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        Assigned Duties


        
The Sev­en Vil­lages is a prospe­rous clus­ter of night clans that line the Ti­ko­tāi Riv­er. They pro­vide much of the food for the sur­ro­und­ing ar­eas… while they last­ed.
—Go­bi­fuchi Na­gòmi, When the Hors­es Left

It was ear­ly eve­ning and the sun’s last light was pa­i­nted across the cloud­less sky. To Tsub­àyo, the dark pur­ple smears lo­oked more like bru­ises and his skin crawled with the still-fresh me­mo­ries of his ar­rival to the vil­lage. He shook his head to clear the sour mem­o­ry and then sti­fled a sud­den yawn.

The cof­fee in his hand was still too hot to drink. He swirled it a­ro­und in the heavy clay mug to cool it down. It was far too late in the eve­ning and his body wasn’t used to sle­e­ping du­ring the day to wake up with su­nset. Though, the an­tic­i­pa­tion of the moon rise made it eas­i­er to crawl out of bed.

He turned slight­ly to look at the cot­tage that the Ro­ji­ki­nòmi had giv­en him. Un­like the cave that he had grown up in, his new place was made from wo­oden beams. The edges of the rooms were straight and sharp, un­like the slight­ly curved sur­faces that he had seen for seve­n­te­en years. He wasn’t en­tire­ly sure how he felt a­bout it, but he had de­cid­ed it felt warmer.

His eyes lo­oked at the bare wo­oden walls in the liv­ing room. When he was forced out of the Shi­mu­sògo, he didn’t have a chance to take any­thing. All he had were the ripped and ragged clothes on his back and the bru­ises that cov­ered most of his body. He had got­ten rid of both on the long trip back to the Ro­ji­ki­nòmi vil­lages. The cot­tage was a new life for him, one where he didn’t know any­one and no one liked him.

A horse whined near­by.

He cocked his head and took a deep breath. En­er­gy rip­pled un­der­neath his skin, slug­gish and cold with­out the moon above the hori­zon. He pushed hard and reached out for the horse with his sens­es.

Af­ter a mo­ment, the warmth of the horse’s mind blos­somed in­side his own and he smiled. «Greet­ings, Pa­bi­n­kue Tsub­àyo,» came the horse’s thoughts, more emo­tions than ac­tu­al words but the i­n­tent was clear.

He let his thoughts rip­ple along the co­nnec­tion, «Eve­ning, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Ga­chyo­rábi.»

The horse’s joy rose and he felt it flood­ing his thoughts. While the Pa­bi­n­kúe clan didn’t seem to ap­pre­ci­ate his pre­sence, the clan’s hors­es were al­most uni­ver­sal­ly cheer­ful in their greet­ings.

Tsub­àyo smiled and test­ed his cof­fee. It was cool e­nough to drink and he sipped at it. He still hadn’t got­ten used to the bit­ter liq­uid, but he couldn’t fault it for pu­shing away the ex­haus­tion of wa­king up late.

Sud­den­ly, a tho­u­sand ple­a­sures flo­oded his ve­ins. He couldn’t qu­ite put a word on it but it felt like the rush of his he­ated bat­tle with Chi­mípu, the thrill of bal­anc­ing on the edge of a cliff, and the af­ter­glow of an or­gasm all at the same time.

As quick­ly as it filled him, it was gone.

He let out a soft moan and turned his head to where the first crest of the moon had risen over the hori­zon. The bril­li­ant white sphere was the source of his pow­er and he could feel it flood­ing his body. The co­nnec­tion be­tween him and the horse sharp­ened.

With the in­flux of pow­er, Tsub­àyo could sense more hors­es a­ro­und him, from the five mares still in the sta­bles down the road to the two hors­es pulling a wag­on a quar­ter mile away. Sev­en­ty-three equ­ines with­in a mile of him and each one gre­eted him with a wave of joy­ful emo­tions.

Tsub­àyo smiled to him­self and send a greet­ing to each of them. He fin­ished his cof­fee by the time he fin­ished. Then he lo­oked at a black board ha­n­ging by his front door. It had a sched­ule for his week. He grabbed a hunk of chalk and drew through yes­ter­day’s en­try of pa­trolling the vil­lages and tapped on to­day’s du­ties: field­work at the Ka­rabi Fields. He had an hour to get there.

He sighed with an­noy­ance. The hors­es couldn’t tell him where to find the fields. They un­der­stood land­marks, not signs. That meant he ne­eded to talk to one of the Pa­bi­n­kúe or Ro­ji­ki­nòmi. Grab­bing his short sword and a pair of work gloves, he he­aded out with­out bothe­ring lock­ing the door be­hind him; there was noth­ing in the cot­tage that he cared a­bout.

His des­ti­na­tion was the sta­bles at the north­ern end of the small vil­lage. His horse, Ry­achu­i­kùo, gre­eted him with a whiny and a word­less joy long be­fore he fin­ished walk­ing up to the open doors lead­ing in­side.

“Hel­lo?”

An old woman sit­ting on a bale of hay gru­nted. She spat at his feet. “Took you long e­nough, you ugly bas­tard.”

The side of his face tight­ened and he fought the urge to scratch it. When he was a child, an acci­dent with hot oil left the right side of his face scarred and dis­fig­ured. The marks cov­ered his shoul­der and down along his chest.

He gripped the dark blue short he wore and clenched it in his fist. With his jaw tight, he bowed. “Good eve­ning, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Ma­po­réku. It is good to see you this eve­ning,” he fin­ished with a lie.

“You’re late, you mi­ser­able cock-suck­ing mur­der­er.”

The mus­cles in his chest tight­ened pa­i­nful­ly. “The moon has only been up for a few min­utes.”

“You’re still late,” she said be­fore spit­ting on the gro­und at his feet. She slid off the bale and hob­bled into the sta­bles. There was no love long be­tween him and the Pa­bi­n­kúe. Less than a month ago, he had killed one of their herd mas­ters in a mo­ment of pas­sion. If it wasn’t for Pa­bi­n­kúe ac­cept­ing him as one of her war­riors, they would have killed him at least a dozen times.

Tsub­àyo sighed and co­ntem­plat­ed go­ing into the sta­ble af­ter the old woman. He nev­er knew what was ex­pect­ed for him in the new clan. A frown fur­rowed his brow. It felt like the same abu­sive crap at the Shi­mu­sògo, only at night.

Ry­achu­i­kùo came trot­ting out, his hair gle­a­ming and a fresh bla­nket over his back. He radi­ated joy and hap­pi­ness as he rushed over to Tsub­àyo and butted a­gainst him.

Tsub­àyo’s sour feels fad­ed away with the pre­sence of his horse. He closed his eyes and bu­ried his face a­gainst the warm body. «I missed you. At least you don’t hate me.»

«The Pa­bi­n­kúe don’t hate you.» The horse rubbed a­gainst him, his tail whip­ping back and forth.

«Feels like it.»

«It takes a while for new stal­lions to be ac­cept­ed.» Ry­achu­i­kùo’s thoughts grew more i­n­tense and weight­ed, as if the en­tire Pa­bi­n­kúe herd was spe­a­king to him at once. The tones be­came more fe­mi­nine. «They will. I cho­ose you and they will ac­cept in time.»

Tsub­àyo hugged Ry­achu­i­kùo tight­ly. «Thank you, Great Pa­bi­n­kúe.»

The pre­sence of the clan spir­it with­drew.

Enco­u­raged, Tsub­àyo pulled his face away to look at the scowl­ing old woman. “Ex­cuse me, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Ma­po­réku, will you please tell this hum­ble man how to find the Ka­rabi Fields?”

For a mo­ment, he thought she was go­ing to spit on him. Then she turned a­ro­und. “North to the next vil­lage, then east at the town ce­nter. You’ll find the signs.”

He tha­nked her po­lite­ly be­fore mo­unt­ing Ry­achu­i­kùo. It took al­most no ef­fort since rid­er and horse were in each oth­er’s thoughts. As soon as he could, he gave her a bow from the top of the horse and spurred Ry­achu­i­kùo to the north.

It was short ride, only forty min­utes at most, be­fore he came up to a field that had been fresh­ly turned. The rich smells of moist earth were al­most over­whelm­ing. He had spent his en­tire life in the sandy re­gions a­ro­und the Shi­mu­sogo Val­ley. He nev­er i­mag­ined a val­ley could have rich life and crops be­fore. Then a­gain, he had nev­er seen a riv­er be­fore he jo­ined the Pa­bi­n­kúe ei­ther.

He spot­ted a wag­on a short dis­tance a­head with two hors­es graz­ing near it. He sighed with gro­wing dread, it was an­oth­er chance for a stranger to tell him he was ugly and a mur­der­er. How­ev­er, this was his home now and he had his du­ties.

The two hors­es were Ji­bòpu and Go­ku­nàe, both old­er stal­lions. Their thoughts were easy to pick up and they gre­eted him with the same joy and fri­end­ship that all of the Pa­bi­n­kúe hors­es pos­sessed.

As soon as he was at the wag­on, he slid off. Tha­n­king Ry­achu­i­kùo, he reached out and pat­ted Ji­bòpu and Go­ku­nàe with each hand.

“You can al­ways tell a Pa­bi­n­kúe,” said a woman from be­hind him.

He jumped and spun a­ro­und, a flush darke­ning his al­ready dark cheeks.

She wasn’t much old­er than him, with sor­rel skin and dark green eyes. Her hair was pulled into neat rows of tight braids that went from her brow over her head and out of sight. She wore a yel­low top that lo­oked pale and ethe­real in the fad­ing light. On the bot­tom, she had dark trousers and stur­dy-lo­o­king boots.

Tsub­àyo gulped. “Sor­ry.” He clenched his toes. They still were lo­o­king for boots that would fit him but his feet were heav­i­ly cal­lused from spend­ing an en­tire child­hood walk­ing ba­re­foot on the sun-he­ated sand. He didn’t need any­thing but he felt self-con­sci­ous a­mong his new clan.

She smiled as she came up. “Don’t be. It’s a good thing. The Pa­bi­n­kúe greet hors­es first, then re­mem­ber there are peo­ple still a­ro­und.”

He felt a blush as he tried not to stare. She wasn’t thin and wiry like Shi­mu­sògo women, but broad shoul­dered with large breasts and wide hips. She dug into a leather pouch rest­ing on her thigh and pulled out a small strip of cloth and wiped her hands. Then she held it out. “I am Fi­múchi and I speak for Ro­ji­ki­nòmi.”

It took him a mo­ment to take her hand. “I am Tsub­àyo and I… guess I speak for Pa­bi­n­kúe.”

She smiled bril­li­antly. “Now that we got the for­mal­i­ties, I’m sure you’d rather call me Múchi be­ing that Káryo was your in­tro­duc­tion to our ways.”

Mi­káryo was a war­rior of the Pa­bi­n­kúe who hat­ed for­mal names and al­ways used the fa­mil­iar ones. She was also the one who brought him to the vil­lages.

He stam­mered for a mo­ment. “No, Great Ro­ji­ki­nomi Fi­múchi.”

She arched one eye­brow. “Fi­múchi then.”

“As you wish, Great—”

“Fi­múchi,” she re­pe­ated as she tight­ened her grip. “My name is Fi­múchi.”

He winced. She had a pow­er­ful clasp and rough hands. “Tsub­àyo.”

Fi­múchi re­leased him and stepped back. Her eyes sca­nned him from toes to head and then she gave a slight smile. “You a­ren’t what I ex­pect­ed.”

He tensed and scratched the scars on the side of his face.

“Come on, ready to work?”

Tsub­àyo said noth­ing and fol­lowed as she brought him to the wag­on. It was lo­aded with trays cov­ered in wet fab­ric. When she flipped over a cor­ner, he could see it was hun­dreds of tiny plants in trays. He didn’t rec­og­nize the type. Every­thing was drip­ping wet and he could see eight buck­ets of wa­ter cov­ered with cloth near the front.

“Tonight is go­ing to be long, tedi­ous, but fair­ly sim­ple. I’ll plant the wheat seedlings and you try to keep up with me.”

He frowned and glanced at her. She didn’t look very fast.

Fi­múchi smiled sweet­ly and picked up one of the tiny plants. With her oth­er hand, she sco­oped up some­thing that smelled like fish mixed in with oth­er seeds and beans. Turn­ing a­ro­und, she car­ried them over to the fur­row of fresh­ly up­turned earth and set the seedling down and pat­ted her oth­er hand a­ro­und the base. He watched as she whis­pered a prayer over each one while pulling the dirt a­ro­und the seedlings.

When she stood up, she re­turned to the wag­on and grabbed an­oth­er seedling and scoop. Giv­ing him a nod, she plant­ed both of them.

“Um,” Tsub­àyo said. “I take it ke­e­ping up with you doesn’t mean go­ing fast?”

“Of course not. Farm­ing is slow and steady. How­ev­er that wag­on has a ton of wa­ter, plants, and sup­plies. It would be hor­ri­ble if I had to keep walk­ing back to it for this en­tire field, right?” She ges­tured to the dozen of acres in front of her.

Tsub­àyo shook his head. He guessed shit work was part of every clan, be it cle­a­ning off the lunch ta­bles, tak­ing out the garbage, or plant­i­ng through­out the night.

She laughed, a low bel­lo­wing so­und, but her smile was bril­li­ant in the dim light. “Now you’ve got it. Come on, we get to take a break in four hours. I give your hors­es a­bout an hour be­fore they get bored and then you’ll have a strug­gle on your hands.”

«That’s beca­use we can’t eat the deli­ci­ous treats on this wag­on,» thought Go­ku­nàe.

He gri­nned.

True to her work, Fi­múchi worked steadi­ly. It would take her ten min­utes to get down the fur­row e­nough for him to move the wag­ons only a few feet and then he would have to stop.

It quick­ly grew dark, but nei­ther of them stopped. One of the gifts both the Pa­bi­n­kúe and Ro­ji­ki­nòmi had was their abil­i­ty to see in the dark. The world took on a bluish-ti­nge and he fo­und watch­ing her allu­ring. Her top had be­come a sur­re­al flash of dark and light, the pat­terns of what ap­peared to be straight yel­low turned out to be de­signs of flow­ers and stars.

He re­al­ized he was sta­ring and lo­oked away, but that so­mehow made it worse. There was noth­ing to fo­cus on ex­cept for the so­und of her move­ment and the rip­ple of trees.

“Tell me a­bout your birth clan?”

Tsub­àyo scowled. “You don’t want to hear a­bout them.”

“Oh?” she said as she straight­ened. She was sweaty from her ef­fort and her shirt clung to her body. The smell of it waft­ed a­ro­und him, sharp but not en­tire­ly un­ple­a­sant. “Want to hear a­bout mine?”

“Why?”

“Beca­use we have hours and it will pass a lot faster if we talk, don’t you think?”

“I guess.”

“Well, I was born here a­mong the Sev­en Vil­lages. In a few weeks, I’ll be twen­ty-one.” She was four years old­er than him. She walked up to the wag­on.

With­out thi­n­king, he picked up one of the plants and sco­oped up some of the foul-smelling mix­ture. It lo­oked like there were i­ntestines and fish head in the mix. His stom­ach rolled but he turned and ha­nded both to her.

With a smile, she took them and re­turned to the fur­row. “My fa­ther was Pa­bi­n­kúe but I nev­er was good at rid­ing hors­es. They were too del­i­cate for me. But, you nev­er know which spir­it is go­ing to call you so I spent my sum­mers at the va­ri­ous clans in the area. There are twen­ty-one with­in a day’s trav­el.”

Tsub­àyo was spe­a­king be­fore he re­al­ized it. “There are only four with­in walk­ing dis­tance of Shi­mu­sogo Val­ley.”

“Oh, which ones?”

Be­fore he knew it, they were trad­ing sto­ries a­bout their child­hood. He tried to gloss over the less e­njoy­able parts of his past, like him beco­ming fri­ends with Ka­ra­wàbi and bul­ly­ing Pi­dòhu and Ru­te­jìmo. A few me­mo­ries rose up, of se­e­ing Ka­ra­wàbi’s corpse with his throat cut, but he pushed them aside. De­spite his ef­fort, she man­aged to pry even his dark­er side out but didn’t seem to take more than a pass­ing i­n­ter­est. She didn’t ques­tion or ac­cuse him of any­thing, just took the sto­ry and gave an­oth­er.
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        Finishing Up


        
There are rare times when the clan dis­agrees with their spir­it.
—The Na­ture of Spir­its and Their Clans

Be­fore he knew it, they were near the end of the field. With a start, he lo­oked back to see the neat lines of plants stick­ing out in straight lines. It smelled of rich soil and fish guts.

“See?” she said as she le­aned a­gainst the wag­on. “Every­thing goes faster when you are talk­ing.”

“I don’t re­mem­ber eat­ing di­nner.”

“It was short.”

He shook his head. So­mehow, he had just had the most e­njoy­able day since he ar­rived at the Sev­en Vil­lages and he wasn’t even sure it was real. Be­mused, he helped her fin­ish the field.

Just as they were cle­a­ning up with the re­ma­i­ning wa­ter, he felt a horse ap­pro­a­ching. It was Zuke­jù­fa which meant Ka­mùji was ap­pro­a­ching. The mus­cles in his back tight­ened. Every enco­u­nter with the Pa­bi­n­kúe clan le­ader left Tsub­àyo feel­ing like he was one step from be­ing ex­e­cut­ed.

“What’s wrong?”

“Ka­mùji is co­ming.”

She shoved her hands into the buck­et and then wiped them on her trousers. “He al­ways had ter­ri­ble ti­ming. What is he go­ing to come out of?”

Fi­múchi re­fe­renced Pa­bi­n­kúe pow­er to trav­el be­tween shad­ows and ap­pear in un­ex­pect­ed places. He closed his eyes and felt a­ro­und him, ex­p­lo­ring the world be­tween the shad­ows and the minds of the hors­es.

He ges­tured to a boul­der.

Fi­múchi turned just as a shad­ow bulged out of it. It stretched u­nnat­u­ral­ly to the side, then peeled back to re­veal a pitch black horse be­ing rid­den by a man in his for­ties.

Ka­mùji had a deep black beard with streaks of sil­ver in it. His eyes were steady but clo­uded over. He had two pairs of swords on him, one set on his hips and an­oth­er with a re­verse sheath on his back. Pow­er crack­led along his body as he turned his mo­unt to­ward them.

Zuke­jù­fa pawed the gro­und and sent out em­phat­ic greet­ing to Tsub­àyo who re­turned it re­spect­ful­ly.

Ka­mùji let out a grunt be­fore he turned to Fi­múchi. “You were sup­posed to work the north­ern Kabayo Fields tonight.”

“Oh,” Fi­múchi said in a sweet voice that Tsub­àyo had only heard when she was mock­ing so­me­one in her sto­ries. “I must have got­ten my sched­ule mixed up with Ge­gía’s. Sil­ly me, I’ll have a word with my el­der at the next sched­ule meet­ing.”

With an­oth­er grunt, Ka­mùji waved his hand sharply. “You know damn well I was ke­e­ping her away from Pe­ko­chìo. They spent half their time kiss­ing and to­u­ching and not get­ting their job done.”

Fi­múchi shrugged and wiped her hands on one of the now dry clothes on the wag­on. “Pity. Did they fin­ish the field?”

A mo­ment hes­i­ta­tion. “Yes.”

“Then I guess noth­ing was wrong, Papa.”

Tsub­àyo froze, his stom­ach twist­ing in a sud­den pain. He had no idea that Fi­múchi was Ka­mùji’s daugh­ter. Sud­den­ly, he wa­nted to be any­where else.

“They were fuck­ing when I fo­und them!”

“Well,” Fi­múchi said, her voice gro­wing steady, “I hope you left them alone and let them fin­ish. If they did their job, they can have fun. Can’t you see they are in love?”

Ka­mùji glanced at Tsub­àyo who stepped back. Then he turned back to his daugh­ter. “You were not sup­posed to be here.”

Fi­múchi start­ed to fold the cloth on the wag­on. “I was cu­ri­ous a­bout the newest Pa­bi­n­kúe. Since the sched­ule gave me the op­por­tu­ni­ty, I de­cid­ed to swap sto­ries.”

“That is not your de­ci­sion to make. Pa­bi­n­kúe should have nev­er had se­lect­ed him.”

“Oh? Last I checked, I was Ro­ji­ki­nòmi. We and the Pa­bi­n­kúe have been to­geth­er for cen­tu­ries and I have no trou­ble learn­ing the char­ac­ter of our newest ally.”

The scowled de­e­pened. “You are be­ing noth­ing more than an i­nso­lent brat.”

“I’m a woman who can make her own de­ci­sions, Papa. You may still think I’m your lit­tle girl but that time has passed. I’m al­low to make my own de­ci­sions as long as Ro­ji­ki­nòmi—not Pa­bi­n­kúe—de­cides it is for the greater good.”

He o­pened his mouth.

She i­nter­rupt­ed by po­int­ing at him sharply. “You are Ro­ji­ki­nòmi lands, re­mem­ber that.”

“And you are pro­tect­ed by the Pa­bi­n­kúe!”

Tsub­àyo felt com­plete­ly di­vorced in the con­ver­sa­tion while bristling as the sub­ject. He wa­nted to lash out, but couldn’t. In­stead he re­ma­ined still and lis­tened.

The gro­und un­der­neath all of them shift­ed slight­ly. The fresh­ly plant­ed seedlings twist­ed and turned un­til their leaves were fac­ing Ka­mùji. Tsub­àyo gulped as he lo­oked a­ro­und, it felt like the gro­und it­self was breath­ing un­der­neath him.

He lo­oked a­ro­und with his lips pressed into a tight line and his knuck­les white as they balled into fists. Then, he re­laxed them. “I don’t trust him, my daugh­ter.”

“Then you might con­sid­er in­clud­ing him in the con­ver­sa­tion,” she said with a smile that nev­er reached her eyes.

Tsub­àyo grew flushed as Ka­mùji lo­oked sharply at him.

“Do you have any­thing to say, Boy?”

Tsub­àyo’s mus­cles tensed. The Shi­mu­sògo al­ways called him “boy” when they were i­nsult­ing him. A fa­mil­iar a­nger rose up.

The four hors­es pawed at the gro­und.

Ka­mùji’s eyes wi­dened and he lo­oked down. Then up. There was just a hint of fear in his eyes but a lot more gro­wing a­nger.

A warm hand caught his. He lo­oked to see that Fi­múchi had grasped his fist. With all his willpow­er, he re­laxed his fi­ngers. “I’m sor­ry, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Ka­mùji.”

“You should head home, Boy.”

Tsub­àyo bowed while he kept his a­nger in check.

“I’ll see you to­mor­row,” Fi­múchi said cheer­ful­ly.

Tsub­àyo lo­oked at her in shock.

Ka­mùji sput­tered. “What? No! How!”

“Oh,” she said dis­mis­sive­ly. “The prob­lem with us farm­ers is that we are al­ways mess­ing up the sched­ule. You nev­er know which of us Ro­ji­ki­nòmi is go­ing to show up to what field. Right? Be­sides, I want to hear more of his sto­ries. I e­njoyed them.”

She squ­e­ezed Tsub­àyo’s hand be­fore she stepped away. Both men watched as she gath­ered up the two work hors­es and lead them away.

Tsub­àyo reached out with his mind and said good­bye to Ji­bòpu and Go­ku­nàe.

They sent part­ings back be­fore lug­ging the now emp­ty wag­on down the street.

“That girl al­ways fights to get her way,” mut­tered Ka­mùji.

Tsub­àyo de­cid­ed to keep his mouth shut.

“I could put you on sen­try duty for the rest of your life to keep you away from her.”

He tensed, the a­nger start­ing to show in his clenched fist.

“But it wouldn’t mat­ter, would it.” Ka­mùji mut­tered. “Like a moon-damned weed, she would find some way to spend time with you un­til she gets what she needs.”

Sur­prised, Tsub­àyo turned and lo­oked at his new clan le­ader. “Great Pa­bi­n­kue Ka­mùji?”

Ka­mùji shook his head be­fore he lo­oked down at Tsub­àyo. “You killed a good woman, Boy.”

“I know.”

“I don’t know why Pa­bi­n­kúe cho­ose you but I sus­pect I’m go­ing to find out so­oner or lat­er. That doesn’t mean me or the rest of the clan is go­ing to ac­cept you with open arms. Not to­mor­row, maybe not ever. You are a stranger and a mur­der­er, don’t you for­get it.”

Tsub­àyo nod­ded. “I know. I should have nev­er stolen that horse.” Or killed the woman rid­ing it. It was a mo­ment of a­nger and de­sire that drove him and he could nev­er get the blood off his hands for that one mo­ment in his life.

Ka­mùji sighed. “Keep to your sched­ule. Let her me­asure out your char­ac­ter. Maybe she can see the good that I can’t.”

With a grunt, Ka­mùji turned and he­aded back for the boul­der. “If you hurt her, though, I will have your or­gans ripped out of your stom­ach and stretched across this field for fer­til­iz­er.”

Be­fore Tsub­àyo could re­spond, Ka­mùji and Zuke­jù­fa plu­nged into the boul­der and were gone.

Tsub­àyo shiv­ered at the threat and then turned to look across the field he had helped plant. Sto­ries a­bout Fi­múchi gro­wing up danced across his mind and he smiled. She showed him a world of peace and pros­per­i­ty, two things he had nev­er had when he was gro­wing up. His clan may hate him, but he could see that there were some good things in his new home.

Buoyed by the hope for the fu­ture, he mo­u­nted Ry­achu­i­kùo and he­aded home.

By the time he reached the sta­ble, it was get­ting close to morn­ing. The old woman was still there. She sat on her cus­tom­ary spot on a hale bay, smo­king a pipe and sta­ring at the moon. When he stopped in front of her, she slid off and held out her hand.

Tsub­àyo dis­mo­u­nted and bowed to her. “Good eve­ning, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Ma­po­réku,” he said and tensed for the i­nsult­ing re­ply.

She only gru­nted as she took the horse into the sta­ble. He start­ed to fol­low but she stopped and held up her hand. “Let this old lady take care of Great Pa­bi­n­kue Ry­achu­i­kùo. You take that bas­ket and go home.”

He lo­oked where she po­int­ed. There was a bas­ket on the hay bale. Cu­ri­ous, he pe­ered in­side it. The smell of roast­ed meat, sharp che­ese, and fresh bread rose up. It was warm, prob­a­bly the hottest meal he had since he ar­rived. He sniffed a­gain and let a smile paint it­self across his face.

“Thank you.”

“Thank Fi­múchi, not me.” The old woman lead Ry­achu­i­kùo a few steps and then stopped. Then, she turned and let out a long sigh. “Have a good night, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Tsub­àyo.”

Stu­nned, Tsub­àyo couldn’t say any­thing. Ma­po­réku had not said a ple­a­sant word to­ward him since he ar­rived. He took the bas­ket and left with­out an­oth­er word.

At home, he went in­side and set down the bas­ket on the table. It cli­nked a­gainst some­thing. Cu­ri­ous, he pe­ered a­ro­und to where so­me­one had brought some flow­ers in a vase. His black board had been moved from the wall to the table. On it, there was a new item writ­ten un­der the next night’s sen­try duty.

“Di­nner with Fi­múchi.”
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        Fedran


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

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

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

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

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