horse, Tsub­àyo glanced at her with con­cern in his gaze. He start­ed to look back but then she hissed at him to stop.

Tsub­àyo obeyed and then lo­oked for­ward. His eyes se­emed to soft­en for a mo­ment and his face re­laxed. Slow­ly, he reached up to scratch his scar; as a child, spilled hot oil had marked him from the top of his brow, along the side of his face, and down to his chest. The scarred flesh fre­qu­ent­ly drew u­n­wa­nted at­ten­tion and Tsub­àyo did every­thing in his pow­er to avoid call­ing out at­ten­tion to his old in­jury, but he still touched it while con­cen­trat­ing.

She barked out a laugh. He was us­ing his mag­ic to look through the eyes of one of the hors­es in the herd. She could do the same, but where Tsub­àyo could use any horse in his herd, she could only share her sens­es with her black steed, Da­to­bàpo.

“He’s still there,” Tsub­àyo said in a low voice.

“I wasn’t go­ing to look.”

A faint smile quirked the cor­ner.

Mi­káryo rolled her eyes. “Fine, I want to look but I can’t use any horse near­by to peek like you.”

“Don’t wor­ry, Káryo. I’ll tell you when he stops wail­ing.” He used the fa­mil­iar and her pre­ferred form of ad­dress. Out­side of the end­less scra­ping and bo­wing of the cities, she nev­er saw a re­ason to use her full name.

“Thank you.”

He shrugged. “Ex­plain lat­er though?”

She smiled at him and then nod­ded. With her thoughts, she had Da­to­bàpo pace clos­er so she could reach Tsub­àyo.

The horse obeyed her tele­path­ic com­mand, smooth­ly step­ping along the grav­el un­til the two rid­ers’ legs brushed a­gainst each oth­er. His body moved in per­fect har­mo­ny with Tsub­àyo’s mo­unt, Ga­fi­hán, as they stepped in time with each oth­er.

Mi­káryo rest­ed her hand on Tsub­àyo’s shoul­der for a mo­ment. The black tat­too on her hand ble­nded with his dark out­fit. She squ­e­ezed be­fore the two hors­es part­ed.

He briefly smiled at her and then re­turned to his ef­forts. Be­fore them, there were thir­ty hors­es pulling the large, brass scor­pi­on me­chan­i­cal. He com­ma­nded all of them with his thoughts, di­rect­ing them to work to­geth­er to haul the large de­vice on their way to the north­ern city that had paid for the war ma­chine.

“He’s gone.”

She turned and pe­ered over her shoul­der. She couldn’t see any hint of Ru­te­jìmo’s pre­sence though she knew if she went back, there would be blood on the gro­und and scat­tered rocks in the way of his leav­ing. “Can you fol­low him?”

Tsub­àyo shook his head. “He’s mov­ing too fast, I can’t catch the hors­es fast e­nough to watch.”

Dis­ap­po­int­ed, Mi­káryo turned back on her horse and set­tled down. The sad­ness still choked her and she strug­gled with the urge to chase him down.

“Why not bring him along?”

She flinched at the ques­tion. “He couldn’t trav­el with us. You know that. He’s a banyosi­ōu now. With­out a clan, he couldn’t be wel­comed at any oa­sis or shel­ter.” She felt sick say­ing it and the tears thre­a­tened to rise up a­gain.

When Tsub­àyo said noth­ing, she pe­eked up to see him sta­ring at her.

Gulp­ing, she asked, “What?”

“You don’t care a­bout those things, Káryo. All the bo­wing and scra­ping? That isn’t you. If no one would give him food, you’d share your own. If an oa­sis wouldn’t ac­cept him, you’d camp out in the sands with him.”

With every word, she felt even worse. Tsub­àyo knew her too well.

“So why?”

She smiled at him grim­ly. “Beca­use I think he’s on a path we can­not as­sist with.”

“A path be­sides wa­n­de­ring into the desert and dy­ing beca­use he’s too stu­pid to re­al­ize… no…” Tsub­àyo took a deep breath and his face un­twist­ed. “It’s one of those desert things, isn’t it? Keep so­me­one in the dark to make sure the knife of expe­ri­ence scrapes the bone?”

Mi­káryo chuck­led. “Yes.”

“Those sun-ad­dled ass­holes of the Shi­mu­sògo.” He spat out the name of the clan that he was born into. It was Ru­te­jìmo’s clan now just as Tsub­àyo was now a mem­ber of the Pa­bi­n­kúe clan. Well, it would be Ru­te­jìmo’s a­gain if he man­aged to sur­vive a year.

“Tra­uma does in­cre­ase the pow­er.”

“Tra­uma also leaves chil­dren to die in the mid­dle of the desert. It in­flict­ed me with night­mares for the last ten years and I still can’t get my heart away from it. Every damn day, I wor­ry I’m go­ing to turn into those ass­holes and hurt my daugh­ter with their horse shit at­ti­tudes and ob­ses­sion with de­stroy­ing lives.” His voice grew sharp­er with every word.

Mi­káryo reached over and rest­ed her hand on his shoul­der. She left it there in­stead of part­ing, now that Ru­te­jìmo wasn’t watch­ing. “You have to ad­mit, you are the most pow­er­ful of the Pa­bi­n­kúe, even with­out be­ing a war­rior.”

He glared at her.

“I’m sure Múchi would nev­er let you hurt your foals. I sure wouldn’t.”

Tsub­àyo re­laxed and chuck­led wry­ly. “No, she’d have me drawn and quar­tered if I even sug­gest­ed it. Be­ing her hus­band would mean she’d be the one quarte­ring me per­son­al­ly. Be­sides, at least the Pa­bi­n­kúe don’t have their heads shoved up their ass­holes. They talk a­bout the tri­als, in vague terms but they at least ex­plain that it has to be stress­ful to ma­nifest mag­ic.”

Mi­káryo pat­ted his shoul­der. “You e­nded up a good man, Bàyo.”
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        Regret


        
For­mal­i­ty in the desert is strict and bru­tal. The bar­ba­ri­ans wouldn’t hesi­tate to beat any­one who ad­dress­es a su­pe­rior with­out “great” and their full name.
—Trasid Mala­fun, Strange Cus­toms of the Sand-Blo­oded

The light of the fire pushed back the dark­ness that sur­ro­u­nded Mi­káryo. She could e­njoyed the near day­light bril­li­ance of the mer­chant clan’s bo­nfires but the hors­es were spo­oked by the noise. Both Tsub­àyo and her pre­ferred to camp a few chains away from the rest of the car­a­van, the rel­a­tive qu­iet made a far more e­njoy­able night.

She took a deep breath and i­nhaled in the sweet smell of the burn­ing wood. The sap from the lo­cal trees re­mi­nded her of home, at least in the way it popped and hissed in the fire. She wo­n­dered if the lo­cals smoked it or used it as ince­nse like her fa­ther did.

“Smells like do­chī­ga wood,” Tsub­àyo said as he set down a plat­ter of food and a large mug of hot tea next to her. He then took a few steps to sit down on his own rid­ing bla­nket. The sand un­der­neath shift­ed slight­ly with his weight.

“I thought the same thing.”

“Get­ting home­sick al­ready? It’s only been five months since you vis­it­ed.”

Mi­káryo glared at him. “You know I don’t go home.”

He nod­ded and shrugged his shoul­ders. “I don’t mind it.”

“You have a gorge­ous wife and three beau­ti­ful chil­dren wait­ing for you. I sus­pect you are the one anxi­ous to ride her like a horse the mo­ment you get home.”

He picked up his mug and spoke into the ste­a­ming liq­uid while gri­n­ning. “Maybe…”

“Go­ing for four?”

He shook his head. “Three’s e­nough. Any more and the house will get cramped and I’ll start spend­ing more time out here than at home.”

“You can al­ways leave kids be­hind you on the sands. Some of those mer­chants do.” She ges­tured dis­mis­sive­ly at the gathe­ring be­hind them. The oth­ers were cel­e­brat­ing some­thing, prob­a­bly some wind blew or an­oth­er thin­ly veiled ex­cuse to drink.

Tsub­àyo scratched his scar. “I wouldn’t do that to Múchi. I would nev­er stray.”

Mi­káryo reached out and grabbed a stick. She rolled it along her fi­nger­tips for a mo­ment and then used it to shove one of the logs into the ce­nter of the pit where the flames were the hottest. “Is she still okay with us fuck­ing?”

“Of course, you’re the Great Pa­bi­n­kue Mi­káryo.”

Mi­káryo glared at him sharply.

He gri­nned and took an­oth­er bite. “What? That’s what she calls you. Not eve­ry­one in­sists on us­ing child­ish names, you know.”

“I just don’t like—” she start­ed with a ris­ing tone.

“It’s okay, Káryo. I’m just teas­ing you. She knows ex­act­ly what we do out here.”

“If she ask you to stop?”

“I’d do in a heart­beat,” he said firm­ly.

“Good.” Mi­káryo picked up her plate and ate qu­iet­ly.

Af­ter a few min­utes of si­lence, Tsub­àyo broke the si­lence. “Why the ques­tions? Jìmo?”

The mus­cles in her stom­ach and shoul­der tight­ened.

“I know our re­lati­o­nship has been set­tled for years. The only thing that has cha­nged is him.”

Mi­káryo wasn’t sure how to re­spond. He didn’t have to be right and she hat­ed ad­mit­ting it. “Jeal­ous?”

Tsub­àyo pulled a face. “I mean, I don’t re­al­ly care for what you did. How­ev­er, it’s been a long time and I’m not the same boy who tried to kill him. You know that. But I also know that if he was just a cock, you wouldn’t have rid­den him…” He sud­den­ly smiled wry­ly. “… like a horse in the night.”

A mem­o­ry of lust warmed her body for a mo­ment. “Fine, a po­int for you.”

He chuck­led and re­turned to his food.

They fin­ished their meals in rel­a­tive si­lence. Tsub­àyo gath­ered up the plates and mugs and took them to the main group to get cle­aned.

Alone, Mi­káryo re­turned to sta­ring at the fire. Her thoughts were dark with Ru­te­jìmo. Tsub­àyo had guessed cor­rect­ly, the last two nights with him had been more than just mind­less pas­sion. She felt drawn to the whimpe­ring yo­ung man, the de­sire to pro­tect him colo­ring every con­ver­sa­tion she had with him.

That was one mark of the ko­ji­nōmi, spe­ak­ers for the desert. When­ev­er one of the Pa­bi­n­kúe was in da­nger, she felt a call­ing to rush to help. With Ru­te­jìmo, she heard the same call though it was qu­i­eter and less press­ing.

She knew that be­ing ban­ished from his clan was just the first step for some­thing more. The desert had plans for Ru­te­jìmo, ones that would hurt him in ways that no hu­man fist could match. She wa­nted to rush af­ter him, to shield him from the pain and agony he was a­bout to suf­fer.

She couldn’t, she knew that.

An ear­li­er con­ver­sa­tion came up: tra­uma ma­nifest­ed pow­er. Nor­mal­ly eve­ry­one had only one mo­ment in their lives where their needs me­asured out the depth of their mag­ic. Ru­te­jìmo would have two and his sec­ond life had just be­gan.

A tear ran down her cheek. She tried to wipe it away but more dripped down her face. Af­ter a few mo­ments of try­ing, she just let them fall.

“I’m sor­ry,” she whis­pered.

A log in the fire shift­ed and sent up a spray of em­bers into the air.

The gro­und crunched with Tsub­àyo’s re­turn. He stopped next to her, rest­ing one hand on her shoul­der. “I’m head­ing to my tent.”

Mi­káryo didn’t want to be alone for the night. She reached up to hold his hand a­gainst her. “Would you be…?”

“Would you like com­pa­ny tonight?”

“Please?”

“Come on,” he said warm­ly be­fore help­ing her to her feet.

To­geth­er, they gath­ered up their belo­n­gings and placed them back into the packs. One nev­er knew if they would have time when the sun rose, it was best to be pre­pared to leave with a mo­ment’s no­tice. It took an­oth­er half hour to check on the hors­es; Tsub­àyo could do it men­tal­ly but both pre­ferred to touch and i­n­ter­act with their herd.

When she re­turned, he held the flap open to her tent.

Mur­mu­ring thanks, she crawled in and stripped down to her un­der­wear. The wires in her ar­mored cloth re­sist­ed fold­ing, but she coiled it into a roll of black fab­ric that would dou­ble as a pil­low for lat­er.

When she turned a­ro­und, Tsub­àyo had re­moved all of his clothes. The scars marked his flesh down to the peak of his hip, bi­sect­ing his body with the dark­er slash of hard­ened skin. Kneel­ing next to her, he helped her pull the black cloth from her breasts be­fore slid­ing his arm a­ro­und her bare waist. Their black tat­toos rubbed to­geth­er and the im­ages of hors­es that cov­ered both of their bod­ies lo­oked like a herd.

He was hot a­gainst her body, a warmth that pushed back the cold of night and the dark­ness that ha­u­nted in her thoughts.

She sniffed and reached up to cup the side of his face, her fi­ngers rest­ing a­gainst his scars. “Thank you, Bàyo.”

“What are fri­ends for, Great Pa­bi­n­kue—?”

She si­lenced him with a kiss.
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        Answers


        
To speak the desert’s name is to in­vite a vis­it from death. To even think her name is to re­quest atte­n­dance.
—Ro­ji­ki­nomi Ri­dáchi

Days lat­er, the ques­tion Mi­káryo ex­pect­ed fi­nal­ly came.

“What is Ru­te­jìmo go­ing through?”

She reached up and pulled the black fab­ric from her face to take a deep breath. It seared her lungs and prick­led her lips.

Next to her, Tsub­àyo rode his horse with one hand rest­ing on the back of his mo­unt’s neck and the oth­er heft­ing his wa­ter skin. The Pa­bi­n­kúe didn’t need reins or sad­dles to ride, not with their minds co­nnect­ed with their crea­tures.

Mi­káryo held out her hand for his skin. When he ha­nded it to her, she drank from the metal­lic-tast­ing liq­uid be­fore re­turn­ing it. “Thanks.”

“Please don’t cha­nge the top­ic.”

Her heart beat faster and her mus­cles clenched.

U­nderneath her, Da­to­bàpo stum­bled when her thoughts dis­rupt­ed his pace. He shook his mane an­gri­ly, fol­lowed by a wave of emo­tion that made his po­int clear.

It took her a mo­ment to calm her thoughts and mo­unt.

To her re­lief, Tsub­àyo didn’t press his ques­tion. He watched the scor­pi­on be­ing hauled in front of him, his eyes glazed over and his fi­ngers ab­sent­ly rub­bing the scar near his col­lar.

The desert passed slow­ly while she strug­gled for how to start. Fi­nal­ly, she fo­und the words. “We find our spir­its du­ring our rites of pas­sage. We fo­und Pa­bi­n­kúe, he fo­und Shi­mu­sògo. Some­times, there is only one spir­it, oth­er times there are many.”

“So I could have been a Shi­mu­sògo if I wa­nted to spend my life ru­n­ning a­ro­und on my bare feet?”

She shrugged and then nod­ded. “The pas­sage is more than just stress, it’s a judg­ment. The spir­its are choos­ing you for your ac­tions and your thoughts. For some, your per­son­al­i­ty just mesh­es and there is no doubt which spir­it is for you.”

“Jìmo would be one of those.”

“And that oth­er girl.”

“Chi…” He frowned. “I don’t re­mem­ber her name any­more. She was a bird chas­er if there was one.”

“Of course. Shi­mu­sògo had al­ready picked her by the time I fo­und you.” She po­int­ed ac­cus­ing­ly at him. She had stum­bled into Tsub­àyo’s rite of pas­sage when she chased af­ter the man who killed her sis­ter while steal­ing a horse. The horse thief e­nded up be­ing Tsub­àyo but Mi­káryo had to shove aside the pain when it be­came appa­rent that her clan spir­it had cho­sen the sis­ter’s mur­der­er. The loss had fad­ed over the years, the wo­und scabbed over by the com­pa­ni­o­nship Tsub­àyo had giv­en her.

She tore her thoughts from her past and po­int­ed a­gain. “For you, there was a doubt. I’m sure if you act­ed diffe­rent­ly, you would have been Shi­mu­sògo or some oth­er clan. Or a bloody corpse in the sands.”

She saw the flick­er of pain in his eyes. He knew the price Mi­káryo had paid. Guilt burned in her thoughts and she turned away to break the con­ver­sa­tion.

Da­to­bàpo shook his mane as a prick­le of an­noy­ance radi­ated from his thoughts.

She pat­ted him.

“So what does that have to do with Ru­te­jìmo? He has a clan.” Tsub­àyo also wa­nted to cha­nge the con­ver­sa­tion.

Thank­ful for the respite, she an­swered, “Who do you pray to?”

“The moon of course. You taught me that. Every night at moon rise, when the mag­ic runs through my ve­ins.”

For a mo­ment, she re­mem­bered the sullen brat who she brought home. Tsub­àyo had grown up a lot in the last ten years. “There are two oth­ers.”

“Yeah, the sun and desert.” He waved his hands dis­mis­sive­ly.

“Who prays to the sun?”

“The day clans.”

“Who prays to the desert?”

He o­pened his mouth and then closed it. His brown skin paled for a mo­ment. Lick­ing his lips, he fi­nal­ly said, “No one.”

She lo­oked at him po­int­ed­ly.

“What? No one would dare to men­tion her name. Just say­ing it would be ask­ing death to vis­it you.”

Mi­káryo’s stom­ach twist­ed as she strug­gled to fight her emo­tions. She could feel the tears thre­a­te­ning to come a­gain as she pic­tured the hell the desert had in store for Ru­te­jìmo. If he sur­vived, his sec­ond life would have be­gun.

Re­al­iza­tion dawned on Tsub­àyo’s face. “A ko­ji­nōmi!? He’s go­ing to be a te­nder of the dead? H-How? I mean, how? It’s… he’s… Jìmo.”

A­ro­und him, the herd stum­bled.

The gi­ant brass scor­pi­on lurched to a stop.

A­head of them, the mer­chants be­gan to yell.

“The hors­es!” snapped Mi­káryo.

His face darke­ning with a blush, Tsub­àyo con­cen­trat­ed for a mo­ment and the herd be­gan to strain a­gainst their ropes a­gain. A minute lat­er, the me­chan­i­cal de­vice con­ti­nued along its route.

Ko­ji­nōmi. In a so­ci­ety that re­fused to name the dead to avoid draw­ing the at­ten­tion of the desert moth­er, they were the men and women who will­ing­ly car­ried bod­ies to the fu­ner­al pyres. They risked prox­im­i­ty to death her­self to make sure the dead passed on with dig­ni­ty, hon­or, and grace.

Mi­káryo choked back a sob.

Like war­riors, al­most none of the ko­ji­nōmi died of old age. Their end came from at­tacks by griev­ing lovers, di­se­ases from hands they held, or the blood from the guts they held in while liste­ning to a dy­ing co­nfes­sion. They nev­er had a clean death, only a ter­ri­ble one.

Ru­te­jìmo didn’t have a chance. He didn’t have the strength to sur­vive death’s at­ten­tion. A great war­rior would be hard pressed with the shad­ow of obliv­ion fol­lo­wing them, a pa­thet­ic fight­er like Ru­te­jìmo might not even make it a day be­fore his end.

“He’ll make it.”

Mi­káryo jerked her head up to look at Tsub­àyo.

He glanced at her and shrugged. “Jìmo will sur­vive.”

“How can you see that? Have you seen how he fights?”

Tsub­àyo held out his hand with a silent ques­tion.

“Fine, you tried to kill him. But that’s the po­int. You would have suc­ce­eded. If it wasn’t for that girl, his blood would be on the sands.”

“Ex­cept you said that you feel the need to pro­tect him.”

“I would have nev­er told you that!” she pro­cla­imed even as she tried to i­mag­ine when she re­vealed that se­cret.

Tsub­àyo gri­nned.

“You, sun-stroked, ran­cid chunk of horse shit, you guessed!? You guessed?”

“Yes and no. It’s pret­ty obvi­ous with the way you were in­stant­ly af­fec­ti­o­nate to­ward him. But you know our ko­ji­nōmi. She won’t tend a fol­low­er of sun­light. Not in a hun­dred years. And that old bas­tard we met a year ago? He wouldn’t touch us beca­use we were of the night. Ko­ji­nōmi don’t care for the dead on the oth­er side. Sun and moon, that di­vide al­ways re­mains.”

“So, what does that mat­ter?”

With a grin, he said, “Jìmo has the bless­ing of both. It’s obvi­ous that he is touched by the sun. And you also feel that need to pro­tect him, as if he was one of us.”

She mulled over his thoughts. “How can you be sure?”

“I can’t, but I have a lot of trou­ble be­liev­ing that… the desert wouldn’t cho­ose him un­less he had a chance.”

“I know oth­ers that failed. These mo­ments of a new life are dead­ly and this time, he’s play­ing with death her­self.”

“A child died du­ring my rite of pas­sage too. But most of us sur­vived. Tra­uma brings pow­er. If so­me­one is go­ing to get tra­uma­tized, it would be Great Shi­mu­sogo Ru­te­jìmo.”
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        A Curious Person


        
The sun and moon war end­less­ly in their courtship over the great desert. Their chil­dren and their chil­dren’s chil­dren are their pawns in the end­less war.
—Re­chyo­koni A­sa­mōno

Mi­káryo slumped back with a co­n­te­nted sigh. The sweat that clung to her skin caught her hair, plas­te­ring the curls a­gainst her face and nose. She ig­nored it and e­njoyed the fad­ing glow of her or­gasm in­stead.

Her lover, Ri­dáchi, crawled up her body, her nip­ples trac­ing along Mi­káryo’s tat­toos, be­fore she set­tled into place with her cheek on Mi­káryo’s breast. She had long black hair with a lit­tle curl to it. The strands clung to the sweat on both of their bod­ies.

Ri­dáchi lo­oked up at Mi­káryo and smiled bright­ly. “I love it when you come home, you know that? I miss… just liste­ning to your heart beat.”

Mi­káryo reached down and ran her hands along her lover’s shoul­der. Ri­dáchi’s dark skin matched Mi­káryo’s tat­toos, black hors­es that raced over al­most her en­tire body ex­cept for bare spots of brown skin shaped like a horse’s head ce­n­tered on both her abdo­men and back.

Ri­dáchi reached out and ran her fi­nger­tips along Mi­káryo’s tat­toos, trac­ing the va­ri­ous hors­es un­til she got to one of the old­er ones. She out­lined the horse’s mane. “I love your hors­es. Is this one Mìna?”

“To the right two, there he is. That’s my beau­ty.” To­mìna, the sec­ond horse she had bo­nded to. His death came when a bridge col­lapsed un­der­neath them du­ring a bat­tle. Mi­káryo hu­nted down the peo­ple re­spon­si­ble for erod­ing the stone be­fore she got a tat­too in her horse’s mem­o­ry.

She lift­ed her head to cup Mi­káryo’s breast and press her thumb on a small horse near her nip­ple. “Fòbi? I re­mem­ber that foal. You were in tears when he got sick.” The smile on her lips fad­ed slight­ly. “I re­mem­ber his flames and the lit­tle girl call­ing out his name.”

The mem­o­ry brought a smile for Mi­káryo. “My fa­ther kept try­ing to tell me to stop call­ing out his name but I wouldn’t lis­ten.”

“At least un­til you es­caped and fo­und me.” Ri­dáchi lift­ed her head to push back her hair, just a few strands of white mark­ing the black. She kissed Mi­káryo’s nip­ple be­fore mov­ing her cheek down on the emp­ty spot of her lover’s bel­ly. “Most peo­ple are afraid to name the dead. You wear them on your body.”

She stroked her fi­ngers along the hors­es. “Every one of these is named, a mem­o­ry of a horse that the Pa­bi­n­kúe lost. So beau­ti­ful. It re­minds me of my Book of Ash.”

Her fi­nger­tips slid to one of the small spots that was u­nmarked. The brown skin had a few scars from heal­ing, scratch­es from a fight that Mi­káryo couldn’t re­mem­ber any­more. “This one is still for Great Pa­bi­n­kue Da­to­bàpo?”

“Yes.”

Ri­dáchi slid her fi­ngers up to an­oth­er emp­ty spot, this one near joint of her left wrist. “Who is this for? Your ride af­ter Bàpo?”

“Yes.”

Ri­dáchi start­ed to chuck­le but then a shud­der coursed through her body. It sim­i­lar to the same shiv­er that raced along eve­ry­one’s body when the moon rose above the hori­zon, the brief mo­ment when mag­ic be­came sud­den­ly pos­si­ble a­gain.

“Dáchi?”

“So­me­one just died.”

Mi­káryo closed her eyes for a mo­ment.

Ri­dáchi crawled to her knees, her breasts sway­ing with her move­ments. “I’m sor­ry, the desert is a cru­el mis­tress and de­mands me.”

“I know. We all have our du­ties, right?”

Ri­dáchi le­aned over to kiss Mi­káryo’s nip­ple a­gain. “I like these.”

Then she sat up and blind­ly reached be­hind her. So­mehow, a pile of plain white clothes had been stacked near the en­trance of the tent. Mi­káryo nev­er heard any­one ap­pro­a­ching; nei­ther did her horse.

“Oh, I’ve been me­a­ning to tell you. I met one of the most cu­ri­ous of ko­ji­nōmi last month. A new one, maybe only a few years since he had the call.”

Mi­káryo shrugged. “That hap­pens every month or so any­ways, right? There is al­ways a need for so­me­one to tend to the dead.”

“Yes, but this man came from a sun clan, a speed­ster.”

Mi­káryo’s heart skipped a beat. Her lungs re­fused to i­nhale for a mo­ment and her throat tight­ened.

Ri­dáchi con­ti­nued, “It was one of the nas­ti­er bat­tles I’ve seen: blood and shit every­where, bod­ies ripped apart, even chil­dren dead. Some hot-he­aded clan took offe­nse and in­vad­ed a vil­lage for slaugh­ter. The oth­er re­spo­nded, al­lies were brought in. War­riors died, i­nno­cent died. Three ko­ji­nōmi were called, he was the last.”

She pulled on her clothes while she talked, her voice gro­wing qu­i­eter with every piece of white she pulled on. Then she came up to the last piece, a plain rope belt. “U­su­al­ly when a bright ko­ji­nōmi shows up, they piss on our corpses while re­spect­ing their own. I don’t shit on theirs but… I don’t re­al­ly take an ef­fort. So a bright and I were pulling apart bod­ies for our pyres when this man comes ru­shing it re­al­ly fast, faster than any­one could run, and starts to help.”

A tear rolled down Mi­káryo’s cheek. She was talk­ing a­bout Ru­te­jìmo, it had to be him.

“He’s a sun from the bright flames so I fig­ured there would be piss­ing. None of us re­al­ly fight when be­ing a ko­ji­nōmi, but you’d be amazed how much of an ass we can be while silent. But, to my sur­prise, he didn’t walk past me but start­ed to help. He didn’t care who it was, only that it got to the right pyre. He even knew the prayers of Cho­bìre when he helped me. I saw his lips, he knew the words.”

She chuck­led to her­self, her shoul­ders sha­king. “I have nev­er seen one who tru­ly gave him­self to the desert. He just hauled bod­ies to the right places. Said the right things. Mo­on and sun, night and day.”

Ri­dáchi ran her fi­ngers along the rope. A bre­eze rip­pled through the o­pe­ning of the tent, tug­ging on the edges of her plain cloth­ing. She shook her head as if to clear it. Then she be­gan to pull the belt on. As she did, she lift­ed her­self up and turned to Mi­káryo.

“So I start­ed to learn the sun prayers and…” Ri­dáchi’s eyes wi­dened. “Are you cry­ing?”

Mi­káryo nod­ded fierce­ly as she sobbed with joy. She didn’t care if the tears were mix­ing in with the sweat or so­a­king her chest.

Ri­dáchi froze, her mouth open. “You know this ko­ji­nōmi?”

“I-I do. He is the Great Shi­mu­sogo Ru­te­jìmo, I’m sure of it.”

Her lover’s mouth o­pened more. “I have nev­er heard you call any­one great in—”

The wind rat­tled the tent hard. The force al­most picked up the cor­ner.

Ri­dáchi jumped and lo­oked out with a guilty look. She fin­ished putting her belt on but stopped at the last cinch. Mi­káryo knew that as soon as the last piece went on, she would stop talk­ing un­til the dead were sent on their way. “I have to go. Af­ter this, please?”

Mi­káryo couldn’t speak with­out sob­bing. She man­aged to make it un­til Ri­dáchi left be­fore she broke down in tears.
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        Blood and Ink


        
No clan of the sun and light would ever ruin their bod­ies with the foul­ness of ink.
—Ko­sobyo Ni­kàfu

In the shad­ows of Wa­mi­fuko City, Mi­káryo worked her way a­ro­und the tents that had sprung up over the years. Situ­ated along the south side of the city, the area con­sist­ed most­ly of moon clans with only a scat­tered bright col­or to in­di­cate a da­ring mem­ber from the sun.

Thank­ful that the tents in her cur­rent lo­ca­tion were more per­ma­nent, she knew where to walk with­out of­fend­ing any­one.

Her des­ti­na­tion was a set of three tents: two small ones and one large. A small fire burned bright­ly in the ce­nter. There were three peo­ple a­ro­und the fire, two women and a yo­ung man in his late twen­ties.

She stepped over the bra­ided rope that marked the area a­ro­und the tents.

The man lo­oked up and then smiled bright­ly. He had a long beard and a bald head. Every inch of his body, from his eye­lids to his ears to his toes, had dark tat­toos cove­ring him. They were fa­ntas­tic scenes of mon­sters, mag­ic, horse, and wars.

He beat his chest twice and then o­pened up his arms. “My favo­rite horse lady, the Great—” He wi­nked at her glare. “Káryo.”

She hugged him tight­ly. “I missed you, Chìko.”

Ki­chìko broke the em­brace with a look of hor­ror. “Oh, no, Da­to­bàpo? You lost him? Oh, poor—”

Mi­káryo shook her head. “No, I still have my Bàpo. He’s go­ing to ride with me un­til the end of my days. He’s a good old man now.”

“Then an­oth­er?” Ki­chìko’s eyes shim­mered. “You Pa­bi­n­kúe have much tragedy in your lives. You should come clos­er, move near the Wa­mi­fūko in­stead of be­ing so far south.”

“No, this is a hap­py mem­o­ry. I nev­er want to for­get it. Right here.” She tapped the plain spot near her left wrist, the one that she had spent years re­serv­ing for her next horse.

He cocked his head, but said noth­ing for a mo­ment. “Come on, let’s cov­er you in ink and blood.”

Mi­káryo fol­lowed af­ter him into the larg­er tent. Most of the space had been filled with a padded cu­shi­on ide­al for ly­ing on for hours at a time. There were oth­er pil­lows for prop­ping and ad­just­ing po­si­tion. Along one side, Ki­chìko had shelves of bot­tles filled with col­ors of all types. The largest were black, the pri­ma­ry base for i­n­king.

“Come, sit, get com­fort­able. Take off any­thing you want.” He wi­nked. “I al­ways love to see you naked.”

Com­fort­able with Ki­chìko’s at­ten­tion, Mi­káryo stripped. She didn’t need to, but he had seen every inch of her body since he had been ten. She was his first tat­too, a horse that wasn’t qu­ite per­fect on her right shin. It e­nded up be­ing ide­al for the mem­o­ry though, since the foal had died due to a twist­ed body in his moth­er’s womb.

“A work of art.”

She lo­oked over her shoul­der at him and smiled. “My body or your tat­toos?”

“Both, as al­ways. Come, get into po­si­tion and tell me a­bout this horse. Is it a big north­ern beast or a small­er south­ern one?” While he talked, Ki­chìko pulled out va­ri­ous nee­dles and sticks.

“A man.”

A pair of sticks slipped from his fi­ngers. “A hu­man man?”

“Yes, Chìko. Is that a prob­lem?” She had been thi­n­king a­bout the tat­too for a few months. It was diffe­rent than any­thing else on her skin but one she ne­eded.

“I wasn’t aware Káryo was ca­pa­ble of re­spect­ing a hu­man as much as one of her hors­es. I’m just sur­prised. Here, I need clean sticks for this.” He glanced a­ro­und and picked up fresh sup­plies be­fore bri­n­ging them over to her.

“This hu­man man, does he have a name?”

“Ru­te­jìmo.”

Ki­chìko’s eyes flick­ered up but then down a­gain to his hands. He arranged his tools ca­re­ful­ly. “Black?”

She re­al­ized she had tensed all of her mus­cles. She took a deep breath and le­aned back, rest­ing her back a­gainst a pile of pil­lows be­fore set­ting her wrist on a block of wood.

Ki­chìko wiped the area and picked up his tat­to­o­ing stick. She wasn’t sure how it worked but she knew it had co­unt­less tiny nee­dles at the tip that would i­nsert the ink un­der­neath her skin.

He didn’t both­er with an out­line or sketch out the pat­tern. He al­ways se­emed to know what she wa­nted, it was part of his clan’s pow­ers. He start­ed quick­ly, tap­ping the stick into her skin with pre­cise strokes.

Mi­káryo winced at the dis­com­fort but then sank into it. The pain helped re­mind her of the good me­mo­ries she had of Ru­te­jìmo. A few tears gath­ered when she re­called the feel­ing the night she learned he had sur­vived to be­come a ko­ji­nōmi.

“Not many have the name Ru­te­jìmo in these parts. It’s from the north­west­ern area of the desert, far from here.”

Mi­káryo glanced at him.

“In fact, the only one with that name that I re­mem­ber was from a big hunt a­bout four years or so ago. He dis­ap­peared here in the city and no one could find him, though I heard that he was in a cer­tain horse rid­er’s bed for two days.”

“And you are a gos­si­ping whore, Chìko,” she said play­ful­ly.

He wi­nked at her. “Of course.”

The smile fad­ed. “Do you plan on se­e­ing him a­gain?”

“No,” she sighed. “Our ride to­geth­er has long since passed. He went one way, I went an­oth­er. We will nev­er meet a­gain.”

“Like the oth­er me­mo­ries on your skin, cher­ished and nev­er for­got­ten. That’s for the best, that way his pre­sent will not mar your thoughts of his past.”

“Yes.”

Ki­chìko worked qu­iet­ly, mov­ing his body along her body as with his ef­fort to shape a man on her skin. She didn’t dare look in fear that she bump his hand. She closed her eyes and tried to i­mag­ine what his pow­ers in­sist­ed he tat­too into her skin.

He worked for al­most an hour be­fore she re­al­ized he had said some­thing im­por­tant. “You’ve seen him late­ly?”

“Of course, more than once. A re­peat cus­tomer, ac­tu­al­ly.”

“Where? What?”

Ki­chìko gave her a hard look. “Are you sure you want to know?”

“Please?”

“He is now one of my cus­tomers. I’ve marked him some months ago. The strangest thing, for a day clan, he wa­nted only black. That seems like a very moon thing to do, don’t you think?”

“Of what?” A small part of her hoped it would be a horse, a sym­bol that would repre­sent her.

“A bird. A small ru­n­ning bird of their clan. Noth­ing more.”

Mi­káryo slumped.

“No, no, don’t move. I want to get your ko­ji­nōmi drawn just right.”

She start­ed to re­lax but then her eyes snapped open. She o­pened her mouth to say some­thing but he used his oth­er hand to press a fi­nger a­gainst her lip.

“I am a gos­si­ping whore, right? I know who your Ru­te­jìmo is. He and his wife are fri­ends of eve­ry­one here.”

Mi­káryo sniffed and used her free hand to wipe the tear. “Is he good?”

“Very much so. Eve­ry­one re­spects him, day and night. He still gets be­aten up a lot but his pre­sence has stopped more than a few fights just by sho­wing up. No one wants to up­set the man who speaks for the desert and treats the sun and moon as equals.”

He switched tat­to­o­ing sticks. “Ever since, I’ve got­ten more cus­tomers from both sides. More col­or though, not eve­ry­one with a sun up their ass is into pitch black.”

She gri­nned.

Ki­chìko le­aned over to con­ti­nue to work. “He is a good one to nev­er for­get. He will need it beca­use no one speaks for the ko­ji­nōmi when they die.”
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