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        Miwāfu

        


    This novel has characters who come from the Mifuno Desert where the native
    language is Miwāfu. Names in this language are significantly different from
    English, so here is a short guide on pronunciation and usage.




    The biggest difference is that every name is gendered, which is identified
    by the accent on the penultimate syllable. There are three types of accents:




    	
        Grave (as in hèru for stallion) is a tiny tick that goes down
        to the right. The grave accent indicates a masculine aspect, either in
        physical gender, size, or power. Names with grave accents either end in
        a lower pitch or the entire word is spoken in a lower tone.
    


    	
        Macron (for example, hēru for colt) is a bar over the vowel.
        This is a neuter term, used for many gender-free words or expressions
        within the language. It is also used for mechanical devices, abstract
        concepts, and children—both human and beast. Macrons are spoken as a
        long vowel or drawing out the word just a beat longer than normal.
    


    	
        Acute (héru for mare) is a tiny tick that goes to the upper
        right. The acute indicates feminine aspects of the word. It can
        represent control without power or precision. These words end on a high
        note or the entire word is spoken in a higher pitch.
    





    The only instances where accents aren’t used is adjectives or indication of
    ownership. So, if a valley is owned by the clan Shimusògo, it is known as
    Shimusogo Valley.




    The names themselves are phonetic. A syllable is always from a consonant
    cluster to the vowel. For examples: Mi.wā.fu (IPA
    /mi.waː.ɸɯ̥/), Shi.mu.sò.go (/ɕi.mɯ.ꜜso.ɡo/), and De.sò.chu (/de.ꜜso.tɕɯ̥/). The only
    exception is the letter “n” which is considered part of the syllable before
    it when not followed by a vowel. For example, ga.n.ré.ko (/ɡa.ŋꜛɾe.ko/) and ka.né.ko (/ka.ꜛne.ko/).




    Miwāfu has no capital letters, they are added to satisfy English
    conventions.
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        Rutejìmo


        
When a child is wait­ing to be­come an adult, they are sub­tly enco­u­raged to prove them­selves ready for the rites of pas­sage. In pub­lic, how­ev­er, they are to re­main pati­ent and re­spect­ful.
—Fu­ni­kogo Ga­nóshyo, The Wait in the Val­leys

Ru­te­jìmo’s heart slammed a­gainst his ribs as he held him­self still. The cool desert wind blew across his face, teas­ing his short, dark hair. In the night, his brown skin was lost to the shad­ows, but he would be ex­posed if any­one shone a lantern to­ward the top of the small build­ing. For­tu­nate­ly, the shrine house was at the south­ern end of the Shi­mu­sogo Val­ley, the clan’s an­ces­tral home, and very few of the clan went there ex­cept for meet­ings and prayers.

He held his breath as he test­ed the brick tile on the shrine-house roof. It shift­ed un­der­neath his bare toe and he stepped back. Braced on both hands and one foot, he test­ed the sec­ond brick. It held and he eased his weight onto it be­fore lift­ing his oth­er foot. He was light and thin, slight­ly over five stone, and thank­ful of that as he ad­just­ed his bal­ance. He glanced up to his des­ti­na­tion, an o­pe­ning in the roof to let out smoke and ince­nse. It was only a few inch­es be­yond his fi­ngers, but he didn’t dare jump for it.

Bri­n­ging his weight to his for­ward foot, he walked his hands along the tiles un­til he fo­und two hand­holds that were more sta­ble. I­n­ching for­ward, he stretched his foot and test­ed the next tile. It was sol­id and he le­aned to put more weight on it.

A loud crack shot out and he al­most lost his bal­ance when his foot­ing sank an inch. He let out a cry, but then bit down on his to­ngue to avoid alert­ing the guard in­side. A flash of pain stole his breath away. He held his breath and wait­ed for it to sub­side into a dull throb.

As he wait­ed, he lis­tened for the guard. If it was Ge­mènyo, he would just be sent back to his home. But, if Hyo­nèku was on duty he would be suffe­ring for days. His stom­ach knot­ted in fear, and he lis­tened for the tell­tale blast of air that al­ways fol­lowed when any­one in the clan used mag­ic.

A sand fly la­nded on his neck, its lit­tle legs prick­ing his skin. He tensed as he fought back a whim­per. Sand flies bit when dis­turbed. He tried to lean for­ward, avoid­ing the tile, to enco­u­rage it to fly off, but it just crawled up to his ear­lobe.

An­oth­er fly la­nded on his shoul­der. He caught sight of it in the cor­ner of his vi­sion, its black eyes illu­mi­nat­ed by the dim light spe­a­ring up from the o­pe­ning. It flut­tered its wings as it crawled along, lo­o­king for some del­i­cate spot to bite.

He for­got a­bout the first fly un­til it bit down. The sharp pain broke his con­cen­tra­tion, and he let out a yelp. He clapped his ear but missed the i­nsect.

The cracked tile slipped a­gain, spread­ing apart. His foot, rest­ing along the crack, twist­ed as the tile shat­tered and he lost his bal­ance.

“Sands!” he screamed as he slipped down the sloped roof. His back crushed an­oth­er tile be­fore he rolled off. He tum­bled in the air and saw the earth ru­shing up to him. Clos­ing his eyes, he threw his hands in front of his face to pro­tect him­self.

A blast of wind slammed into him a heart­beat be­fore he fell into a pair of mus­cu­lar arms. The wind howled a­ro­und him, quick­ly dy­ing be­fore Ru­te­jìmo could fin­ish slump­ing into the man who caught him. From the flow­ery scent that re­ma­ined, it was Hyo­nèku who had caught him. His wife had a dis­tinc­tive per­fume.

“Damn the sands,” mut­tered Ru­te­jìmo as he lo­oked up into the face of his res­cuer.

Hyo­nèku was al­most six feet tall, with the wiry build that all Shi­mu­sògo shared. He had a short-cropped beard, but the hairs were still as black as the night. In the light from the shrine, his green eyes glit­tered.

“What were you do­ing, boy?”

Ru­te­jìmo cle­ared his throat and wished he was any­where else. He tried to reach for the gro­und but Hyo­nèku re­fused to set him down.

“I asked a ques­tion,” said the old­er man.

“I was just lo­o­king.” It so­u­nded pa­thet­ic when he said it, and he could feel the arms hold­ing him tight­en.

“You were try­ing to steal a vase, we­ren’t you? You’re seve­n­te­en years old, not twelve.”

Ru­te­jìmo turned away. It was ex­act­ly what he wa­nted to do. In­side the shrine house were hun­dreds of vas­es, each filled with the ash­es from one of the fall­en clan. The plan was to steal his great-grand­fa­ther’s vase and bring it to the en­trance of the val­ley. It was an im­promp­tu test of skill, speed, and stealth. From what he heard, Chi­mípu had done it twice, once to steal her great-a­unt and once for her twice-great-grand­moth­er. Both times, she left the vase on the thresh­old for the guards to pick up in the morn­ing. She didn’t have to say any­thing, but eve­ry­one knew she did it.

Her ac­com­plish­ments ran­kled Ru­te­jìmo; he hat­ed that Chi­mípu did every­thing bet­ter than him. It wasn’t fair. She was only a year old­er. Just beca­use her fa­ther was the great­est war­rior in the clan, she was giv­en fre­edoms he could nev­er e­njoy.

Hyo­nèku set him down. “You’re an id­iot.”

“Yes, Great Shi­mu­sogo Hyo­nèku.”

In the la­n­gu­age of the desert, be­ing po­lite not only requ­ired a de­fe­ren­tial tone but also us­ing so­me­one’s full name, with the clan co­ming be­fore the giv­en name. Only the last part, the giv­en name, was spo­ken with an ac­cent to in­di­cate ge­nder. He knew there was noth­ing he could say to pre­vent his pun­ish­ment, but he hoped a prop­er tone would help de­fer the worst of it.

“Come on,” Hyo­nèku said as he ges­tured to­ward the path back to the rest of the val­ley, “I have to tell Yu­tsu­pa­zéso.”

Yu­tsu­pa­zéso was the old­est of the clan mem­bers in the val­ley. She was also a dour and an­gry woman who de­light­ed in ma­king Ru­te­jìmo’s life dif­fi­cult.

Ru­te­jìmo’s eyes wi­dened. “Please don’t tell her, Great Shi­mu­sogo Hyo­nèku. Any­thing but her. I pro­mise I won’t try it a­gain. She made me clean out the fire pit last week! It took me four days!”

Hyo­nèku chuck­led. “You did dump a pot of soup while rough­hous­ing.”

“It was an acci­dent.”

Hyo­nèku shift­ed the ba­ndoleer of thro­wing knives to his oth­er shoul­der. “And was climb­ing on the shrine roof an acci­dent too? Maybe you fell on the tiles?”

“No.” Ru­te­jìmo sighed and stared at the gro­und. “It wasn’t an acci­dent.”

“Then you’ll be do­ing chores un­til your hair turns gray and your legs with­er.”

Ru­te­jìmo whim­pered. He stepped back from Hyo­nèku, but froze when the el­der glared at him.

Hyo­nèku turned his head to fol­low Ru­te­jìmo, his green eyes shi­ning in the dim light. “And what do you think I should do, boy?”

“Um, let me go?”

Hyo­nèku laughed, a loud, bo­o­ming noise. Ru­te­jìmo winced at the so­und, wor­ried it would car­ry down the val­ley. “Let you go? You just tried to break into the sa­cred shrine. I should have cut you down the sec­ond I heard you climb­ing on the roof.” He turned to­ward Ru­te­jìmo. “Or let you hit the gro­und.”

Ru­te­jìmo bowed his head a­gain. “I’m sor­ry, Great Shi­mu­sogo Hyo­nèku.”

“You should be.” There was a pause. “Be­sides, you should have climbed up from the oth­er side.”

Ru­te­jìmo gasped. He lo­oked up to see Hyo­nèku smil­ing at him.

“The tiles here are fan­cy, but frag­ile. The back of the shrine is built with sol­id brick. Noth­ing to crum­ble or crack. Of course, if you had fig­ured that out,” his voice grew tense, “you’d have made some oth­er stu­pid mis­take, and I would have had my knife at your throat while you pissed your trousers.”

Trem­bling, Ru­te­jìmo forced his gaze back to the gro­und. He couldn’t tell if Hyo­nèku was be­ing ge­ne­rous or thre­a­te­ning.

The old­er man gru­nted and toyed with his knives. “All right, the el­der doesn’t have to know.”

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked up thank­ful­ly. He start­ed to say some­thing, but Hyo­nèku held out his fi­nger.

“But you must tell your grand­moth­er.”

Step­ping back, Ru­te­jìmo held up his hands. “No, any­thing but her.”

“Yu­tsu­pa­zéso then?”

“I-I can’t tell any of them.”

“Fu­nny, you say that as though you have a choice,” Hyo­nèku said with­out a smile. “If you don’t tell ei­ther, I’ll make sure to tell both.”

Ru­te­jìmo thought fu­ri­ous­ly, try­ing to fig­ure out the less­er of two evils. As much as he feared his grand­moth­er, he dre­aded the clan el­der more. “I will tell my grand­moth­er, Great Shi­mu­sogo Hyo­nèku.”

Hyo­nèku nod­ded and ges­tured down the path. “Then I will ask her in the morn­ing how she dealt with you. Un­til then be safe, boy.”

Ru­te­jìmo sighed. He had to tell her now. Ke­e­ping his hands clasped to­geth­er, he sul­len­ly he­aded down the trail.

“Don’t walk, boy, run. Run like you be­long to Shi­mu­sògo.”

He ran.
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        Confession


        
It takes a strong man to co­nfess with the knowl­edge of the pun­ish­ment that will fol­low.
—Rador Malastin

Like most of the oth­er clan homes in the north­ern part of the Mi­funo Desert, the Shi­mu­sogo Val­ley ran east-west along the rocky mo­u­n­tains. The val­ley it­self was two miles long with caves cut out of the liv­ing rock and paths lead­ing from o­pe­ning to o­pe­ning. No one lived along the bot­tom of the val­ley a­mong the crops, live­stock, and com­mon ar­eas.

Ru­te­jìmo’s home was near the top at the mid­dle of the val­ley. Sun-charged crys­tals lit up pools of o­range and blue illu­mi­na­tion along the trail. He jogged as he he­aded home, ru­n­ning but not hur­ry­ing. He wasn’t ready to face his grand­moth­er. She had or­dered Ru­te­jìmo to bed hours be­fore, and beat­ings were her favo­rite form of pun­ish­ment.

He slowed as he he­aded up the steep trail lead­ing to his grand­moth­er’s home; un­til he would be con­si­dered old e­nough to live on his own, he slept in one of its side caves. Light po­ured a­ro­und the cur­tains that cov­ered the en­trance of the cave. Ru­te­jìmo stopped, took a deep breath, pushed aside the cur­tain, and pe­eked in­side.

His grand­fa­ther, So­mi­ryò­ki, rarely moved from his favo­rite chair and spent his days hud­dling un­der­neath a bla­nket and dri­n­king tea. He sat only a few feet from the fire that he­ated the cave, but the years had left their mark on him and he shiv­ered con­stant­ly. His back was to Ru­te­jìmo, and Ru­te­jìmo knew he could eas­i­ly sneak past the for­mer clan war­rior.

It was his grand­moth­er Ru­te­jìmo wor­ried a­bout. Te­jíko spent her nights sort­ing through the maps she had cre­at­ed du­ring a life­time of ru­n­ning for the clan. Her map room had been carved out just in­side the en­trance to her home, and he could hear the scuff of pa­per as she moved. Fear shiv­ered down his spine. Where his grand­fa­ther was deaf to the world, his grand­moth­er had man­aged to re­main alert late into her twi­light years.

Ta­king a deep breath, he inched past the cur­tain and crept along the far stone wall. He hoped she wouldn’t catch him and he could re­treat to his room. He would tell her in the morn­ing be­fore Hyo­nèku spoke with her.

“Boy,” called out his grand­moth­er, “why are you up?”

For a mo­ment, Ru­te­jìmo de­bat­ed whether or not to re­spond. He glanced over his shoul­der at the o­pe­ning in the cave that led into his grand­moth­er’s den. Not a sin­gle bit of stone was vis­i­ble be­hind the pa­pers that cov­ered every wall of the squ­are-cut room.

His grand­moth­er sat in the mid­dle of the floor. Bo­und into a thick tail, her long, white hair snaked down to the gro­und where she had tied the tip to a carved wo­oden ring. She wore her sle­e­ping out­fit, a heav­i­ly em­bro­i­dered cot­ton top and bot­tom. The fab­ric was white ex­cept for the o­range trim high­light­ing her bare feet and hands. She didn’t look at him, nor did she stop go­ing through pa­pers, but Ru­te­jìmo knew she was wait­ing for an an­swer.

“I…”

She placed a page on a pile. “Speak up, boy, I can’t hear through the mum­bling.”

“I”—he took a deep breath—”I went out.”

His grand­moth­er stopped sort­ing her maps and held her­self in mid-mo­tion. Her grip tight­ened and she crum­pled the page in her hand.

Ru­te­jìmo’s skin crawled as his stom­ach twist­ed. The sud­den still­ness wor­ried him.

“Did you meet any­one?” Her rough voice was thre­a­te­ning and qu­iet. A calm be­fore the sand storm.

He straight­ened and clasped his hands. He took a long, deep breath and squirmed from the tight­ness in his chest. “Yes, Great Shi­mu­sogo Te­jíko.”

“Who?”

“Great Shi­mu­sogo Hyo­nèku.”

“Hyo­nèku was on shrine duty this eve­ning. He would not be wa­n­de­ring the val­ley.”

Ru­te­jìmo’s in­sides clenched vi­o­lent­ly. He wa­nted to throw up or run away. He gulped and forced the words out. “Yes, Great Shi­mu­sogo Te­jíko.”

She pe­ered over her shoul­der at him. She had pale-green eyes, the col­or of the rare leaf that sprout­ed in the desert. Eve­ry­one Ru­te­jìmo knew had green eyes—it was a mark of the desert—but his grand­moth­er’s were brighter than most.

For a long mo­ment, she said noth­ing.

Ru­te­jìmo squirmed as he wait­ed for her re­spo­nse.

His grand­moth­er fin­ished set­ting down the page. She made a soft, grunt­ing noise as she stag­gered to her feet. She le­aned one hand a­gainst a wo­oden frame as she swayed, then she turned the rest of her body to face him. “Boy,” she sighed, “why were you at the shrine?”

“I—” He hoped that hon­esty would lessen the beat­ing she would give him. “I was try­ing to take great-grand­fa­ther’s ash­es.”

His grand­moth­er’s eyes dark­ened. “You were try­ing to steal papa’s ash­es?” Her voice was a growl, rough with age but brim­ming with the threat of vi­o­lence. She stepped for­ward. Ru­te­jìmo stared down at her hands, which were balling into fists.

“Y-Yes, Great Shi­mu­sogo Te­jíko,” he said as re­spect­ful­ly as he could.

She hit him across the face with her palm. The sec­ond and third blow caught him on the shoul­der and throat. “You in­con­si­de­rate, moon-choked bas­tard of a sand snake!” She yelled as she con­ti­nued to smack him rapid­ly.

He stag­gered back to­ward the en­trance of the cave.

“You don’t de­serve your clan! Get out! Get out of my home!”

His grand­fa­ther lo­oked up, bli­nked once, and re­turned to his cup. Any hope for res­cue wouldn’t come from him.

Ru­te­jìmo’s grand­moth­er con­ti­nued to smack him as she shoved him out the en­trance.

“Of all the sun-dazed, child­ish, self-serv­ing things—” she con­ti­nued to rail.

Ru­te­jìmo backed away, shield­ing his head with his arms. His back foot slipped off the ledge of the trail. He grabbed the wo­oden rail­ing, but al­most let go when his grand­moth­er con­ti­nued to beat him.

“Ex­cuse me,” a man i­nter­rupt­ed her rant­i­ng, “Great Shi­mu­sogo Te­jíko?”

His grand­moth­er stopped, pant­i­ng light­ly. She spun a­ro­und to face the new­com­er.

Ge­mènyo’s dark-ski­nned form welled out of the dark­ness. In the lantern light, the clan co­uri­er was a blot of shad­ows ex­cept for bright teeth and the whites a­ro­und his eyes. Smoke rose from a pipe he held with three fi­ngers. In his oth­er hand, he car­ried a half-full bot­tle of what ap­peared to be ferme­nted milk, the stro­ngest al­co­holic drink in the val­ley. He was slight­ly taller than Ru­te­jìmo, with curly black hair. Un­like many of the oth­er adult men in the val­ley, he kept no beard along his brown chin. He wore a pair of trousers but no shirt, his u­sual out­fit for wa­n­de­ring along the val­ley. The trousers were a deep red, one of the two col­ors of Shi­mu­sògo.

Ru­te­jìmo’s grand­moth­er let out an ex­as­pe­rat­ed sigh. “This is none of your busi­ness, Ge­mènyo.”

“I just wa­nted to make sure the screams of a lit­tle child were for a good re­ason.”

“He tried to steal Byo­de­nóre’s ash­es.”

“Oh, did he suc­ceed or fail?”

“Failed, of course.”

Ge­mènyo waved his pipe in the air. “Then I agree, a beat­ing is ap­pro­pri­ate here. Please, go right a­head, Great Shi­mu­sogo Te­jíko.”

Te­jíko turned back to Ru­te­jìmo, who co­wered a­gainst the rail­ing. The fur­rows in her brow and the ten­sion in her body fad­ed, leav­ing only an old woman. She waved her hand. “Bah, he’s just a pa­thet­ic lit­tle worm.”

Ta­king a draw from his pipe, Ge­mènyo nod­ded. “Yes. He is.” As he spoke, smoke curled from the cor­ner of his mouth.

Ru­te­jìmo blushed at the i­nsult, but said noth­ing.

Ge­mènyo turned slight­ly to Ru­te­jìmo and gave him a wink, stu­n­ning the yo­ung boy. Then he re­turned his at­ten­tion to Te­jíko be­fore ges­tu­ring to Ru­te­jìmo. “May I?”

Ru­te­jìmo’s grand­moth­er nar­rowed her eyes, but co­n­se­nted with a nod.

Ge­mènyo strolled over to Ru­te­jìmo. Ru­te­jìmo tensed up, wait­ing for a blow, but Ge­mènyo just sat down on the gro­und next to him and le­aned a­gainst the rail­ing. “Sit, boy.”

Ru­te­jìmo sank to the gro­und, pant­i­ng from his ef­forts. He watched as his grand­moth­er dis­ap­peared into the cave. “Sor­ry.”

“For what?”

“Try­ing to steal great-grand­fa­ther’s ash­es.”

Ge­mènyo chuck­led. “Not re­al­ly. You’re sor­ry you got caught.”

Ru­te­jìmo blushed. “Maybe.”

“What hap­pened?”

Fo­cus­ing on the cave en­trance in case his grand­moth­er came out, Ru­te­jìmo de­scribed his at­tempt to crawl into the shrine. He stalled when he got to the po­int where Hyo­nèku caught him.

Ge­mènyo nod­ded as Ru­te­jìmo fin­ished. He tapped his pipe up­side down to knock out the re­mains. Once it was clean he slipped it into his trousers and ha­nded the bot­tle to Ru­te­jìmo. “Should have gone up the back of the roof.”

“I know that now.” Ru­te­jìmo paused as he toyed with it. Even from a foot away, he could smell the strong fumes waft­ing from the bot­tle. “Wait, does eve­ry­one know that?”

Ge­mènyo gri­nned and said, “Only those who got caught.”

Ru­te­jìmo stared in shock. “You got caught?”

“Yeah, all three times. I only made it out of the shrine once, but they tack­led me be­fore I was a chain’s dis­tance.”

Sur­prised, Ru­te­jìmo said noth­ing for a long mo­ment. “I… I just want to show them I’m ready to be a man. That I’m not just…”

“Use­less?”

Ru­te­jìmo flushed a­gain and he nod­ded. He brought up the bot­tle and sniffed at it. His eyes wa­tered from the smell. He took a te­nta­tive taste, pulling a face as it burned down his throat. The sec­ond gulp wasn’t as bad. He let out a soft gasp as he fin­ished. “I heard that Chi­mípu has done it twice.”

“Three times, ac­tu­al­ly. That girl is qu­ite good at sne­a­king. Last time, she also stole Hyo­nèku’s knife when she ran by.”

Ru­te­jìmo rolled his eyes and took an­oth­er gulp. The drink burned in his stom­ach and he got the urge to cough. “Why can’t I be as good as her? Why did she get all the tal­ent?”

Ge­mènyo raised one eye­brow as he stared at Ru­te­jìmo. He was be­gi­n­ning to go gray along his eye­brows and the sides of his head. “Beca­use you suck rocks.”

Ru­te­jìmo froze as he stared in shock at Ge­mènyo. He was ex­pect­ing some­thing oth­er than a harsh re­spo­nse.

Ge­mènyo shrugged and held up his hand. “It’s true. You a­ren’t as good as Chi­mípu. You’re a fast e­nough ru­nner, but you just don’t have her strength and de­ter­mi­na­tion. I had the same prob­lem. Can you i­mag­ine what it was like to grow up with your broth­er a­ro­und? To hear the el­ders go­ing on a­bout how he would be the great­est war­rior since your grand­fa­ther ran the sands? Like hav­ing your face gro­und into the sand time af­ter time. It nev­er stopped even af­ter we be­came adults.”

“I can be just as good.”

“No, you can’t.”

Ru­te­jìmo fold­ed his arms over his chest. “Yes, I can.”

“Then do it. You a­ren’t a man yet.” Ge­mènyo chuck­led.

“I will, once I fin­ish the rites.”

“Beco­ming a man doesn’t mag­i­cal­ly cha­nge you. What you are to­day is what you’ll be to­mor­row. You might make a few cha­nges here and there, but ulti­mate­ly, you are still go­ing to be the same Ru­te­jìmo you were yes­ter­day. The only diffe­rence is that you’ll hear Shi­mu­sògo and you’ll be able to use the clan gifts. But, it won’t make you a bet­ter man. It won’t make you stro­nger or faster. It will just—”

Ru­te­jìmo scram­bled to his feet. “I don’t have to lis­ten to this.”

“No,” said Ge­mènyo as he lo­oked up at Ru­te­jìmo, “but if you want to be more than just a co­uri­er in this clan, you should lis­ten. If you want to be greater than Chi­mípu, you have to cha­nge.”

“But you’re noth­ing but a co­uri­er, Ge­mènyo. You a­ren’t the best or even the sec­ond best here. You a­ren’t a war­rior.”

Ge­mènyo stood up with a grunt. He reached out for Ru­te­jìmo. Ru­te­jìmo flinched, but Ge­mènyo just pat­ted him on the shoul­der.

“Maybe that means I know what I’m talk­ing a­bout, Jìmo. Just think a­bout it. I’m head­ing up to the shrine to take over for Hyo­nèku. I’ll tell him that your grand­moth­er beat you.”

Ru­te­jìmo turned to watch Ge­mènyo head down the trail to­ward the shrine house. He balled his fists as he strug­gled with his emo­tions, then lo­oked up at the cloud­less sky and the lace of stars above him.

He al­ways knew he could be bet­ter than Chi­mípu. Right now, she beat him every time when they raced. And she won every wrestling match. Even when they sparred with knives, she won. The only thing he al­most beat her at was hunt­ing bo­las.

“To­mor­row, I’ll wake up ear­ly and train.”

Even as he said it, he knew he wouldn’t. He made the same pro­mise every time Chi­mípu best­ed him. But no mat­ter how pas­si­o­nate­ly he pro­mised, every morn­ing he rolled over and went back to sleep.

With a sigh, he he­aded back in­side to go to bed.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 3
             
            
        


        Morning


        
In a cul­ture that prides it­self on sur­vival and re­lati­o­nships, pun­ish­ments fre­qu­ent­ly in­volve iso­la­tion.
—La­mi­nar Gold, Gro­wing Up in the Desert

Yawn­ing, Ru­te­jìmo pushed aside the heavy cur­tain cove­ring the en­trance to his fam­i­ly’s cave and stepped out into the bril­li­ant desert sun­light. A­u­tomat­i­cal­ly, he whis­pered a quick prayer to Ta­chìra, the sun spir­it. He still did the po­int­less rit­u­al beca­use if so­me­one caught him skip­ping the well-re­mem­bered words, he would spend a week do­ing the more noxi­ous chores a­ro­und the clan’s val­ley. He was al­ready in a great deal of trou­ble and had no re­ason to add more.

He lo­oked down into the val­ley. Only a few dozen peo­ple, all of them el­der­ly or chil­dren, were ma­king their way to­ward the co­o­king fires. The able adults were away, spread out across the desert as they de­liv­ered mes­sages, con­tracts, and mail to the oth­er clans.

Ru­te­jìmo couldn’t wait un­til the rite of pas­sage would let him join his broth­er Desòchu on the sands. There was no set time when the clan el­ders would al­low him to take the rite. He wasn’t even sure he would know in ad­vance that it had start­ed. He’d heard of chil­dren be­ing plucked from their beds in the mid­dle of the night and tossed into the desert. Ge­mènyo’s rite start­ed when he was caught dri­n­king too much ferme­nted mare’s milk, but Chi­mípu’s fa­ther start­ed his with pomp and ce­re­mony.

He sighed and tore his thoughts back to the pre­sent. It would hap­pen when he least ex­pect­ed it, and there was noth­ing he could do to speed it up.

To his right, he heard rhyth­mic thump­ing and the hiss of steam. He watched as O­pō­gyo, the old­est of the clan’s me­chan­i­cal dogs, came tromp­ing up the be­aten path. Made of iron and brass and po­wered by an ar­cane fire de­vice, it stood shoul­der-to-shoul­der with Ru­te­jìmo and eas­i­ly weighed ten times his own weight. It was most­ly legs and pis­tons with a pit­ted met­al bar­rel for a chest. De­spite wa­ter be­ing pre­ci­ous in the desert, O­pō­gyo re­ma­ined valu­able for its tire­less strength and abil­i­ty to haul tons from one end of the val­ley to the oth­er.

The dog strug­gled with the steep trail as it dragged a large sled cov­ered in box­es and bun­dles. Steam es­caped from the joints on its shoul­ders and back right leg as it steadi­ly chugged for­ward.

“Come on, walk faster!” cried a yo­ung girl, Ma­pábyo. She bounced on O­pō­gyo’s back as she enco­u­raged it to walk faster by smack­ing its met­al ears. Her move­ment ca­used the me­chan­i­cal dog to stag­ger and jerk.

Ru­te­jìmo shook his head. “Pábyo! Get off O­pō­gyo and let it do its job!”

Ma­pábyo, Hyo­nèku’s adopt­ed daugh­ter, slid off. Like all desert folk, she had dark skin and green eyes. But where she was as dark as ob­si­di­an rock, Ru­te­jìmo was the soft­er brown of sun-bright soil. She wore a sim­ple dress of white, which was star­tling a­gainst her dark skin. A bright yel­low rib­bon cinched it a­ro­und her waist, and she had a match­ing one in her long, black hair.

In con­trast, Ru­te­jìmo wore a pair of white cot­ton trousers and re­ma­ined bare-chest­ed. A few sparse black hairs dust­ed his pec­torals. The only repre­se­nta­tive traits of the Shi­mu­sògo were hard, mus­cu­lar legs and lean bod­ies adapt­ed to ru­n­ning across the desert for hours.

Ma­pábyo bowed her head as she said, “Sor­ry, Jìmo. Mípu said I could ride.”

Ru­te­jìmo tensed at Chi­mípu’s nick­name. He forced him­self to be po­lite. “How is Chi­mípu’s moth­er? Has she be­aten the po­ison?”

He and eve­ry­one else in the clan knew Chi­mípu’s moth­er wouldn’t sur­vive, which was why Chi­mípu asked to hold off on her own rites of pas­sage for her moth­er’s fi­nal days. Un­like Ru­te­jìmo, she was im­por­tant e­nough to dic­tate the terms of her rites.

“No,” sighed the girl. She pat­ted the me­chan­i­cal dog. “And that makes Shi­mu­sògo O­pō­gyo sad.”

He fought a sud­den urge of an­noy­ance. She had been strug­gling with spe­a­king clear­ly for months and none of the el­ders were cor­rect­ing her. “It’s Shi­mu­sogo O­pō­gyo. You only say Shi­mu­sògo when you talk a­bout the spir­it or the clan it­self.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “It’s just the way it is. You are Shi­mu­sogo Ma­pábyo and you are a Shi­mu­sògo. Oth­er­wise, you are say­ing all of the Shi­mu­sògo and also O­pō­gyo are sad.”

She lo­oked up at him, her eyes shimme­ring. “But, isn’t the en­tire clan sad too beca­use she’s dy­ing?”

Ru­te­jìmo saw tears welling in her eyes and he felt a pang of de­spair him­self. He cha­nged top­ics be­fore Ma­pábyo start­ed to cry and he fo­und him­self sputte­ring. “Well, still, don’t jump on O­pō­gyo.”

“J-Jìmo?” She ran over and grabbed his leg. “Would you come with me? Up to Papa?”

He lo­oked down at the girl cli­n­ging to his leg. He had been told by his grand­moth­er to get break­fast for his fam­i­ly, but he had no de­sire to re­turn to his fu­ri­ous grand­moth­er. He made a po­int of sigh­ing dra­mat­i­cal­ly. “All right, but only if you grab some­thing off the sled.”

With a bril­li­ant smile and no hint of her sor­row from sec­onds be­fore, Ma­pábyo ran over and hauled a large buck­et off. It hit the gro­und with a thud. Grunt­ing, she dragged it be­hind her. Ru­te­jìmo reached picked up an­oth­er two buck­ets. He stag­gered un­der the weight, but the me­chan­i­cal dog picked up the pace as it con­ti­nued to plod up the path. Be­hind it, the sled scraped along the stone.

By the time they reached the end of the val­ley, Ru­te­jìmo’s stom­ach was rum­bling and his mood had dark­ened. His back hurt from car­ry­ing the two buck­ets. Ma­pábyo had swapped out her own buck­et for a much lighter box, but she was also trudg­ing. They came a­ro­und the switch­back that led to the out­crop­ping over the en­trance of the val­ley. There were al­ways guards there, war­riors and co­uri­ers of the Shi­mu­sògo clan who were heal­ing from inju­ries or just rest­ing be­tween jobs.

Even though he knew that Hyo­nèku would be there, Ru­te­jìmo’s stom­ach lurched when he saw him stand­ing at the end of the path. Ge­mènyo sat next to Hyo­nèku and the two were chat­ting while they kept an eye out on the desert stretch­ing out be­yond them.

Ma­pábyo saw Hyo­nèku and dropped her box. “Papa!” She raced for­ward to grab his leg.

Hyo­nèku knelt down and swept her into a tight hug. “Hel­lo, my lit­tle desert flower. Did you come up to help me guard?”

“No… but I brought food! And sup­plies—and Mama gave you a let­ter.”

Ru­te­jìmo set down his buck­ets, thank­ful for a small break. He ducked his head to avoid at­tract­ing at­ten­tion.

“A let­ter? Why would she write a let­ter?” Hyo­nèku lo­oked cu­ri­ous as Ma­pábyo dug into her sim­ple shift and pulled out her trav­el pouch. It was small and filled with me­men­tos of her life from be­fore her pa­rents died and she was adopt­ed by Hyo­nèku and his wife. It took a sec­ond for her to find what she was lo­o­king for.

As she ha­nded him a balled-up piece of pa­per, Hyo­nèku gave her a re­pro­a­ching look. He smoothed it over his thigh and flipped it over. His cac­tus-green eyes moved back and forth as he read the neat script.

“What does it say?” asked the lit­tle girl.

Hyo­nèku’s cheeks grew dark­er. “It’s, um, a sto­ry.”

“A­bout what?”

“A­bout O­ji­n­ko­màsu, one of the four hors­es of Ta­chìra.”

“Re­al­ly!?” Ma­pábyo’s voice grew ex­cit­ed as she hopped up and down. “Can you read it to me?”

Her fa­ther didn’t start read­ing aloud. In­stead, he shift­ed his feet and his face dark­ened with em­bar­rass­ment. Ru­te­jìmo turned so his smile couldn’t be eas­i­ly seen.

Ge­mènyo pe­eked over Hyo­nèku’s shoul­der for a mo­ment. Then, he smiled broad­ly. “I’m not re­al­ly sure one should—”

Hyo­nèku ya­nked the let­ter away and balled it up.

“—ride a horse that way. Of course, I didn’t know you named a horse af­ter your wife.”

Hyo­nèku spun a­ro­und, his face flushed with em­bar­rass­ment. “Ge­mènyo!”

Ge­mènyo glanced over at Ru­te­jìmo and gave him a wink. He turned back to Hyo­nèku. “No, I want to hear a­bout this sto­ry. It so­unds… fas­ci­nat­ing.” His voice dripped with a­mu­se­ment.

Hyo­nèku shoved the let­ter into his belt. “Lat­er. Nev­er.”

“Papa?” asked Ma­pábyo, obvi­ous­ly not se­e­ing the sig­nif­i­cance of Ge­mènyo’s com­ments.

“Lat­er, flower.” Hyo­nèku lo­oked em­bar­rassed as he turned and se­emed to no­tice Ru­te­jìmo for the first time. “Ru­te­jìmo? I would have thought af­ter last night your grand­moth­er wouldn’t have let you out of the cave.”

It was Ru­te­jìmo’s turn to look un­com­fort­able. “I was told to get break­fast.” He sighed. “And not to de­lay.”

“You can’t get much far­ther from the co­o­king fires than out here.” Hyo­nèku ges­tured to the wide expa­nses of desert be­hind them. From the height of the perch, Ru­te­jìmo could see miles of sand and rock. To his right, smoke rose from the Ryayu­súki clan’s val­ley. A pair of horse­back rid­ers raced from the val­ley as they fol­lowed a trail to­ward Wa­mi­fuko City.

“Ma­pábyo was hav­ing trou­ble with O­pō­gyo. I de­cid­ed to help.”

“You did, did you?” Hyo­nèku lo­oked sur­prised and hap­py.

“You mean,” said Ge­mènyo as he came over to clap Ru­te­jìmo on the shoul­der, “you were ac­tu­al­ly be­ing re­spon­si­ble for once? Nèku, I think I’m dy­ing. Ma­pábyo, run down to the vil­lage and get the old witch. I must be po­i­soned, for I’m hal­lu­ci­nat­ing. If Ru­te­jìmo is be­hav­ing, the world is a­bout—”

Ru­te­jìmo glared at Ge­mènyo. “Drown in sands, old man.”

Ge­mènyo chuck­led. “Sure you want to try that? I can run cir­cles a­ro­und you.”

Ru­te­jìmo re­al­ized he was da­n­ge­rous­ly close to dis­re­spect­ing one of the clan’s war­riors. He bowed his head. “Sor­ry.”

“Don’t be,” said Ge­mènyo, “I re­mem­ber what it was like be­fore my rites. I wa­nted to go out there”—he po­int­ed to the desert—”so bad­ly I was caus­ing trou­ble up and down. Just ask Hyo­nèku when he’s drunk. He was right next to me, get­ting bitched out by Yu­tsu­pa­zéso. You would think the old woman would be nice to her yo­u­ngest grand­son, but Hyo­nèku al­ways got the worse of the pun­ish­ments. Of course, he was also the one—”

“Ge­mènyo,” said Hyo­nèku in a tense voice, “help Jìmo un­load the sled so they can get break­fast.”

Ma­pábyo tugged on Hyo­nèku’s shirt. “Papa, do I have to go back? I want to eat with you.”

Hyo­nèku swept up his daugh­ter and kissed her on the nose. “Can I eat you?”

She gig­gled. “No.”

“I bet you’d be deli­ci­ous.”

“No, I’m not!” she said, still gig­gling.

Ru­te­jìmo smiled and turned back to the sled. He ran his hands along the me­chan­i­cal dog and fo­und the lever that would switch it to stand­by mode. He flipped it and the dog shud­dered once be­fore drop­ping to its knees. It curled up to arch its back. Two pan­els o­pened along its spine, coils of met­al rose out of the de­vice’s chest, and a loud hum rang out. The air shim­mered with heat as steam hissed from its joints.

“That thing needs re­pairs a­gain, huh?” mut­tered Ge­mènyo as the war­rior came a­ro­und to grab a stack of box­es from the sled.

“I guess,” said Ru­te­jìmo as he picked up his buck­ets, “I don’t re­al­ly un­der­stand things like that. I know it isn’t sup­posed to be le­a­king steam like that.”

Ge­mènyo took him to a small hut built into the side of the val­ley. He set down his box­es and po­int­ed to an emp­ty spot.

Ru­te­jìmo set down the buck­ets in the in­di­cat­ed spot.

The old­er man stopped Ru­te­jìmo be­fore they left. “I’m se­ri­ous, Jìmo, just give it a lit­tle time. You’ll be a man soon e­nough.”

“I know, I’m just….” He didn’t have the words.

“You’ll be able to im­press Mípu.”

Ru­te­jìmo glared at the old­er man. “I’m not i­n­ter­est­ed in Mípu.”

“Oh, lo­o­king to bind with Hána? Zúchi?”

Ru­te­jìmo grew more em­bar­rassed as Ge­mènyo list­ed all the girls a­ro­und his age. He was old e­nough that he was un­com­fort­able with the diffe­rences be­tween male and fe­male. He didn’t like to be re­mi­nded a­bout his awk­ward­ness.

“You know, if you are wait­ing for Ma­pábyo, you’re go­ing to wait a long time. She’s at least nine years yo­u­nger than—”

“Ge­mènyo!” The blush burned hot­ly on his cheeks.

Ge­mènyo wi­nked a­gain. “Come on, I’m just giv­ing you a hard time. Let’s get this sled cle­ared off as fast as we can. I’m hun­gry.”

It took three more trips to fin­ish un­load­ing. As Ge­mènyo took the last load, Ru­te­jìmo un­twist­ed the bolts that held the sled to­geth­er and broke it down. The in­di­vid­ual slats of wood fold­ed neat­ly to­geth­er, and a rope bound the en­tire thing.

“Any­thing else?”

Hyo­nèku lo­oked up from where he and Ma­pábyo were wrestling. “Thank you, Jìmo.”

Ru­te­jìmo bowed. As he stood, he caught move­ment across the desert. Four lines of dust rose as ru­nners spri­nted to­ward the val­ley. He felt his heart beat stro­nger as he saw two of the plumes pull a­head of the oth­ers.

“You know, Hyo­nèku,” said Ge­mènyo as he watched the ru­nners with a grin, “if you we­ren’t wast­ing time with your flower, you’d know the vil­lage was be­ing at­tacked.”

Hyo­nèku was on his feet in a flash. “What the… sands! Ge­mènyo, those a­ren’t at­tack­ers! That’s clan!”

Ge­mènyo gri­nned but said noth­ing.

Ru­te­jìmo stepped for­ward, pe­e­ring over the bright desert. He could just make out peo­ple ru­n­ning across the sands in front of the plumes. “Is it Sòchu?”

There was a flash of light over one of the ru­nners. The translu­cent shape of a shi­mu­sogo dépa, the flight­less bird named af­ter the clan, ap­peared and shrank into the body of the ru­nner. As it fad­ed away, the ru­nner ac­cele­rat­ed and left the oth­ers in a cloud of dust.

Ge­mènyo laughed. “Yeah, it’s your broth­er.”

Ru­te­jìmo’s heart lurched in his chest. “Desòchu!” He ran back along the trail, then stopped as he lo­oked over his shoul­der at the rest­ing me­chan­i­cal dog. He knew he shouldn’t leave the de­vice be­hind, but he wa­nted to meet his broth­er.

Hyo­nèku waved him away. “Go on, I’ll take care of O­pō­gyo.”

Ru­te­jìmo bowed. “Thank you, Great Shi­mu­sogo Hyo­nèku.” He wait­ed un­til Hyo­nèku waved a­gain, then spun on his heels to race down the path. He fo­und a safe spot and jumped over the side. His bare feet caught the rocks, and he slid down un­til he hit the val­ley’s main trail with an im­pact that rat­tled his bones. He ran past the thresh­old of the val­ley and into the rock-cov­ered sand be­yond.

Rac­ing to­ward him was Desòchu, his arms and legs pump­ing as he sped across the sands. The cloud be­neath him flashed with lights and pow­er as the ghost­ly im­ages of the dépa ap­peared and fad­ed over the oth­er ru­nners.

“Sòchu!” Ru­te­jìmo waved for his broth­er.

Desòchu turned to­ward him, and there was an­oth­er flash of light. Translu­cent feath­ers ap­peared in the dust cloud as his form blurred, then he dis­ap­peared. A line of foot­steps shot across the desert, and the sand rose up in a dark cloud.

Ru­te­jìmo braced him­self and shield­ed his face as the cloud slammed into him. Grains of sand pep­pered his arms and body. The air was hot and tight in his lungs, ma­king it hard to breathe. Then a wave of force knocked him off his feet. As the wind spun a­ro­und him he saw a flash of dark limbs, hands, and feet.

Desòchu reap­peared only a few feet away. His arms spread wide as he swept Jìmo into a pow­er­ful hug and picked him up. The im­pact of his move­ment car­ried them al­most a chain into the val­ley be­fore Ru­te­jìmo could get his feet un­der­neath him and brace them.

“Jìmo!” laughed Desòchu, “it’s been weeks!”

“Big broth­er.” Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked up at his old­er broth­er and smiled.

Desòchu was mus­cu­lar but sle­nder. His hair was long and black, pulled into a tail wrapped in leather. He was bare-chest­ed and gliste­ning with sweat. “You are taller, a­ren’t you?”

“No.” Ru­te­jìmo blushed.

“No, I’m sure you’re taller. Your legs are in good shape too. So­on, you’ll be ru­n­ning with me. Though”—he pressed two fi­ngers to one of Ru­te­jìmo’s bru­ises—”I see that Great Shi­mu­sogo Te­jíko was beat­ing you a­gain.”

As he spoke, Desòchu’s com­pa­ni­ons came ru­n­ning up. They were all fe­male, small-breast­ed, and dark-ski­nned. All of them were armed like his broth­er, with thro­wing knives and hunt­ing bo­las. Sweat dark­ened their pants and the cloth wrapped a­ro­und their chests. They all wore the col­ors of the clan: yel­low, o­range, and red. Sweat ran in rivulets along their skin as they jogged in place to cool down.

Ru­te­jìmo re­turned his at­ten­tion to Desòchu. “Big broth­er, I thought you were in Wa­mi­fuko City?”

“Ah, we were. But Nédo wa­nted to get home to her hus­band.” One of the war­riors bowed as her name was men­ti­oned. “So we ran through the night. Shi­mu­sògo kept us com­pa­ny the en­tire time.”

Shi­mu­sògo’s mag­ic was ru­n­ning and speed. It flowed through old­er war­riors’ ve­ins like blood, and very lit­tle could out­race the ru­nners of Shi­mu­sògo.

“What a­bout the clans of night?” asked Ru­te­jìmo. “What if they at­tacked you?”

His broth­er laughed and clapped Ru­te­jìmo on the shoul­der. “They could nev­er catch us. Come on, I’m hun­gry and I want to hear what trou­ble you got into.”

Ru­te­jìmo blushed even though he was ex­cit­ed for his broth­er to be home. He tugged on Desòchu’s arm and dragged him to­ward the co­o­king fires.
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        Rivals


        
The desert clans a­ren’t i­n­ter­est­ed in the third or even the sec­ond best. All they care a­bout is who is bet­ter and for how long.
—Pala­said Markon, Re­a­ring Chil­dren in the Mi­fúno Desert

Ru­te­jìmo bal­anced three heavy stone bowls on a plank as he navi­gat­ed the twist­ed path lead­ing up to the fam­i­ly cave. The morn­ing sun seared his skin and it was al­ready heat­ing up the rock be­neath his feet. In a few hours, it would be too hot to do any­thing be­sides rest in the cave.

He took a deep breath. When he i­nhaled the smells of roast­ed meat, eggs, and fresh-baked bread, his stom­ach twist­ed into a knot. His grand­moth­er in­sist­ed he wait to eat with her in­stead of with the rest of the clan. He pe­ered back over his shoul­der to the eat­ing area where Desòchu wolfed down food and joked with the oth­ers. He wa­nted to go back and lis­ten to his broth­er’s tales, but it would mean more pun­ish­ments if he di­sobeyed his grand­moth­er.

When he turned back, so­me­one stood right in front of him. He lurched to a stop to avoid ru­n­ning into the broad-chest­ed te­enag­er. The bowls thre­a­tened to tilt over, and Ru­te­jìmo swore as he strug­gled to keep them bal­anced on the wo­oden plank.

“Al­most got you, Jìmo,” said Ka­ra­wàbi with a chuck­le. Even though he was two months yo­u­nger than Ru­te­jìmo, he stood sev­er­al inch­es taller. He was also con­si­de­r­ably stro­nger and faster. His dark skin glit­tered with flecks of sand that cov­ered him from head to toe.

Ru­te­jìmo fought the urge to step back. “What do you want, Wàbi?”

Ka­ra­wàbi shrugged but didn’t move out of the way. “I’m bored.”

Ru­te­jìmo heard so­me­one cru­n­ching on the rock as they walked up be­hind him. He sighed and didn’t look back. “Good morn­ing, Bàyo.”

“That’s Great Shi­mu­sogo Tsub­àyo to you.” Tsub­àyo had a rough, grav­el­ly voice. When he was a yo­ung child, he had fall­en face-first into an oil-filled pan and the burns nev­er healed prop­er­ly. Where Ka­ra­wàbi was tall and lo­o­ming, Tsub­àyo was short and sle­nder. Rip­ples of hard­ened flesh cov­ered his chin, throat, and a wedge down his chest.

Ru­te­jìmo stepped to the side, not want­i­ng to be pi­nned be­tween the two along the crum­bling stone path. “You a­ren’t great yet.”

Tsub­àyo stepped for­ward, a glow­er on his face. “I’m your bet­ter, boy, and don’t you for­get it.”

Ru­te­jìmo tried to move away, but the cli­n­king of the bowls on the plank halt­ed his move­ment. He lo­oked down at the ste­a­ming food with a si­n­king feel­ing. He couldn’t fight Tsub­àyo while car­ry­ing break­fast.

“I thought so,” said Tsub­àyo in a sat­is­fied voice.

Lo­o­king up, Ru­te­jìmo re­al­ized the oth­er boy i­nter­pret­ed his si­lence for agre­e­ment. His hands tight­ened on the plank. “You a­ren’t my bet­ter, brag­gart, and you nev­er will be.”

A glare dark­ened Tsub­àyo’s face. He stepped for­ward and swept his hand up.

Ru­te­jìmo dodged Tsub­àyo’s at­tempt to knock over the bowls, but he stum­bled into Ka­ra­wàbi and tripped over the larg­er boy’s out­stretched foot. Ru­te­jìmo dropped to his knee to avoid falling over the edge of the path, but the bowls slipped from the board and plum­met­ed down the side of the val­ley.

“Sands!” Ru­te­jìmo screamed as he flailed help­less­ly.

“Oops,” said Tsub­àyo in a sar­don­ic tone.

The gro­und shook as a blast of wind blew and the flash of a bird raced past them. Rocks tore at Ru­te­jìmo’s side and face. Cough­ing, he man­aged to fo­cus just as Desòchu caught the third bowl. The oth­er two rest­ed in his oth­er hand. Wind ed­died a­ro­und Ru­te­jìmo’s old­er broth­er as he grace­ful­ly spun a­ro­und to pre­vent the food from slip­ping.

Desòchu glanced up and then stepped for­ward. He dis­ap­peared in a cloud of dust, and a plume of wind stre­aked to the switch­back at the end of the trail and up to­ward them.

Ru­te­jìmo ya­nked his head a­ro­und, ho­ping to see Desòchu rac­ing, but his broth­er had al­ready come to a halt in front of the three te­enagers. A heart­beat lat­er, wind blast­ed a­ro­und them from the wake of his speed. Sand fell off the res­cued bowls.

“And what are you three boys do­ing?” There was an easy smile on his face, but a hard­ness in his voice.

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked up from the gro­und, still clutch­ing the plank.

Tsub­àyo cle­ared his throat. “Um, noth­ing, Great Shi­mu­sogo Desòchu.”

“Yes,” added Ka­ra­wàbi, “we are do­ing noth­ing.”

“Fu­nny,” Desòchu chuck­led, “beca­use I was pret­ty sure I saw you trip­ping the brat over there.”

Tsub­àyo tried to step away from Desòchu, but Ru­te­jìmo’s old­er broth­er fol­lowed him.

Desòchu ca­su­al­ly reached out with one of the bowls.

Ru­te­jìmo saw that he was hand­ing it over and he held up his hand to take it.

As soon as the bowl left his grip, Desòchu reached over and dropped his hand on Tsub­àyo’s shoul­der. Tsub­àyo winced as he tight­ened his grip on the joint be­tween the neck and shoul­der. “Now, the boy is in trou­ble right now with my grand­moth­er. Are you sure you re­al­ly want to an­noy Great Shi­mu­sogo Te­jíko when you spill her break­fast?”

As he spoke, Ka­ra­wàbi stepped back and held up his hands.

Tsub­àyo tried to walk away, but Desòchu ya­nked him clos­er and spoke di­rect­ly to his face. “Well, Bàyo?”

“No, Great Shi­mu­sogo Desòchu.”

“Good. Now, run along and stay out of trou­ble.”

As soon as Desòchu re­leased Tsub­àyo, the te­enage boy broke away. He ran down the path to­ward the bot­tom of the val­ley with Ka­ra­wàbi fol­lo­wing. Ru­te­jìmo fol­lowed him with his eyes, watch­ing as they he­aded to­ward the east­ern end of the val­ley where there were a few caves that the chil­dren used as hid­ing spots. Ru­te­jìmo knew which one Tsub­àyo fa­vored. As soon as his grand­moth­er al­lowed it, Ru­te­jìmo pla­nned on fi­ni­shing their dis­cus­sion in pri­vate.

“Jìmo.”

Ru­te­jìmo set aside his thoughts and glanced over to his broth­er.

Desòchu clasped his hands to­geth­er and re­gard­ed Ru­te­jìmo. He wasn’t smil­ing any­more, but Ru­te­jìmo didn’t rec­og­nize his ex­pres­sion. Desòchu lo­oked torn, as if he were strug­gling with some­thing.

“Are you pla­n­ning on… fi­ni­shing that with Bàyo?”

“Of course.”

“Don’t.”

“Why not?” Ru­te­jìmo snapped. “He keeps in­sist­ing he is bet­ter than me. And I know he isn’t. He just thinks if he can trick me into say­ing it, so­mehow he will—”

“Jìmo!”

Ru­te­jìmo clamped his mouth shut.

“Tonight”—Desòchu pat­ted him on the shoul­der—”just for tonight, you need to be­have. Just be bet­ter than you nor­mal­ly are. You know… try?”

Ru­te­jìmo shook his head. “But he—”

“Lit­tle broth­er.” Desòchu pulled his hand back. “You need to be­have. Please? No fight­ing and no sne­a­king a­ro­und. And don’t get reve­nge on Bàyo.”

Ru­te­jìmo o­pened his mouth to re­spond, but at the look in his broth­er’s eyes, he closed it. “Yes, Great Shi­mu­sogo Desòchu.”

“Pro­mise me. Pro­mise on Shi­mu­sògo.”

Ru­te­jìmo’s skin prick­led at the i­n­ten­si­ty of his broth­er’s words. He gulped, then nod­ded. “I pro­mise on the blood of Shi­mu­sògo that flows through my ve­ins.”

Desòchu nod­ded with ap­proval. “Go on, Grand­moth­er is wait­ing.”
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        Decisions


        
The weight of o­pi­ni­ons is me­asured in years, not from the fre­edom of a womb but those earned as a true mem­ber of the clan.
—Ba­sa­miku Go­ryápe, The Snake Killer’s Be­tray­al (Scene 19)

Ru­te­jìmo didn’t plan on obey­ing his broth­er. Du­ring di­nner, he lis­tened to Desòchu’s tale a­bout his trip to Wa­mi­fuko City with only half an ear. He was occu­pied with how to sneak out of the fam­i­ly cave, find Tsub­àyo with­out Ka­ra­wàbi pro­tect­ing him, and then beat the boy un­til he cried.

“Jìmo!”

Ru­te­jìmo jumped at his grand­moth­er’s sharp voice. Bli­n­king, he stared across the low table and dredged his mind back into the pre­sent. “Y-yes?”

“Were you pay­ing at­ten­tion to me?”

Desòchu snort­ed at the obvi­ous an­swer, and Te­jíko glared at him. Desòchu made a show of bo­wing re­spect­ful­ly, but as soon as she lo­oked away, he pulled a face.

Ru­te­jìmo gulped and shook his head. “No, Great Shi­mu­sogo Te­jíko.”

She le­aned over and bran­dished a knife at him. “Are you pay­ing at­ten­tion now?”

“Yes, Great Shi­mu­sogo Te­jíko.”

“Good. There is a clan meet­ing tonight, and I don’t want to see or hear a sin­gle step from you out­side of the cave. Do you un­der­stand?” She waved the knife un­der his nose.

Ru­te­jìmo re­ma­ined re­spect­ful and bowed his head. “Yes, Great Shi­mu­sogo Te­jíko.”

“Good.” She turned to his grand­fa­ther. “Get up, old man! We have to go to the shrine!”

“Eh?”

She smooth­ly stood up and smacked her hus­band play­ful­ly on the head. “Hur­ry up.”

“Eh,” his grand­fa­ther mut­tered as he shoved him­self out of his seat. He reached out for bal­ance.

The scowl fad­ed from her face and she slipped her arm a­ro­und his chest. She kissed her hus­band on the ear as she took his weight. To­geth­er, they walked to their sle­e­ping quar­ters to dress in their for­mal out­fits.

Ru­te­jìmo turned to talk to his broth­er, but Desòchu was al­ready gone. A faint eddy of wind was all that marked his de­par­ture. Ru­te­jìmo sighed and stood to clean the table. If he didn’t, his grand­moth­er would no doubt pun­ish him a­gain. She said it was be­ing re­spect­ful, but it felt as if he were her slave.

By the time he fin­ished scrub­bing the last of the plates, his grand­pa­rents were gone. Ru­te­jìmo packed the plates and knives into the wo­oden chest in the cor­ner of the co­o­king area and closed it.

The cave was qu­iet ex­cept for the crack and pop of the fire. He he­aded straight for the en­trance. He had to hunt down Tsub­àyo and fin­ish their fight.

Out­side, the val­ley was dark with night. Only a few caves were lit from the in­side. Ma­pábyo’s was on the op­po­site side of the val­ley, but both Tsub­àyo and Ka­ra­wàbi lived clos­er to the en­trance of the val­ley. Ru­te­jìmo fo­cused on Tsub­àyo’s home, but no light es­caped the o­pe­ning. Far­ther along, he spot­ted a flick­er of move­ment in the caves by the en­trance, and a fierce an­tic­i­pa­tion rose.

“You wouldn’t”—Ru­te­jìmo jumped at Ge­mènyo whispe­ring into his ear—”be thi­n­king a­bout get­ting in trou­ble, would you?”

Blu­shing hot­ly, Ru­te­jìmo spun a­ro­und as Ge­mènyo stepped out of the shad­ows. He was we­a­ring only dark trousers and shoes. A cloud of smoke clung to his shoul­ders. “N-no.”

Ge­mènyo chuck­led. “Don’t lie, boy.”

Ru­te­jìmo nod­ded she­epish­ly.

“Don’t.”

“Why not!?”

“Beca­use im­por­tant things are be­ing de­cid­ed tonight. And it would be fool­ish if you were to…,” Ge­mènyo waved his pipe in the air. “Ru­in any­thing good co­ming your way.”

Ru­te­jìmo hesi­tat­ed at the se­ri­ous tone in Ge­mènyo’s voice. “What hap­pened?”

“Great Shi­mu­sogo Mi­fu­níko died a few hours ago.”

A sick feel­ing slammed into Ru­te­jìmo. He had heard Chi­mípu’s moth­er had col­lapsed af­ter ar­riv­ing home a few days ago. The el­ders be­lieved she’d been po­i­soned du­ring her last co­uri­er run—de­live­ring a peace treaty be­tween two clans war­ring with each oth­er. By the end of the day, her ash­es would be in the shrine.

“I-I didn’t know.”

“Of course not,” said Ge­mènyo with a sad smile, “you a­ren’t a man yet.”

“That means that”—Ru­te­jìmo had to swal­low past the tight­ness in his throat—”Chi­mípu is go­ing on her rite?”

But Ge­mènyo was gone. The smoke from his pipe po­int­ed down the path, sucked by the speed of his ru­n­ning.

He fo­cused through the dis­si­pat­ing haze to the shrine house, now bright with torch­es and flames. Clouds of dust rose up a­ro­und it as clan mem­bers ap­peared near­by, slo­wing down into vis­i­bil­i­ty to po­lite­ly walk across the thresh­old.

Ge­mènyo stopped at the en­trance and lo­oked back across the val­ley. It was too far to see his eyes, but Ru­te­jìmo felt a shiv­er as he i­mag­ined Ge­mènyo lo­o­king straight at him. The co­uri­er tapped his pipe clean on the thresh­old, slipped it into his trousers, and stepped in­side and out of sight.

For a mo­ment, Ru­te­jìmo stood in the en­trance of the cave, torn be­tween his sud­den choic­es. Re­turn­ing to the cave was no lo­nger an op­tion, but his reve­nge on Tsub­àyo paled un­der the re­al­iza­tion that some­thing sig­nif­i­cant was a­bout to hap­pen.

He took a deep breath to calm him­self and start­ed to­ward the shrine. His bare feet slapped a­gainst the stone as he fol­lowed the shad­ows to cir­cle a­ro­und and come up to the back side of the build­ing. As he drew clos­er to the rough stone wall, he could hear the old­er clan mem­bers talk­ing a­mong them­selves. It was lo­uder than he ex­pect­ed.

Ru­te­jìmo stopped by the wall and rest­ed his hand a­gainst the cool stone. Above him, the night sky was pitch-black ex­cept for the motes of light that stretched out in a line from hori­zon to hori­zon. In the end­less depths of night, he felt very small.

Turn­ing his thoughts back to his goal, he pe­ered down the length of the back wall to find the spot Ge­mènyo men­ti­oned. Just as he was wo­n­de­ring if the co­uri­er was tug­ging his leg, he re­al­ized it was right in front of him. The space be­tween the shrine and the stone wall was small e­nough he could pry him­self into it and climb. At the bot­tom, the edge of a bar­rel of blessed wa­ter was just at the right height to give him a step up.

A minute lat­er, he was cre­e­ping along the sol­id stone to­ward the vent and feel­ing ashamed that he had nev­er no­ticed how easy it was to get on top be­fore. He fo­cused on the o­pe­ning where a thin ten­dril of smoke rose up. He could hear the voic­es bet­ter and prayed the din would cov­er any so­unds he made. Heart slam­ming a­gainst his ribs, he crouched and pe­ered in­side.

The shrine was a sin­gle large room carved from the liv­ing rock. A stat­ue of Shi­mu­sògo do­mi­nat­ed the back wall, and Ru­te­jìmo felt hum­bled in the raw pre­sence that radi­ated from the stone bird. He didn’t know if the clan could see or feel him, but eve­ry­one knew when Shi­mu­sògo was pay­ing at­ten­tion.

A­ro­und the stat­ue were stone shelves from floor to ceil­ing. Tiny vas­es and oth­er charms of the clan dead were piled on them. Those who earned hon­or in their lives and deaths were repre­se­nted by more or­nate vas­es for their ash­es. Most of them were small­er clay pots for those who had lived u­n­re­mark­able lives in duty to the clan.

Ru­te­jìmo was right above the el­der, Yu­tsu­pa­zéso. She was a de­crepit old woman who could bare­ly walk. But where the weight of o­pi­ni­on was based on age, she had the stro­ngest voice as the old­est liv­ing clan mem­ber. She sat bun­dled in a pile of bla­nkets with two large bowls and a pile of pol­ished black stones in front of her. Each one had a white eye carved into it and there were six­ty-one of them, one for every year since she went through her rites of pas­sage.

When a vote was brought up be­fore the clan, she would throw her stones into ei­ther the red bowl if she dis­agreed or the black one to agree. The oth­ers would throw in their own votes and then the re­sults would be tal­lied.

The shrine grew qu­iet, and Ru­te­jìmo le­aned for­ward to pay at­ten­tion. An old­er man, Chi­mípu’s fa­ther, walked into the shrine car­ry­ing a large, or­nate vase. Ru­te­jìmo held his breath re­spect­ful­ly as it was pre­se­nted to Yu­tsu­pa­zéso.

Yu­tsu­pa­zéso reached up with sha­king hands and took the vase. She brought it down to her lap and whis­pered a prayer to it. She le­aned over to kiss the top of it, and Ru­te­jìmo was sur­prised to see tears slid­ing down the side of the vase when she ha­nded it back to Chi­mípu’s fa­ther.

Ru­te­jìmo watched as the wi­dow­er car­ried it over to the stat­ue of Shi­mu­sògo and bowed deeply. He set it on the foot of the stat­ue and backed away.

The qu­iet was al­most pa­i­nful as the en­tire clan bowed to the stat­ue and the fall­en co­uri­er.

Ru­te­jìmo tried to show the same re­spect, but his bowed head was an emp­ty, use­less ges­ture when no one was watch­ing. He lo­oked away to avoid the tears burn­ing in his eyes, then jerked when he re­al­ized he wasn’t alone.

Chi­mípu was kneel­ing next to him, lo­o­king down into the shrine in si­lence. There were no tears in her dark-green eyes, but Ru­te­jìmo could see ten­sion in her wiry frame. Her light-brown skin was pale in the shrine’s light, and she made no noise as she stared down.

Ru­te­jìmo stared at her hatch­et nose and the line of her throat as he strug­gled with his emo­tions. On one hand, he de­spised her with a pas­sion beca­use she had every­thing. On the oth­er, she had just lost her moth­er and so­mehow man­aged not to cry.

He o­pened his mouth to say some­thing but Yu­tsu­pa­zéso’s cracked voice rose up. “Is it time for Chi­mípu to be­come a woman?”

Ru­te­jìmo glanced over to Chi­mípu, but only a sin­gle tic along her lithe arm tight­ened to in­di­cate she had heard the ques­tion. She stared down into the shrine with a hard look on her face and a de­ter­mined set to her jaw.

Chi­mípu’s fa­ther walked up and emp­tied a hand­ful of beads into the black bowl. There were tears still on his face.

Af­ter a long co­unt, Yu­tsu­pa­zéso raised her hand. “Any oth­er?”

No one moved.

“Then to­mor­row she will go to Wa­mi­fuko City for her rite of pas­sage. Great Shi­mu­sogo Desòchu will be guar­di­an for her tri­al. Agreed?”

Desòchu stepped for­ward and bowed to the gath­ered mem­bers. He had a grim look on his face, and Ru­te­jìmo wo­n­dered what kind of tri­al his broth­er would give Chi­mípu, kno­wing the con­flict be­tween Ru­te­jìmo and her.

No one dis­agreed, and Yu­tsu­pa­zéso dropped one of her own beads into the black bowl. A mo­ment lat­er, she swept it out.

“I think,” Yu­tsu­pa­zéso con­ti­nued, “that some of the oth­er chil­dren should have a chance to vis­it out­side the val­ley. Ka­ra­wàbi?”

Ka­ra­wàbi’s moth­er and grand­fa­ther dropped their beads into the black bowl. An­oth­er clan mem­ber dropped theirs into the red, but it wasn’t e­nough to over­come the o­pi­ni­ons al­ready in the black bowl.

Yu­tsu­pa­zéso wait­ed un­til eve­ry­one gath­ered up their beads. “Tsub­àyo?”

A few stepped for­ward to pour their beads into the bowls. When the last per­son stepped back, they were al­most equal in me­asure.

She co­u­nted them out be­fore a­n­no­unc­ing he would go.

“Pi­dòhu?” Pi­dòhu was a sle­nder, frail boy who lived with his moth­er on the far side of the val­ley. He had a tal­ent with re­pa­i­ring the me­chan­i­cal dogs and oth­er de­vices, but failed at al­most every race and challe­nge.

No one agreed or dis­agreed with his in­clu­sion. Ru­te­jìmo frowned, wo­n­de­ring what would hap­pen, but then Yu­tsu­pa­zéso dropped one of her beads into the black bowl.

“He goes. Ru­te­jìmo?”

Ru­te­jìmo tensed as he heard his name. He clutched the side of the o­pe­ning and pe­ered down, wo­n­de­ring who would an­swer for him.

His grand­moth­er walked out, hold­ing all the beads in her hand. Fifty-sev­en bright-red rocks, each one pol­ished per­fect­ly smooth. She reached out and po­ured all of them into the red bowl. “He’s a fool and an id­iot. Let him wait an­oth­er year. Maybe by then, he’ll learn his place.”

Ru­te­jìmo let out a qu­iet groan, then clapped a hand over his mouth. He pe­eked over to Chi­mípu. When he saw her smirk, the a­nger rose up and he pulled back his hand, but the so­und of beads falling into a bowl stopped him. Snap­ping his head a­ro­und, he lo­oked down to see Desòchu’s hand over the black bowl. “He’s yo­ung, Great Shi­mu­sogo Te­jíko, but we all were at one po­int.”

His grand­moth­er snort­ed but said noth­ing.

Ge­mènyo added his own to the black bowl, but then reached in and tossed one of the beads into the red.

More stepped for­ward to pour their beads into the bowls. Ru­te­jìmo felt a twist­ing in his stom­ach as time slowed down. Most of the clan mem­bers po­ured their stones into the red bowl a­gainst him. He didn’t re­al­ize so many didn’t trust or like him.

But, even as the red bowl filled up, stones were added to the black. He tried to i­den­ti­fy those spe­a­king for him, but it was dif­fi­cult. Un­like the oth­ers, eve­ry­one in the clan had an o­pi­ni­on a­bout him go­ing on the trip, and the press of peo­ple made it hard to see who vot­ed for or a­gainst him.

Too soon, no one else stepped up to the bowls. Ru­te­jìmo clutched the side of the o­pe­ning tight­ly as he pe­ered down. Even with­out co­unt­ing, it was obvi­ous that most of the clan didn’t want him to go with the oth­ers. It was a blow to his stom­ach, and the bile rose up in his throat. He sniffed and wiped the tears burn­ing in his eyes.

Yu­tsu­pa­zéso lift­ed her hand. “Any oth­er?”

A gasp rip­pled through the shrine. He could see peo­ple lo­o­king at some­thing near the en­trance, but he couldn’t see what or whom had ca­used the sur­prise. De­spe­rate to find out, he shift­ed to the side but bumped into Chi­mípu.

She made no ef­fort to move aside.

He lo­oked up plead­ing­ly at her, but she was sta­ring in­side. And she was smirk­ing.

Ru­te­jìmo grabbed the edge and shoved his head into the o­pe­ning, try­ing to get a look at what had caught eve­ry­one’s at­ten­tion. As he lo­oked a­ro­und, he matched gazes with Desòchu.

Desòchu’s eyes nar­rowed and he shook his head. His old­er broth­er made a po­int of lo­o­king back into the shrine.

Em­bar­rassed, Ru­te­jìmo pulled back sha­king and wo­n­dered how fast he could run away. He pe­eked up to Chi­mípu, but she didn’t even twitch from her lo­ca­tion.

Then, as if feel­ing his gaze, she turned her eyes to him and ges­tured to the o­pe­ning.

Trem­bling, he inched for­ward and pe­ered in­side a­gain.

His grand­fa­ther stood in front of the black bowl. His hands shook vi­o­lent­ly as he tried to emp­ty out his stones into it. The white stones bounced on the edge and rolled across the dirt gro­und but they kept po­u­ring out. Six­ty-one stones for so­me­one who had be­come an adult the same day as Yu­tsu­pa­zéso.

“Why?” snapped Ru­te­jìmo’s grand­moth­er. “He isn’t ready.”

Ru­te­jìmo’s grand­fa­ther stopped try­ing to gath­er up his stones. Desòchu knelt on the gro­und and picked them up for him, ca­re­ful­ly hold­ing each one out be­fore set­ting it into the black bowl.

“Why?” re­pe­ated Te­jíko.

“He’s ready,” came the only re­ply.
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        Heading Out


        
Ta­te­shyú­so is the name for large birds that fly high above the desert, co­n­tent to ride the winds and play in the clouds.
—Gre­gor Fan­sil, Or­nitho­log­i­cal Stud­ies of the Ki­mīsu Re­gi­on of the Mi­fúno Desert

When Ru­te­jìmo woke up, his grand­fa­ther was back in his cus­tom­ary place by the fire, mute and sta­ring out into the void. Ru­te­jìmo wa­nted to walk over and thank him, but then his grand­moth­er would know he had been out of the cave. He didn’t want to risk his chance to leave the val­ley, even if it was just to watch Chi­mípu go­ing through her rites of pas­sage. In­stead, he had to wait un­til one of them told him he was go­ing on a trip.

“Ru­te­jìmo,” a­n­no­unced his grand­moth­er.

He tight­ened with an­tic­i­pa­tion, kno­wing what she would say but not how she would tell him.

“I know you were at the shrine last night.”

Ru­te­jìmo’s stom­ach did a slow turn to the side. He took a step back, his bare feet scuff­ing a­gainst the stone gro­und.

“When you get back”—she fo­cused her bright-green eyes on him—”I will beat you un­til you scream.”

Sweat prick­led his brow, and he be­gan to trem­ble. Ru­te­jìmo glanced to­ward the en­trance of the cave, kno­wing he could nev­er out­run her. He gulped at his sud­den­ly dry throat.

Te­jíko turned her back on him and he­aded into her map room, mov­ing slow­er than he had ever seen. “Get packed and leave us.”

He watched as she sat down heav­i­ly in her cus­tom­ary spot and grabbed a fist­ful of maps. The pa­per crin­kled loud­ly as he stared at her. “T-thank you, Great Shi­mu­sogo Te­jíko.”

When she said noth­ing, he ran to his room and pulled out his trav­el pack. As he had grown up, the clan had im­pressed on Ru­te­jìmo what he ne­eded as a co­uri­er. Part of the dai­ly rit­u­als was e­n­su­ring he could leave at a mo­ment’s no­tice with fresh sup­plies. It had been only a few days since he last in­spect­ed it, but he still pulled out the co­n­tents and ve­ri­fied that the ra­tions were fresh, the wa­ter clear, and his clothes were in good shape. He also rewrapped a long length of thin rope a­ro­und a util­i­ty knife.

Hoist­ing the bag over his shoul­der, he he­aded out of the cave and to­ward the en­trance. His heart soared as he ran down to the floor of the val­ley. It was a fa­mil­iar path, but so­mehow it was diffe­rent. He was leav­ing to go some­where oth­er than the near­by val­leys for the first time since he was a tod­dler.

As he jogged through the com­mon co­o­king area, he saw Pi­dòhu a­head of him.

Even though they lived in the same val­ley, Ru­te­jìmo didn’t like be­ing near Pi­dòhu. There was some­thing diffe­rent a­bout the yo­u­nger te­enag­er. He was thi­nner than any­one else, with long, ski­nny arms and legs. He lo­oked like a leaf a­bout ready to be torn from a branch. As far as Ru­te­jìmo knew, Pi­dòhu had nev­er won a race, nev­er be­aten any­one at wrestling. He was use­less in a clan of co­uri­ers.

More than once, Ru­te­jìmo wo­n­dered why Pi­dòhu was still in the val­ley but kept his thoughts to him­self. His grand­moth­er beat him the last time he asked, and the les­son still stung along his shoul­ders and back. Un­til the rite of pas­sage, Pi­dòhu was in the clan just like him­self.

Ru­te­jìmo ac­cele­rat­ed and passed him.

He smiled to him­self, e­njoy­ing the chance to beat so­me­one. The smile fad­ed as he saw Chi­mípu rac­ing along a high­er path. She jumped off the trail and la­nded on the one be­low him. It was the same thing he had done be­fore, but she had le­aped fur­ther and la­nded more grace­ful­ly than he could ever hope to a­chieve. Her feet flashed as she spri­nted along the next path be­fore she le­aped onto the top of one of the sto­rage build­ings, over to a sec­ond one, and then hit the gro­und with­out los­ing a beat.

Jeal­ousy gnawed at Ru­te­jìmo’s heart and he tried to run faster. He would nev­er beat her, but he re­fused to ad­mit it.

By the time he reached the val­ley, his heart was po­und­ing and the ex­er­tion wrapped a­ro­und his lungs with a clawed fist. He slowed to a halt as he saw the gath­ered clan mem­bers.

Desòchu was in a knot of a dozen clan co­uri­ers and war­riors. He was smil­ing and they were laugh­ing. Hyo­nèku stood next to him, his hand on Desòchu’s shoul­der and hold­ing Ma­pábyo up­side down by her waist. His daugh­ter was squ­eal­ing and thra­shing, but laugh­ing just as loud.

Ka­ra­wàbi and Tsub­àyo stood a bit clos­er to the val­ley as Ge­mènyo told a sto­ry. Ge­mènyo’s arms waved ex­pan­sive­ly as he de­scribed the scene, and the two watched with rapt fas­ci­na­tion.

Ru­te­jìmo sca­nned the crowds un­til he spot­ted Chi­mípu. She stood right at the thresh­old of the val­ley with Jyo­te­kábi and se­emed per­fect­ly at ease next to the old­er woman. Jyo­te­kábi was a tiny and wi­zened woman with i­n­tense green eyes. Un­like eve­ry­one else gath­ered, she didn’t wear an out­fit for ru­n­ning. In­stead, she had a thin silk robe of yel­low and green over her shoul­ders. U­nderneath, she wore a lo­in cloth and noth­ing else. She was also at least two feet short­er than Chi­mípu but made up the diffe­rence in height by stand­ing on a rock to talk to the yo­u­nger woman.

The yel­low was the same shade as the Shi­mu­sògo wore, along with red and o­range, but the green in­di­cat­ed the Ta­te­shyú­so clan. There were only three mem­bers of the Ta­te­shyú­so in the val­ley and they kept to them­selves along the up­per ridges. Ru­te­jìmo had nev­er heard of one of them jo­i­ning in a mis­sion or a trip, but his grand­moth­er cla­imed they were guar­di­ans of the val­ley. He didn’t be­lieve that since they nev­er showed any clan mag­ic be­sides oc­casi­on­al­ly bri­n­ging a cool bre­eze down through the val­ley on the hottest of days.

“Good morn­ing,” pa­nted Pi­dòhu as he jogged up, “Ru­te­jìmo.”

Ru­te­jìmo gave him a dis­tract­ed nod and stepped aside to let him pass, but Pi­dòhu stopped next to him. Ru­te­jìmo glanced over at the sweat­ing boy and wo­n­dered once a­gain if Shi­mu­sògo would ever ac­cept such a weak­ling into the clan.

“Ru­te­jìmo, I saw you on top of the shrine last night,” said Pi­dòhu.

Ru­te­jìmo flinched and lo­oked over guilti­ly. “Does eve­ry­one know?”

Pi­dòhu ran a thumb along the ridge of his i­ndex fi­nger. He shook his head and took a deep breath. “Gos­sip is faster than the wind.”

Ru­te­jìmo prick­led at the com­ment. “None of us were sup­posed to be out that late. What were you do­ing?”

“Fix­ing O­pō­gyo. Ma­pábyo man­aged to tilt it over one of the paths and crushed the o­uter cas­ing. My fa­ther fixed it, but I had to re­pair some of the guide wires in­side, and that took most of the night.”

Ru­te­jìmo didn’t un­der­stand Pi­dòhu’s ob­ses­sion with the me­chan­i­cal dog, but it kept him away from the oth­ers. “At least you’ll get a break from all that with this trip.”

Pi­dòhu rubbed his hands to­geth­er, work­ing at the gre­ase stains on his fi­nger­tips. “No, I’ve been dread­ing this trip for months.” He knelt down to dig into his pack.

“Why? Beca­use of Chi­mípu?” Ru­te­jìmo jerked as he re­al­ized what Pi­dòhu had said. “For months? I thought this was pla­nned last night.”

Pi­dòhu lo­oked up with murky green eyes. “Do you re­al­ly think that?”

“Yeah,” Ru­te­jìmo said with a frown, “how could it be any­thing else?”

Pi­dòhu stood up a­gain with a rag in his hand. He ges­tured with a fi­nger to­ward the gath­ered clan mem­bers. “Have you ever seen so many for just a sim­ple trip? And did you know that Jyo­te­kábi is co­ming with us?”

Ru­te­jìmo shook his head.

“This is more than just Chi­mípu’s rite of pas­sage, Ru­te­jìmo.”

“Maybe they just want to see her suc­ceed be­yond all ex­pec­ta­tions,” Ru­te­jìmo sur­prised him­self with the spite in his voice.

“No,” Pi­dòhu said with a sigh, “if that were the case, there wouldn’t be so many. It only takes Shi­mu­sògo to make her a true mem­ber of the clan. Look at them.” He ges­tured to the ones a­ro­und Desòchu. “Can’t you see the ten­sion? Some­thing has made the clan fright­ened.”

Ru­te­jìmo snort­ed and turned away. “You’re jump­ing at the shad­ows, boy.” But, as the words sunk in, he pe­ered at the gath­ered clan and saw what Pi­dòhu was talk­ing a­bout. Desòchu was the eas­i­est to see the diffe­rence in since Ru­te­jìmo had grown up with him. While Desòchu spoke cheer­ful­ly, he tugged on his ears and ad­just­ed his knives far more than Ru­te­jìmo had ever seen. Oth­er clan mem­bers were toy­ing with their own we­apons, and the smiles fad­ed du­ring the lulls in con­ver­sa­tion.

“This is a lot more than just Chi­mípu, Ru­te­jìmo.” Pi­dòhu re­pe­ated, as he sighed and turned back to the val­ley. “You know, some­times I wo­nder if I’ll ever miss this place.”

Star­tled by the sud­den cha­nge in con­ver­sa­tion, Ru­te­jìmo turned to look back. He didn’t see any­thing, but some­thing in Pi­dòhu’s voice brought a shiv­er of dread. “You’ll be back by the end of the week.”

“Do you re­al­ly think that?”

Ru­te­jìmo squirmed at Pi­dòhu’s sullen words. He lift­ed his gaze to his own home. An un­com­fort­able trem­ble coursed along his spine, and the world felt icy for a mo­ment. He start­ed to doubt him­self, but it nev­er oc­curred to him that the trip was more than just a trip. He gulped to wet his throat. When he turned back, Pi­dòhu was al­ready jog­ging to­ward Desòchu’s group.

Grunt­ing with an­noy­ance, Ru­te­jìmo drew his mind back to his jour­ney and raced af­ter Pi­dòhu.
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        Middle of the Trip


        
The desert has no time for the weak and sick­ly. The sav­ages slaugh­ter chil­dren with mi­nor de­for­mi­ties and con­stant­ly push their youth to their lim­its.
—Pal­adin Ruse, War Co­un­cil of Ko­r­mar

Ru­te­jìmo’s chest ached, and sweat po­ured down his neck and shoul­ders. Sun­light bore down on him, steal­ing his breath as he strug­gled to jog along the ridge of the dune. For all the prac­tice, wrestling, and rac­ing in the val­ley, noth­ing could pre­pare him for the dif­fi­cul­ty of sim­ply ke­e­ping up with the rest of the clan day af­ter day.

He ran strong­ly for the first day, but he was soon strag­gling be­hind eve­ry­one but Pi­dòhu.

By the third day, his cheeks burned with hu­mil­i­a­tion and he prayed for the end.

Af­ter that, he lost track of how long they’ve been ru­n­ning. It had all ble­nded to­geth­er, but it felt like weeks. His life had been re­duced to ru­n­ning du­ring the day and sle­e­ping fit­ful­ly at night, only to be wok­en at dawn to do it all a­gain.

His only com­fort was that he kept up bet­ter than Pi­dòhu. Hid­ing his smile, he glanced over his shoul­der. With every step the oth­er boy strug­gled to keep mov­ing. As he reached the top of a dune a few chains away he stum­bled and sent sheets of sand po­u­ring down in front of him. As much as Ru­te­jìmo strained to keep up, it was noth­ing com­pared to Pi­dòhu’s ef­forts.

Desòchu paced next to Pi­dòhu, jog­ging with­out any ef­fort. He smiled and held his hand out, but wouldn’t grab Pi­dòhu un­less the we­aker te­enag­er reached out for him.

Jeal­ousy rose up in­side Ru­te­jìmo. Desòchu had nev­er giv­en him the same at­ten­tion as he had Pi­dòhu. His broth­er al­ways pushed for him to run faster, even in the ba­king sun, but then sent him to run on his own. Ru­te­jìmo turned away to avoid the a­nger that surged up in­side him. Fo­cus­ing on his des­ti­na­tion, he strained to find some burst of en­er­gy to get him through the last chains un­til he reached the camp.

The clan had stopped in the space be­tween three nar­row columns of rock that rose into the sky. They were called Wind’s Teeth, and le­gends cla­imed they were the bones of some anci­ent crea­ture that used to wa­nder the deserts. Now, they were just used for land­marks and shel­ter for the clans who trav­eled the sands.

As he jogged down the fi­nal dune, he pe­ered through the rocks to the camp. Most of the fa­mil­iar tents were al­ready set up, the bright col­ors of the Shi­mu­sògo clan com­fort­ing. All the tents were small and eas­i­ly car­ried by one per­son. The ma­te­rial was thin but strong; it was also ex­pen­sive and requ­ired a trip to Wa­mi­fuko City to ob­tain. Since he would spend most of his adult life in one, it was an eas­i­ly justi­fied cost.

Ka­ra­wàbi and Tsub­àyo were gasp­ing for breath with their backs to one of the Teeth. Ka­ra­wàbi was on the gro­und, head be­tween his large hands while Tsub­àyo bent over and braced him­self on his thighs. They were so­aked in sweat and sha­king vi­o­lent­ly.

Ge­mènyo stood next to them, wav­ing his hands wild­ly as he went on a­bout a da­n­ge­rous ad­ven­ture that would, like most of his sto­ries, end with him drunk off his ass. Like most of the adults of the clan, Ge­mènyo wasn’t cov­ered in sweat or even wi­nded. In­stead, he hopped back and forth as he tried to ca­jole Tsub­àyo and Ka­ra­wàbi into stand­ing up.

Be­yond the rocks, Chi­mípu stood calm­ly as she spoke to Hyo­nèku with only a tri­an­gle of sweat down her shirt and a gliste­ning on her brow. If he didn’t know bet­ter, Ru­te­jìmo would have sworn she had just start­ed on the trip.

Ru­te­jìmo glared at Chi­mípu as he came up to the o­uter edges of the camp. While he strug­gled to run the last chain with­out thro­wing up, she was calm and col­lect­ed. He slowed down as he fought his jeal­ous thoughts, kno­wing that be­ing bla­tant with his o­pi­ni­ons would just ask for trou­ble and mock­ery from the adults.

“Come on, lit­tle broth­er,” called Desòchu from be­hind, “the last per­son in camp has to make di­nner tonight.”

Gro­a­ning, Ru­te­jìmo forced him­self to speed up a­gain. He had to make di­nner the night be­fore and the quips and un­ceas­ing de­mands still wore on his thoughts. His foot caught a thick ridge, and he lost his bal­ance. He bare­ly had a chance to throw his hands in front of him as he slammed face-first into the se­a­ring-hot sand.

“You know,” said Ge­mènyo, “if Ka­ra­wàbi and Tsub­àyo we­ren’t gasp­ing for breath, they would be laugh­ing at you.”

Ru­te­jìmo glared up at the co­uri­er, but took Ge­mènyo’s of­fered hand to stand up. He sput­tered to clear his mouth and wiped the grains from his sweat-so­aked face. He lo­oked at Ge­mènyo, who didn’t even have a droplet of sweat on his body. “How do you do it?”

Ge­mènyo shrugged and held his palms up. “We are the clans of the sun. Just as Ta­chìra”—he pressed his hands to­geth­er in prayer and lo­oked up at the sun—”grants Shi­mu­sògo the pow­er of speed, so we must hon­or the great sun that gives us life.”

“Be­sides,” Desòchu cheer­ful­ly added as he jogged up, “would you re­al­ly want to run in the dark? You seem to have e­nough trou­ble re­ma­i­ning up­right when you can see the sand.”

Ru­te­jìmo blushed hot­ly. He watched as Pi­dòhu stag­gered into the camp, the last to ar­rive. It wouldn’t be Ru­te­jìmo ma­king di­nner. He would have felt a thrill of tri­umph, ex­cept he was too ex­haust­ed to care. He gasped for air, then le­aned a­gainst his broth­er. “Does it get any eas­i­er, great broth­er?”

“When Shi­mu­sògo is be­fore you, the sun stops hurt­ing and the heat doesn’t burn qu­ite as much. But, if you don’t strug­gle now, you won’t re­spect the gifts you’re giv­en lat­er.”

“I would.”

Desòchu smiled and clapped him on the shoul­der. “I know, lit­tle broth­er, and your day will come. Just a bit lo­nger.”

Pi­dòhu whim­pered as he slumped to his knees. Air ripped past Ru­te­jìmo as Ge­mènyo ap­peared next to Pi­dòhu. The tiny ed­dies of sand spun away as Ge­mènyo caught him and helped him back to his feet.

“No, no, lit­tle one. Just a few more steps.”

“I-I—” gasped Pi­dòhu, “I can’t.”

“Of course you can,” Ge­mènyo said com­pas­si­o­nate­ly, “just take one more step.”

Pi­dòhu whim­pered as he took an­oth­er step, then a sec­ond.

Ru­te­jìmo and Desòchu fol­lowed mute­ly be­hind the two. The scuff of sand shift­ed un­der­neath Ru­te­jìmo’s feet. He al­most slipped, but kno­wing the clan was watch­ing, he wrenched him­self back into place. A blush burned on his cheeks, and he fought the urge to gasp for air.

“Ru­te­jìmo,” Desòchu said in al­most a whis­per.

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked up, sur­prised. “Y-Yes?”

“You should help Pi­dòhu with the co­o­king tonight.”

“Why?” he grum­bled. “He came in last.”

“He’s clan. And he is strug­gling. He could use a fri­end.”

Ru­te­jìmo watched as Pi­dòhu stag­gered into the ce­nter of the camp near the fires. Ge­mènyo stepped back as the frail boy dropped to his knees and dug into his bag. Pi­dòhu’s back was cov­ered in sweat, and tiny rivulets ran down to his arms be­fore drop­ping off. Droplets hit the sun-he­ated sand, and tiny curls of steam rose up from the im­pact.

Desòchu clapped Ru­te­jìmo on the back. “Good run, lit­tle broth­er. Just think a­bout what I said. No mat­ter how much you don’t like him, clan is every­thing.”

“Yes, Great Shi­mu­sogo Desòchu.”

Desòchu gave him a smile and jogged over to talk to Ge­mènyo and Hyo­nèku.

Ru­te­jìmo stopped at the rocks across from Ka­ra­wàbi and Tsub­àyo. He glanced over to the oth­er te­enagers, who glared back.

Tsub­àyo stood up and shoved him­self off. “Couldn’t keep up, huh?”

Bristling at the com­ment, Ru­te­jìmo balled his fists and took a step for­ward, but then he felt at­ten­tion on him. Pe­e­ring a­ro­und, he saw both Hyo­nèku and Ge­mènyo watch­ing him war­i­ly. He let out a hiss of an­noy­ance and forced his fi­ngers to re­lax.

Smirk­ing with tri­umph, Tsub­àyo ges­tured for Ka­ra­wàbi to fol­low and he­aded to­ward the adults.

Ru­te­jìmo watched him leave, hat­ing that he couldn’t beat Ka­ra­wàbi into the gro­und like the smug bas­tard de­served. He pe­eked back and no­ticed Ge­mènyo was still watch­ing. With a sigh, he took a step to­ward Pi­dòhu, but stopped as Chi­mípu knelt down next to him.

With­out say­ing a word, Chi­mípu helped Pi­dòhu fin­ish gathe­ring up the co­o­king sup­plies and car­ried them over to the fire pit.

Pi­dòhu fol­lowed a few steps be­hind. “Thank you, Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu.”

She nod­ded and pulled the cut­ting board out of Pi­dòhu’s arms.

Ru­te­jìmo stepped back. He didn’t want to be near Chi­mípu at the mo­ment, not af­ter strug­gling so much to keep up with the clan. He felt a dark cloud gathe­ring over him as he turned his back on the two and he­aded to the shad­ows of the Wind’s Teeth and away from eve­ry­one else.
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        The Morning Sun


        
The true na­ture of a woman can­not be fo­und with sim­ple ques­tions or tests. It can only be fo­und when her child is un­der the knife’s edge or when she must cho­ose be­tween her hus­band and fam­i­ly.
—Yu­nu­jyo­raze Byo­mími

“Wake up, Jìmo!” Chi­mípu’s voice cut through the side of his tent.

Ru­te­jìmo gro­aned as he cracked open his eyes. His head hurt, and his legs ached from yes­ter­day’s run. He wa­nted just a few more hours to sleep. “Go away!”

He rolled over and closed his eyes.

“Now!” snapped Chi­mípu. There was a strange tone to her voice—sharp­ness at the edge of pan­ic. Ru­te­jìmo had nev­er heard her so­und like that, and he felt a prick­le of fear crawl down his spine.

He sat up sharply and lo­oked a­ro­und. Spears of sun bore down on the thin fab­ric of the tent, and the tran­si­ent cool­ness from the night was quick­ly turn­ing into a sti­fling heat. Not even a trick­le of bre­eze ran through space be­tween the flaps.

He pe­ered out through the o­pe­ning, but Chi­mípu was al­ready strid­ing away. Scratch­ing his head, he pulled on a fresh pair of shorts and ca­re­ful­ly rolled his dirty clothes into a tube be­fore shov­ing them into his trav­el pack. Gro­a­ning, he dragged his pack out of his tent and stood up.

The sun was brighter than he ex­pect­ed. He shad­ed his eyes and pe­ered up. Ta­chìra, the sun spir­it, was a fist’s height from the hori­zon. “They ac­tu­al­ly let us sleep in?”

“No,” snapped Chi­mípu as she spun a­ro­und, “they left us in the mid­dle of the night!”

Ru­te­jìmo froze, the prick­ling along his skin turn­ing into the buzz of a tho­u­sand i­nsects. The world spun a­ro­und him as he stared at her, wo­n­de­ring if he mis­heard. “W-What?”

“You heard me, sand-blast­ed in­con­ti­nent! I said they left us.”

"No, Desòchu would nev­er do that. He would nev­er… " Ru­te­jìmo pe­ered a­ro­und but he didn’t see the oth­er tents. “…leave… me…?”

There were only four tents still set up: Ru­te­jìmo’s, Pi­dòhu’s, Tsub­àyo’s, and Ka­ra­wàbi’s. He didn’t know where Chi­mípu’s tent had gone, and he wo­n­dered where she had set it up. Af­ter a few sec­onds, he guessed that she’d al­ready packed her tent be­fore she woke him up.

The con­cern cut into him as he sca­nned the camp­ing area a­ro­und the three rocks. His broth­er’s tent was gone. So were Ge­mènyo’s and Hyo­nèku’s and all the oth­ers. In fact, if it wasn’t for the dead fire pit in the ce­nter of the three rocks, there would be no sign the clan had spent the night.

Ru­te­jìmo turned back and asked, “Where is eve­ry­one?”

Chi­mípu let out an ex­as­pe­rat­ed sigh. “Do you re­al­ly think I know the an­swer to that?” She sca­nned the hori­zon, no doubt lo­o­king for signs of move­ment.

“Why not, Chi­mípu? You know every­thing else.”

“That’s beca­use you’re an id­iot with sand for brains.”

Tsub­àyo gro­aned as he came up to them, scratch­ing his ass. “So? They left you be­hind also, Mípu.”

Chi­mípu glared at him and po­int­ed her lo­ngest fi­nger at him. “Lis­ten, Cho­bìre’s shit for a skull, I don’t have time for your crap or pos­tu­ring. I’m go­ing to jog out to that dune,” she po­int­ed to a taller ridge of sand, “and see if I can find them. Don’t do any­thing stu­pid.”

Tsub­àyo shrugged and scratched the scars on his face and throat.

Chi­mípu made an ex­as­pe­rat­ed so­und and start­ed across the sand. Ru­te­jìmo fol­lowed her with his eyes. He was stu­nned by how fast she had lost her calm and wo­n­dered if he shouldn’t be more wor­ried him­self. Chi­mípu was al­ways col­lect­ed and smug. Ru­te­jìmo wasn’t sure if he liked the cha­nge.

“Damn the sands, it’s late,” grum­bled Ka­ra­wàbi as he stag­gered up. “What is go­ing on?”

Ru­te­jìmo kept his gaze locked on Chi­mípu as she ac­cele­rat­ed into a run. The sand kicked up be­hind her as she dis­ap­peared be­hind a small­er dune.

Tsub­àyo gru­nted and ges­tured to the emp­ty site. “The clan ran off with­out us.”

Ka­ra­wàbi lo­oked sur­prised and then turned a­ro­und. For a long mo­ment, he stared at the emp­ty camp­site be­fore he turned back. “When did that hap­pen?”

“Last night.”

“Why didn’t we hear them?”

Tsub­àyo reached over and smacked Ka­ra­wàbi on the shoul­der. “Beca­use I couldn’t hear any­thing over your sno­ring, id­iot.”

“Oh.” Ka­ra­wàbi toed the gro­und for a mo­ment. “I’m hun­gry.”

Tsub­àyo shook his head slow­ly be­fore po­int­ing to Ru­te­jìmo’s and Pi­dòhu’s tent. “Then get Dòhu up and have him make us break­fast.”

“Okay, Bàyo.” Ka­ra­wàbi turned on his heels and walked to­ward the tent. His feet scuffed a­gainst the sand.

“Jìmo…,” start­ed Tsub­àyo.

Ru­te­jìmo turned to fo­cus on him. “Yes?”

“You go­ing to obey the up­tight bitch, or me?”

“What?” Ru­te­jìmo shook his head in co­nfu­sion.

Tsub­àyo stepped for­ward and ges­tured in the di­rec­tion of Chi­mípu. “That girl has rocks jammed up her ass. If the clan re­al­ly a­ba­n­doned us, she’s go­ing to in­sist on be­ing in charge. She is al­ways lord­ing over us, and that won’t cha­nge out here. You know that, right?”

There was no ques­tion Chi­mípu was al­ready tak­ing charge when she had wok­en Ru­te­jìmo up. He let out a long sigh. “Yeah, she will.”

“Do you re­al­ly want to run in her shad­ow for the rest of your life?”

Ru­te­jìmo shook his head.

Tsub­àyo smiled tri­umphant­ly. “Good. I knew you’d see it my way.”

Ru­te­jìmo felt un­com­fort­able at Tsub­àyo’s de­c­la­ra­tion, but he said noth­ing.

“Now”—Tsub­àyo clapped Ru­te­jìmo on the shoul­der—”I’m hun­gry. Dòhu! Where’s Dòhu?”

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked a­ro­und, but didn’t see Pi­dòhu.

Ka­ra­wàbi had reached Pi­dòhu’s tent and pe­ered in­side. With a chor­tle, he reached in and pulled Pi­dòhu from in­side.

The frail te­enag­er kicked and lashed out, both use­less­ly, as the much larg­er boy set him down on his feet.

Pi­dòhu shook his arm free from Ka­ra­wàbi’s grip. His eyes were sad but not sur­prised as he lo­oked a­ro­und at the emp­ty site. In­stead, there was de­spair in his ex­pres­sion.

Ka­ra­wàbi gru­nted. “I’m hun­gry. Go on, make break­fast for us, boy.” He stepped over to Pi­dòhu and shoved him to where the fire used to be.

The sle­nder boy stum­bled for­ward and dropped to his knees. The sand rolled away from him as he lo­oked up at Ru­te­jìmo, Tsub­àyo, and Ka­ra­wàbi stand­ing over him.

“With what?” Pi­dòhu ges­tured to the emp­ty site. “The only thing we have is the food in our packs.”

“So?” gru­nted Ka­ra­wàbi.

“Ra­tions don’t need to be co­oked, Wàbi,” Pi­dòhu gave Ka­ra­wàbi an an­noyed look.

“I don’t care.” Ka­ra­wàbi balled his hands into fists, and the so­und of crack­ing knuck­les snapped through the air. “I’m hun­gry. Find some­thing, Dòhu.”

Pi­dòhu sighed and shook his head. “Give me a few min­utes.”

“Hur­ry up, runt.”

Tsub­àyo ges­tured to Ka­ra­wàbi, and the larg­er boy he­aded that way. Tsub­àyo cle­ared his throat and ges­tured for Ru­te­jìmo to also fol­low.

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked back and forth be­tween Tsub­àyo and Pi­dòhu. The frail boy was dig­ging through his trav­el pack, pulling out a few kin­dling sticks and a spark­er. The de­vice was a flint wheel at­tached to a long coil of wire. When pulled, it would cre­ate a show­er of sparks to start a fire. He padded over to the pit and brushed away the sand to get to the ash be­neath. Heat rose in shim­mers a­ro­und his fi­ngers as he jammed the kin­dling into the ash­es and set the de­vice next to it. Grab­bing a wire on the top, he plant­ed his hand and ya­nked it. A show­er of sparks po­ured out but the kin­dling didn’t catch. He re­wo­und the wire and tried a­gain.

“Jìmo,” called Tsub­àyo.

Ru­te­jìmo glanced back to the two boys, but then Desòchu’s words came back. He shook his head and took a cau­ti­ous step to­ward Pi­dòhu. When Tsub­àyo didn’t say any­thing, he he­aded over and squat­ted next to Pi­dòhu; the sim­i­lar­i­ty to Chi­mípu wasn’t lost on him, and he tried not to think a­bout it. “What can I do, Dòhu?”

Pi­dòhu lo­oked sur­prised. “I-I—” He glanced over to Tsub­àyo and then back to Ru­te­jìmo. He po­int­ed to the side of one of the to­we­ring rocks. “Over there, there should be a food bag ha­n­ging on a ledge. Assu­ming they didn’t take it. Could you find it?”

Ru­te­jìmo jogged to the rock and lo­oked a­ro­und. When he didn’t see any­thing, he paced back and forth and sca­nned the ragged rocks with a si­n­king feel­ing. He con­ti­nued to cir­cle the rocks but his mind be­gan to wa­nder.

Desòchu must have known a­bout this as the le­ader, but Ru­te­jìmo’s old­er broth­er would nev­er leave them alone. It was da­n­ge­rous out in the sun. No shel­ter, very lit­tle wa­ter, and af­ter end­less days of hard ru­n­ning, none of them had the en­er­gy to do any­thing.

Ru­te­jìmo sca­nned the hori­zon, lo­o­king for Chi­mípu. She was just a black dot a few dunes over, ru­n­ning along one of the many ridges that crossed the desert. Chi­mípu had more en­er­gy than any­one else. She was a bet­ter ru­nner and war­rior. Jeal­ousy rose up in him, and he wished he was as good as she.

“Damn the sands,” he mut­tered, and gave up lo­o­king for the bag. “My own broth­er a­ba­n­doned me.”

He didn’t want to go back to Pi­dòhu with­out the bag, or go near Tsub­àyo. With a long sigh, he kicked the sand and he­aded for the far­thest rock.

Ru­te­jìmo stopped in the shade and slow­ly raised his gaze up the to­we­ring stone to fo­cus on the sharp po­int stick­ing high in the air. It was eas­i­ly over a chain in height, and in a hap­pi­er time he would have climbed it in a heart­beat. But now, a­ba­n­doned by his own clan, left to die in the cru­el desert, he didn’t know what to do.

“Damn my broth­er.”

“Jìmo!” yelled Tsub­àyo. “Where did you go!?”

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked across the end­less waves of the desert and shook his head. “Damn my broth­er,” he re­pe­ated and he­aded back.

He made it only a rod be­fore move­ment on the rock caught his at­ten­tion. He stepped back and shield­ed his eyes to peer up the to­we­ring Wind’s Tooth. It was the food bag, but it was halfway up the back­side of the rock, a­bout thir­ty feet off the sands.

“Jìmo,” called Pi­dòhu as he came a­ro­und the rock, “did you find it?”

Ru­te­jìmo mute­ly po­int­ed to the bag.

Pi­dòhu lo­oked up, then did a dou­ble take. “How did it get up there?”

Ru­te­jìmo shrugged help­less­ly.

“Can you get it, Jìmo?”

Nod­ding, Ru­te­jìmo padded up and in­spect­ed the rock. It was rough with sharp edges. He didn’t want to climb up the face, but both of them knew who was bet­ter at scal­ing rocks. He tried to calm his quicke­ning breath. “Give me a sec­ond.”

“Thank you, Jìmo.”

“For what, Dòhu?”

“For help­ing.”

Ru­te­jìmo pe­eked over at the sle­nder boy be­fore turn­ing his at­ten­tion to the bag. He mapped out the rocks, try­ing to find a place to climb. “Did you know this was go­ing to hap­pen?”

A sharp i­ntake of breath an­swered his ques­tion.

“Was it pla­nned?” He felt a strange sense of eu­pho­ria and be­tray­al tighte­ning his throat. His broth­er would nev­er a­ba­n­don him.

“I’m guess­ing yes.”

“Why?”

Pi­dòhu turned to him. “Didn’t you think it was strange we had so many adults in this group?”

“No….” Ru­te­jìmo hat­ed be­ing re­mi­nded that Pi­dòhu saw some­thing long be­fore he did.

“It’s a tri­al.”

“I know, this is Chi­mípu’s—”

“No, it’s a rite of pas­sage for all of us.”

Ru­te­jìmo froze, his eyes not se­e­ing for a pa­i­nful minute. “F-For all of us?”

“Yes, that’s why there were so many adults. I didn’t think they were go­ing to just leave us here, but this en­tire trip was for more than just—”

“What,” snapped Tsub­àyo as he came a­ro­und the rock, “is go­ing on?”

Pi­dòhu clamped his mouth shut.

“Well?” growled Tsub­àyo as he stopped in front of Pi­dòhu. Ka­ra­wàbi strolled be­hind him, scratch­ing his ass.

Ru­te­jìmo cle­ared his throat. “Pi­dòhu thinks this is a rite of pas­sage for all of us.”

Tsub­àyo scoffed and glared at Pi­dòhu. “You a­ren’t a man and will nev­er be one. They are let­ting the sands take us beca­use none of them want to be kin-killers.”

Pi­dòhu stepped back, hold­ing his hand.

Ru­te­jìmo said, “No, he thinks that is why they brought so many on the trip.” But Ru­te­jìmo still didn’t be­lieve that is why they were in such a large group. He thought a­bout the un­ex­pect­ed mem­ber also with them—Jyo­te­kábi, the strange­ly dressed woman from Ta­te­shyú­so clan. The Ta­te­shyú­so nev­er left the val­ley.

“Oh,” drawled Tsub­àyo as he took a step to­ward Pi­dòhu, “you knew this was go­ing to hap­pen?”

Pal­ing, Pi­dòhu held up both hands. “I-I didn’t know, I just guessed.”

Tsub­àyo growled and took an­oth­er step clos­er. Pi­dòhu tried to step back, but Tsub­àyo fol­lowed him. “You knew they were go­ing to a­ba­n­don us? And you didn’t think it was im­por­tant to say any­thing? Are you work­ing for them? A spy?” As he spoke, his voice grew lo­uder and an­gri­er.

“No, Tsub­àyo, I didn’t know. It was just an idea. I would nev­er—”

Tsub­àyo struck Pi­dòhu with his open palm, the crack of flesh on flesh echoed a­gainst the rocks. Ru­te­jìmo jerked vi­o­lent­ly at the so­und. Pi­dòhu spun once be­fore he crum­pled to the gro­und.

“I’m your bet­ter, boy,” screamed Tsub­àyo, “and don’t you for­get it! You call me great or don’t speak!”

Pi­dòhu whim­pered as he held his face with his hand.

Tsub­àyo kicked sand on him. A few rocks bounced a­gainst Pi­dòhu’s face be­fore land­ing on the gro­und with lit­tle dull thumps. “Now, make my sand-damned break­fast.”

Un­com­fort­able, Ru­te­jìmo turned to the rock and steeled him­self for climb­ing.

“No, Jìmo, let Dòhu do that.”

Ru­te­jìmo stopped at Tsub­àyo’s com­mand. He turned slow­ly back to the scarred boy.

Tsub­àyo ges­tured an­gri­ly at Pi­dòhu, who was get­ting to his feet. “He prob­a­bly put it there just to see so­me­one fall. Let him climb up.”

“But—”

“I said,” growled Tsub­àyo, “let him”—he stepped to­ward Ru­te­jìmo—”climb up there and get his own damn bag.”

“Dòhu doesn’t climb that well.”

“Like shit he doesn’t. I bet it was just one more lie, right?”

“No,” whis­pered Pi­dòhu, “I—”

“Climb the damn rock!”

Ru­te­jìmo and Pi­dòhu jerked at Tsub­àyo’s shout.

Tears glitte­ring in his eyes, Pi­dòhu slow­ly made his way to the rock. He stared up at it with tre­pi­da­tion, and Ru­te­jìmo could see him trem­bling.

Ru­te­jìmo stepped for­ward, but hesi­tat­ed when Tsub­àyo let out a hiss. He wa­nted to help, but couldn’t.

“Let him climb, Jìmo.”

Ru­te­jìmo pressed for­ward.

“I said—”

“I’m giv­ing him my gloves!” he snapped. As soon as he said it, he was shamed he didn’t say what was on his mind, that he wa­nted to do it for Pi­dòhu. Com­mit­ted to his new lie, he peeled off his gloves and ha­nded them to Pi­dòhu. He whis­pered to the sle­nder boy. “I’m sor­ry.”

Pi­dòhu nod­ded. “Thank you, Great Shi­mu­sogo Ru­te­jìmo.”

Ru­te­jìmo turned away with a flush of em­bar­rass­ment. He didn’t de­serve be­ing called “great” any­thing; that was re­served for those who de­served re­spect. He walked from his own fail­ure, but only a few rods be­fore turn­ing back to watch.

Pi­dòhu slow­ly picked his way up. He strained to reach the rocks, and when he pulled his trem­bling frame up, he gru­nted with ex­er­tion. He strug­gled to re­main in place as he reached up for the next hand­hold.

“Move, boy,” said Tsub­àyo. “I’m hun­gry.”

“I’m try­ing.”

“Try hard­er.”

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked away but lis­tened to Pi­dòhu climb­ing the rock. It took long, pa­i­nful min­utes, and Ru­te­jìmo was re­mi­nded he could have done it in half the time. Even the idea of lo­o­king at the gro­und thir­ty feet be­low scared him, but he couldn’t i­mag­ine what Pi­dòhu was thi­n­king.

“Fi­nal­ly!”

Ru­te­jìmo glanced up to see Pi­dòhu eas­ing the bag off the ledge. Sur­prised, Ru­te­jìmo let out his held breath be­fore he re­al­ized he was hold­ing it.

“Hur­ry up, boy,” snapped Tsub­àyo.

To climb down, Pi­dòhu worked blind­ly as he felt for the to­eholds and test­ed each one be­fore putting his weight on it. Ru­te­jìmo could see him sha­king with the ef­fort to keep from falling. The bag swayed back and forth with every move­ment, thre­a­te­ning to fall.

A stone bounced off the rock next to Pi­dòhu. It clat­tered down the Tooth be­fore hit­ting the gro­und with a thud.

Ru­te­jìmo gasped and lo­oked to where Ka­ra­wàbi was heft­ing an­oth­er rock with a grin on his face. “Wàbi!”

Ka­ra­wàbi shot Ru­te­jìmo a glare and flicked a larg­er rock. It bounced off a few inch­es from Pi­dòhu’s hand. Pi­dòhu gasped and flinched away a mo­ment lat­er. He would have been too late to avoid be­ing struck, if it had hit him. His low­er foot scraped a­gainst the stone as he re­newed his at­tempts to find a foothold.

Ru­te­jìmo stormed for­ward. “Stop that, Ka­ra­wàbi!”

“What?” Ka­ra­wàbi threw an­oth­er rock, and it hit the stone near Pi­dòhu’s feet. “I’m not go­ing to hit him.”

“He’s twen­ty feet off the gro­und!”

An­oth­er rock. This one struck the stone near Pi­dòhu’s shoul­der, and flecks of sand po­ured down. “The sand is soft. He won’t get hurt.”

Ru­te­jìmo halt­ed in front of Ka­ra­wàbi. He was sev­er­al inch­es short­er than the larg­er boy and couldn’t tow­er over him the way he wa­nted to. “He is clan.”

“Not for long,” chuck­led Ka­ra­wàbi. He drew back and threw the rock. It whis­tled past Ru­te­jìmo’s ear.

Ru­te­jìmo balled his fist to strike Ka­ra­wàbi, but then he saw a grin stretch across Ka­ra­wàbi’s face. Ru­te­jìmo spun a­ro­und with a feel­ing of dread cle­n­ching a­ro­und his heart.

Pi­dòhu was cla­wing at the rocks with one hand as he fell back. One foot was flail­ing in the air, and the rapid thump­ing of his toes stri­king the stone was a drum­beat that matched Ru­te­jìmo’s own sud­den­ly quick­ened pulse. The so­und of fi­nger­nails scratch­ing a­gainst stone filled the air as Pi­dòhu’s weight snatched him from the stone cliff.

At first, he moved with sicke­ning slow­ness as he fell back, but he quick­ly ac­cele­rat­ed as he peeled off the stone wall and plum­met­ed to the sand be­low. Over the thump of his body hit­ting the gro­und, Ru­te­jìmo heard the so­und of crack­ing bone, and it sent a pang of fear through him.
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        Blood and Bone


        
Ac­tions made in a mo­ment of un­con­sci­ous re­ac­tion are worth more than a tho­u­sand lec­tures of note.
—Yu­nu­jyo­raze Byo­mími

For a long mo­ment, no one said any­thing. A few rocks bounced off the Wind’s Tooth and hit the gro­und with heavy smacks. One of them, slight­ly larg­er than Ru­te­jìmo’s fist, struck Pi­dòhu in the back. The meaty thud only brought a shud­der be­fore it rolled off into the sand. It left a blood-flecked wake be­hind, be­fore it stopped a few inch­es away. The wind had qu­i­eted, and noth­ing ob­scured the so­und of Pi­dòhu’s groans.

Ru­te­jìmo stared at Pi­dòhu’s limp body. He had nev­er seen so­me­one se­ri­ous­ly hurt be­fore. He kept re­play­ing the sight of his body plum­met­ing to the gro­und and the so­und of im­pact. He tried to step back, to run away, but his legs re­fused to move. A whim­per rose up, and he re­al­ized it came from him. Help­less, he glanced over to Tsub­àyo in hopes that the old­er boy would do some­thing Ru­te­jìmo could fol­low.

Tsub­àyo had a look of stu­nned shock on his face. Sweat glis­tened on his brow and his dull green eyes were shimme­ring. He start­ed to turn away, but his gaze nev­er wa­vered from Pi­dòhu’s body.

Pi­dòhu mo­aned, a bro­ken, wet noise. “H-Help…?”

Ru­te­jìmo choked back sobs. He didn’t know what to do. He knew he should rush over to Pi­dòhu, should have al­ready done it, but he was afraid Ka­ra­wàbi would stop him or be­rate him. Silent­ly, he prayed Tsub­àyo would step for­ward, turn a­ro­und, or even give a com­mand.

Pi­dòhu reached up from the shad­ows of the rock. His hand was bloody, and bits of sand and rock clung to his lace­rat­ed palm. “H-Help me…”

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked back at Tsub­àyo and then to Ka­ra­wàbi.

Ka­ra­wàbi se­emed u­n­fazed by Pi­dòhu’s fall. In­stead of shock or hor­ror, the cor­ner of his mouth had curled up in a smirk. He turned to see Ru­te­jìmo lo­o­king at him and took a step to­ward him. “What? You have a prob­lem?”

Whimpe­ring, Ru­te­jìmo stepped back. The sand swal­lowed his foot, and he al­most lost his bal­ance. He stum­bled back, his eyes locked on Ka­ra­wàbi, but the larg­er te­enage boy didn’t come any clos­er.

“I can see bone,” sobbed Pi­dòhu, “and there’s blood every­where. Please, help?” His voice was ragged and gasp­ing.

Ru­te­jìmo felt sick to his stom­ach. He clutched his bel­ly as he lo­oked at Tsub­àyo ho­pe­ful­ly.

Tsub­àyo spun on his heels and spri­nted away from the acci­dent.

Ka­ra­wàbi chuck­led dry­ly and dug his hands into his pock­ets. “Come on, Ru­te­jìmo, it’s time to go.” And then he strolled af­ter Tsub­àyo while whistling cheer­ful­ly.

Ru­te­jìmo turned back to Pi­dòhu but he couldn’t force his legs to move. His mind screamed to run way with Tsub­àyo, but some­thing held him in place.

“Jìmo?” Pi­dòhu sobbed as he lift­ed his head. “Please help me.”

Ru­te­jìmo couldn’t move.

“Where did Bàyo and Wàbi run to, Jìmo?” Chi­mípu’s voice drift­ed through the wind be­hind him. She didn’t seem con­cerned or wor­ried; she must not have seen Pi­dòhu.

The urge to run away dou­bled, and Ru­te­jìmo man­aged to get a foot out of the sand be­fore set­ting it down heav­i­ly. He lo­oked guilty at Chi­mípu as she walked up.

A few strands of her dark hair whipped in the wind that stirred the sands a­ro­und her. A small plume of dust was dis­si­pat­ing be­hind her as if she had been ru­n­ning.

“Mípu?” called out Pi­dòhu.

In a flash, Chi­mípu’s cu­rios­i­ty turned to con­cern and then to a­nger. She rushed for­ward. Ru­te­jìmo was in the way, but she shoved him hard to the side. “Where is he!?”

Ru­te­jìmo stum­bled back, his eyes locked on her.

Her eyes wi­dened and she gasped. “Dòhu!?” She spri­nted over to him be­fore drop­ping to her knees next to his prone form. “What hap­pened!? Where are you hurt?” She gin­ger­ly felt along his arms, no doubt lo­o­king for more bro­ken bones.

“I-I fell. And hurt my­self.”

“Ta­chìra’s left nut. You didn’t do this your­self.” She glared at Ru­te­jìmo. “What did you do to him!?”

Ru­te­jìmo gulped, fight­ing the over­whelm­ing de­sire to run away. He held up his hands. “I-I didn’t….” He couldn’t fin­ish the se­n­tence. He didn’t do any­thing, but he could have. A tho­u­sand diffe­rent things flashed through his mind, and the guilt tore at him.

Chi­mípu glared at him. He saw dis­gust and a­nger burn­ing in her green eyes. She turned away. “Just… just, go away.” She shift­ed to her oth­er knee and start­ed to in­spect Pi­dòhu’s wo­unds close­ly.

It was the hard­est thing for Ru­te­jìmo to step clos­er. It wasn’t only cu­rios­i­ty that drove him, but an u­n­fa­mil­iar sense that he ne­eded to do some­thing. He didn’t un­der­stand it, but se­e­ing Pi­dòhu splayed out on the gro­und gave him a sick feel­ing. Still, as much as he wa­nted to run away, he couldn’t do any­thing but creep clos­er.

Tears ran down Pi­dòhu’s face. Sha­king, he clutched Chi­mípu’s thigh and dragged him­self over un­til his head rest­ed on her leg. There was a strange sense of famili­ar­i­ty be­tween them as Chi­mípu stroked his hair and whis­pered soft­ly. He lo­oked up but said noth­ing.

To­geth­er, they lift­ed their heads to look down at Pi­dòhu’s right leg. The jagged ends of both bones stuck out of his leg, the four cracked ends drip­ping with blood. The wo­und so­aked the fab­ric of his trousers and dripped to the gro­und in a rapid­ly gro­wing crim­son stain.

Ru­te­jìmo dropped to his knees as he threw up. The acidic taste burned in his mouth, and he wished it would burn away his me­mo­ries.

“Jìmo!” snapped Chi­mípu.

Ru­te­jìmo jerked and lo­oked up guilti­ly.

“Get my pack,” she or­dered.

He was re­lieved to get an or­der and di­rec­tion. Turn­ing a­ro­und, he willed him­self to move and he­aded back the way Ka­ra­wàbi and Tsub­àyo had run.

“Hur­ry!” yelled Chi­mípu from be­hind him.

Jog­ging, he ran a­ro­und the rocks. When he saw Tsub­àyo pa­wing through Pi­dòhu’s bag, he slowed to a stop. Pi­dòhu’s sup­plies were spread out along the gro­und, care­less­ly tossed aside. Some of his clothes were al­ready bu­ried by the blo­wing wind.

Ka­ra­wàbi stood near Tsub­àyo, hands in his pock­ets and a cru­el smile on his face. He had two packs slung over his shoul­der, Tsub­àyo’s and his own. Their tents were al­ready strapped to the side.

As Ru­te­jìmo ap­proached, Tsub­àyo stood up. “How bad is it, Jìmo?” His voice was calm and cal­cu­lat­ing.

Ru­te­jìmo swal­lowed back the bile. “Not good, Bàyo. He broke bones, and they are stick­ing out. I… I can see blood every­where.”

Tsub­àyo reached into Pi­dòhu’s pack and pulled out a small leather book. He lo­oked at it briefly be­fore thro­wing it over his shoul­der. He grabbed the near­ly emp­ty bag be­fore straighte­ning back up. “Pity. We’ll just have to go on with­out him. Come on and take this, I’ve got­ten rid of the use­less stuff.” He held out the bag for Ru­te­jìmo.

The sick feel­ing re­dou­bled. Ru­te­jìmo al­most bent over as he felt it burn­ing his throat, cho­king him. “I-I have to get Mípu’s bag.”

“Why?” Tsub­àyo shook his head and held out his hands. “Dòhu isn’t go­ing to sur­vive with a bro­ken leg.”

“B-Beca­use, she… told me to.” Ru­te­jìmo couldn’t look Tsub­àyo in the eyes.

“You pa­thet­ic, worm-rot­ted pile of di­se­ased crap. Are you in­ca­pable of do­ing any­thing on your own?”

Ru­te­jìmo’s cheeks burned at the i­nsult. He felt ashamed for con­si­de­ring a­ba­n­do­ning her but also for not fol­lo­wing Tsub­àyo. He didn’t know which one he should obey.

“Jìmo!” Chi­mípu’s call echoed off the rocks.

Ru­te­jìmo gulped and grabbed her bag. “I have to get this.”

“Go on, boy, run to your mis­tress.” Tsub­àyo kicked sand at Ru­te­jìmo’s face. “Like a good pup­py.”

Cho­king on his re­spo­nse, Ru­te­jìmo dropped Chi­mípu’s bag. He scram­bled to pick it up be­fore Ka­ra­wàbi could step on it. His fi­nger caught Pi­dòhu’s leather book in the sand. Af­ter a mo­ment’s hes­i­ta­tion, he grabbed it and Chi­mípu’s pack and backed away from the two.

Ka­ra­wàbi snort­ed with dis­gust, and that was e­nough to spur Ru­te­jìmo to run back to Chi­mípu and Pi­dòhu.

On the far side of the Wind’s Tooth, Chi­mípu had stripped off her shirt and was us­ing the fab­ric to blot the blood ooz­ing out of the wo­und. Her dark skin glis­tened with sweat, ex­cept where she had a long, white cloth wrapped a­ro­und her breasts. She glanced at Ru­te­jìmo as he sank to the gro­und next to them.

“Took you long e­nough,” she snapped.

“Sor­ry.”

“Put your hand here.” She po­int­ed to a bloody spot on the cloth. “And put pres­sure on it. But, don’t touch the bone it­self.”

Ru­te­jìmo al­most threw up a­gain as he lo­oked at the ga­ping wo­und. He clutched the book tighter.

“Now!”

Clos­ing his eyes, he gin­ger­ly reached out to obey.

Chi­mípu grabbed his wrist and ya­nked him clos­er.

Ru­te­jìmo lost his bal­ance and shoved his hands for­ward. He slammed into the sand be­tween Pi­dòhu’s legs. Gasp­ing, he o­pened his eyes to see him­self only inch­es away from the bloody wo­und.

Chi­mípu ya­nked his hand from the gro­und and jammed it a­gainst the sticky, hot fab­ric. “Pres­sure, now. I won’t lose Dòhu beca­use you can’t han­dle some blood.”

She grabbed her pack and dug into it.

U­nderneath Ru­te­jìmo’s hand, Pi­dòhu shook vi­o­lent­ly. His face was pale and drawn.

Ru­te­jìmo felt bones scra­ping as Pi­dòhu clenched and then let out a wail of pain.

“I’m here, Dòhu. And you’ll be all right. Just give me a sec­ond.” Chi­mípu’s voice was com­pas­si­o­nate and ca­ring when she spoke to him. Not like the sharp or­ders she gave Ru­te­jìmo. She let out a grunt of tri­umph as she pulled out a leather roll from her pack. With a snap of her wrist, she u­nrolled it along the gro­und to re­veal a field kit. One end had a col­lec­tion of knives, nee­dles, and awls. The oth­er had small pouch­es that would co­n­ta­in herbs, string, and oth­er items used for wo­unds and re­pairs.

She lo­oked up at Ru­te­jìmo and Pi­dòhu. “Jìmo, use both hands and more pres­sure, it’s le­a­king.”

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked down to see blood trick­ling from un­der­neath the fab­ric. He gulped and sat down the leather book be­fore gin­ger­ly press­ing both hands on the blood-so­aked fab­ric.

Chi­mípu pulled out two bunch­es of leaves. She crawled a­ro­und Pi­dòhu, drag­ging the roll, and set­tled into place op­po­site Ru­te­jìmo. Her hand was steady as she pressed the leaves to his lips. “Get a lot of sali­va in your mouth, and suck on these. Don’t swal­low, though. These will help with the pain.”

Pi­dòhu gro­aned. “I know, I helped you pick them, re­mem­ber?” He o­pened his mouth and ac­cept­ed the herbs.

She smiled weak­ly. Turn­ing away, she start­ed for the field kit but stopped sharply. “Jìmo, why did you bring that?”

Ru­te­jìmo pe­ered down to see that she was po­int­ing to Pi­dòhu’s book. “Um, Ka­ra­wàbi is… go­ing through Pi­dòhu’s bag. They’re leav­ing.”

Chi­mípu stared at him in­cred­u­lous­ly. “Se­ri­ous­ly? Here? Now? But what a­bout Dòhu?”

He didn’t want to say the words. He lo­oked away from both her glare and the wo­und.

She jammed her fi­nger into his side. “Don’t they know he’s hurt?”

He could only nod.

Chi­mípu stood up sharply. “What is wrong with all of you!? They can’t leave. We can’t split up the clan, not here, not now!” Her shrill voice echoed a­gainst the rock. She dropped the oth­er leaves on Pi­dòhu’s stom­ach. “Dòhu, tell the daft id­iot how to pack the wo­und, I have to stop them.”

Ru­te­jìmo start­ed to fol­low her as she ran af­ter Tsub­àyo and Ka­ra­wàbi. When Pi­dòhu mo­aned, he turned back. “I-I… what do I do?”

Pi­dòhu pushed the sod­den herbs into the side of his mouth be­fore he an­swered. “Pull back the shirt and pack these”—he sco­oped the herbs up from his stom­ach—”where it is bleed­ing. It will stop the flow and pre­vent po­i­so­ning.”

Lo­o­king down at the herbs, Ru­te­jìmo shook his head. “Dòhu, I don’t think I can do this.”

Pi­dòhu said noth­ing, but there was a pale, fright­ened look on his face. Tears still ran down his cheeks. “It re­al­ly hurts.”

At the so­und of Pi­dòhu’s cracked voice, Ru­te­jìmo sighed and wiped the tears from his eyes. "I’m sor­ry. I… I didn’t… mean… "

“I know,” whis­pered Pi­dòhu.

Gulp­ing, Ru­te­jìmo steeled him­self. He tugged back the fab­ric. It clung to the wo­und, and he pulled hard­er. As it peeled off, a fresh spurt of blood blos­somed in the ga­ping wo­und a­ro­und the bone.

Pi­dòhu whim­pered. “Hur­ry, please?”

Ru­te­jìmo squished the leaves in his palm. Gulp­ing to fight the bile ris­ing in his throat, he steeled him­self to his task. With a sha­king hand, he gin­ger­ly shoved the herbs into the torn flesh.

Pi­dòhu hissed in pain and Ru­te­jìmo ya­nked his hand back.

“No, keep do­ing that. Hur­ry.”

Ru­te­jìmo tried a­gain and shoved the herbs into the wo­und, fo­cus­ing on the ar­eas that had blood pooled a­gainst the skin.

The in­jured boy let out a cry when Ru­te­jìmo acci­de­ntal­ly scraped a­gainst the ragged end of bone.

“It isn’t work­ing.” Ru­te­jìmo felt help­less, “Do I need more?”

“Just give it a few sec­onds,” gasped Pi­dòhu. “Just a few sec­onds.”

“There is so much blood.” Ru­te­jìmo hat­ed that he was whimpe­ring him­self, but he couldn’t move his gaze away from the blood fill­ing the wo­und. The bare ends of the bones, four ragged spears of spli­n­tered white, twitched with every beat of Pi­dòhu’s pulse.

Te­nder­ly as he could, Ru­te­jìmo dabbed at the blood with the cor­ner of the fab­ric. The cloth quick­ly grew hot and sticky, but he hoped he was help­ing in­stead of ma­king it worse.

Pi­dòhu let out a sud­den gasp. “Oh, it’s work­ing.”

Ru­te­jìmo glanced down and re­al­ized the bloody wo­und was crim­son, but blood no lo­nger flowed out from the ragged ends of skin. He gulped at the na­usea that slammed into him. “W-What do I do now?”

Pi­dòhu’s eyes were glazed over as he glanced down. His cheek moved as he swirled the pain herbs in his mouth. With a nod, he po­int­ed to one of Chi­mípu’s shirts spilled out on the sand. It was her white ce­re­mo­nial top, im­port­ed from the north­ern re­gions and very ex­pen­sive.

“A-Are you sure?”

He nod­ded and moved the herbs to the side to speak. “It will soak it up. I’ll buy her a new one, I pro­mise.”

“I—” Ru­te­jìmo stopped spe­a­king and grabbed it with one hand. He shook it free of sand, then ca­re­ful­ly pushed it past the bro­ken bone and into the wo­und. The bright white fab­ric turned crim­son al­most im­me­di­ate­ly.

Pi­dòhu jerked when Ru­te­jìmo acci­de­ntal­ly scraped the bone.

“I’m sor­ry!”

“J-Just hur­ry up, please? Don’t move my leg, but try to sta­unch as much as you can.”

Fol­lo­wing Pi­dòhu’s in­struc­tions, Ru­te­jìmo ca­re­ful­ly stuffed part of the shirt into the ragged wo­und. As he did, he could see how the sod­den fab­ric helped bind the bones to­geth­er and pre­vent them from rip­ping the skin fur­ther apart. When Pi­dòhu told him to wrap it tighter, Ru­te­jìmo hesi­tat­ed but obeyed. More blood oozed out of the wo­und, but Pi­dòhu gave a sigh of re­lief when Ru­te­jìmo fin­ished ty­ing the limb and im­mo­bi­liz­ing it.

“Like that, Dòhu?”

When Pi­dòhu didn’t an­swer, Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked up with con­cern. Pi­dòhu was slumped back, breath­ing shal­low­ly, but his eyes were rolled into the back of his head.

Ter­ri­fied Pi­dòhu had so­mehow died, Ru­te­jìmo reached up and rest­ed his hand on Pi­dòhu’s chest. The rapid rise and fall gave him com­fort. “I’m sor­ry, Dòhu.”

The scrunch of sand tore his at­ten­tion away from Pi­dòhu. He lo­oked up as Chi­mípu dropped to her knees next to him. She pressed a hand a­gainst Pi­dòhu’s throat and cocked her head.

Ru­te­jìmo no­ticed she had a bru­ise form­ing over her eye and her knuck­les were scraped. Part of her lip was also split, and she licked away the blood welling up.

Chi­mípu glanced at him, then back to Pi­dòhu. “Tsub­àyo and Ka­ra­wàbi are go­ing their own way. If you want to go with them, I rec­om­mend you pack up and get the sands out of here.”

Her voice was harsh and bit­ter. He trem­bled at the noise of it. He lo­oked back at the rocks and then to Pi­dòhu. “Is he… go­ing to live?”

“I will do every­thing I can to save him.” She glared at him. “Un­like Tsub­àyo and Ka­ra­wàbi, I don’t pick who is in my clan. That’s Shi­mu­sògo’s de­ci­sion, not ours.”

“I didn’t….” But the words wouldn’t come. He shiv­ered from the i­n­ten­si­ty of Chi­mípu’s look. Turn­ing away, he swal­lowed to ease his tight throat. “I wasn’t choos­ing.”

“Dòhu?” Chi­mípu whis­pered, but it was soft-edged and com­pas­si­o­nate. Ru­te­jìmo glanced over to see her le­a­ning over Pi­dòhu and stro­king his sweat-so­aked hair. “Just hold on, okay? As soon as the in­con­ti­nent piles of horse crap”—her eyes flick­ered to­ward Ru­te­jìmo—”go away, I’ll get some­thing for you to eat.”

Ru­te­jìmo got his feet un­der him, but didn’t stand up. Cro­u­ching, he watched as Chi­mípu fo­cused on Pi­dòhu. It felt as though she was just co­unt­ing the sec­onds un­til he left. “Chi­mípu?”

Slow­ly, she turned to­ward him. “Make a choice, Ru­te­jìmo, if you can. Ei­ther stay here and be u­se­ful or just leave.”

As he stood up, the sick feel­ing grew in his stom­ach. It was a burn that thre­a­tened to rise up in his throat. He glanced down at his blood-sta­ined hands. “Mípu… I’m sor­ry.”

“Go away, Jìmo.” She didn’t look at him a­gain. “Just go away.”

He saw a tear roll down her bru­ised cheek be­fore she turned away from him.
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        Separation Anxiety


        
In­spi­ra­tion rarely comes when wait­ing for it.
—Mar­fun Golem, The Fail­ure of I­nno­va­tion

“I can’t be­lieve that bitch!” Tsub­àyo led the way along a dune. He was in high spir­its, de­spite the fresh bru­ises on his arms and a scratch that bi­sect­ed his scar tis­sue. He swung Pi­dòhu’s bag in his hand as he he­aded along a route only he could see.

Ka­ra­wàbi fol­lowed close­ly be­hind. He had his own pack over one shoul­der and Tsub­àyo’s over the oth­er. He didn’t have any bru­ises or scratch­es, but Ru­te­jìmo no­ticed a faint limp when he hit the gro­und at the wrong an­gle. The large te­enag­er moved in rel­a­tive si­lence, only grunt­ing when Tsub­àyo asked a ques­tion.

Ru­te­jìmo could only i­mag­ine that both of them took on Chi­mípu while Ru­te­jìmo was try­ing to stop Pi­dòhu’s bleed­ing. None of them talked a­bout it, but he could see it in their inju­ries and the way they avo­ided re­fer­ring to what hap­pened with Chi­mípu.

He wasn’t sure why they had fought her or why they in­sist­ed on leav­ing, oth­er than Chi­mípu’s say­ing they had to keep to­geth­er—his broth­er used to say some­thing sim­i­lar, that the clans clung to them­selves at night for safe­ty. He tried to tell him­self that he had to cho­ose sides and that Chi­mípu had re­ject­ed him. It didn’t ring true and he re­ma­ined silent, lost in guilty thoughts and re­gret.

It was a few hours af­ter noon. The sun bore down on them, and Ru­te­jìmo could feel it se­a­ring along his skin. There was a bre­eze, but it was hot and thick with sand. It left a foul taste in his mouth, and he had to pre­tend it wasn’t from leav­ing be­hind two clan mem­bers in the shad­ows of the Wind’s Teeth.

He pe­eked over his shoul­der. The rocks were only a dark dot on the hori­zon. Their path was al­most hid­den with the se­a­ring winds that blew across the dunes. To his right, the air hazed over with the heat.

“Don’t give her an­oth­er thought, Jìmo.”

Tsub­àyo stood on top of a ridge and watched him with a dark look in his eyes. The scars from his child­hood in­jury gave his face a rip­pled pat­tern not un­like the dunes they had been climb­ing for the last few hours.

Ru­te­jìmo licked his lips, feel­ing the cracked edges with his to­ngue. “What a­bout Pi­dòhu?”

Ka­ra­wàbi shrugged. “He’s dead, he just doesn’t have the sense to know it.”

Tsub­àyo nod­ded in agre­e­ment.

Ru­te­jìmo glanced back the way they had come.

“Jìmo,” warned Tsub­àyo, “I said stop thi­n­king a­bout it.”

“Did we do the right thing?” Ru­te­jìmo knew the an­swer be­fore Tsub­àyo o­pened his mouth.

“Got rid of dead weight?” Tsub­àyo mimed thi­n­king as he tapped his fo­re­head. “Yes, we did. Now we don’t have to deal with a worth­less ru­nner and a stuck-up bitch that thinks she knows every­thing. We are bet­ter off.”

Ru­te­jìmo didn’t have the same co­n­fi­dence.

“Come on, we have an­oth­er good hour and we can set up camp by that rock.” Tsub­àyo po­int­ed to the south where rocks stuck out from the sand like shat­tered to­e­nails.

Ru­te­jìmo al­most lo­oked back a­gain, but caught Ka­ra­wàbi watch­ing him. Blu­shing, he forced him­self to trudge for­ward.

“You know what?” Tsub­àyo de­clared, “We’re Shi­mu­sògo, let’s run.” With­out wait­ing for a re­spo­nse, Tsub­àyo jogged down the dune.

Ka­ra­wàbi gro­aned, and both he and Ru­te­jìmo ran af­ter Tsub­àyo to catch up. With their physiques and endu­rance, their run quick­ly be­came a line with Ka­ra­wàbi fol­lo­wing right be­hind Tsub­àyo as Ru­te­jìmo strug­gled to keep up a few rods be­hind. And he felt more alone than he had ever felt be­fore.

He missed Pi­dòhu. No mat­ter how slow Ru­te­jìmo ran, he knew he would beat the sle­nder boy. It was diffe­rent be­ing the slow­est ru­nner, and he felt a bit of sym­pa­thy for Pi­dòhu.

As he stum­bled down one of the slopes of sand and rock, he caught move­ment in the cor­ner of his eye. He stopped and lo­oked, but he saw noth­ing but the dark swirls of sand on sand. He turned in the oth­er di­rec­tion but there was noth­ing.

“Jìmo?”

Ru­te­jìmo shook his head. “Thought I saw some­thing.”

“Prob­a­bly just a snake,” said Tsub­àyo. “Hur­ry up.”

Sha­king his head a­gain, Ru­te­jìmo re­turned to jog­ging. He strug­gled on the up­ward slope of the next dune. By the time he reached the top, he was sweat­ing and gasp­ing for breath.

Ka­ra­wàbi and Tsub­àyo were al­ready a­head of him, and he let out a groan be­fore chas­ing af­ter them. His legs hurt from the ef­fort but he knew there was no way they would slow down for him. A­nnoy­ance prick­led along his thoughts as he glared at Tsub­àyo’s back.

He caught a hint of move­ment a­gain. This time, he didn’t stop but glanced over with­out slo­wing.

It was a bird rac­ing him, just a few paces a­head of him and to the right. The avi­an glid­ed across the sand on long legs. Its three-toed claws didn’t leave a trail be­hind it or dis­turb the sands with the bre­eze of its pass­ing. It kept its short wings tight to its body as it ran. A brown-and-white speck­led pat­tern ran from its crest down to the end of the long feath­ers that formed the tail. It was a shi­mu­sogo dépa, the dune-ru­nner bird Shi­mu­sògo took his name from.

Star­tled, Ru­te­jìmo slowed down, and be­tween one step and the next, he lost sight of the bird. De­spe­rate, he tried to ma­i­n­tain his speed while lo­o­king a­ro­und but the dépa was gone. He slowed down fur­ther, pe­e­ring over his shoul­ders for the bird.

As he came to a stum­bling halt, all the joy fled out of him. In one mo­ment, he was expe­ri­enc­ing a high and in the next it was gone. It wasn’t un­til it was miss­ing that he re­al­ized he was expe­ri­enc­ing it. In its wake, a lo­n­ging burned in­side him. He wa­nted to run, some­thing he had nev­er felt be­fore, and the urge sang through his ve­ins.

Ru­te­jìmo frowned and turned in a cir­cle. The dépa was gone and Tsub­àyo and Ka­ra­wàbi were quick­ly out­pac­ing him. The need to run burned hot­ter. In the back of his mind, he knew that if he just ran fast e­nough, the dépa would re­turn. The knowl­edge, how­ev­er, fright­ened him since he had nev­er had an urge to run be­fore, nor had he ever seen a dépa while ru­n­ning.

The oth­er two out-dis­tanc­ing him fi­nal­ly pushed him to take the next step. He did and the lo­n­ging burned brighter. He stum­bled be­fore mov­ing into a jog, but it wasn’t e­nough. He ne­eded to run; it was a fo­reign crav­ing that screamed to him to move faster. Dis­turbed and fright­ened, Ru­te­jìmo gave in to his needs and threw him­self into a full sprint.

Be­tween one step and an­oth­er, the dépa rushed past him and set­tled into place a rod be­fore him. He fo­und his rhythm and chased af­ter it, but the bird con­ti­nued to run just a­head of him. With every step, he felt a bub­bling exci­te­ment stretch up his legs. It wasn’t the burn of ef­fort but some­thing else, a drug that came from chas­ing a bird that didn’t ex­ist.

The so­und of feet on sand drew his at­ten­tion away from the dépa. In his at­tempts to catch it, he had caught up with Ka­ra­wàbi. Ru­te­jìmo wo­n­dered if they had slowed down, but both of them ap­peared to be ru­n­ning as fast as be­fore.

He stum­bled over a rock and came to a halt. As he did, the dépa dis­ap­peared be­fore his eyes. Pant­i­ng, he watched as Tsub­àyo and Ka­ra­wàbi con­ti­nued to race a­head, nei­ther lo­o­king back for him.

Ru­te­jìmo start­ed to jog af­ter them. This time, he con­cen­trat­ed on the fleet­ing sen­sa­tions in­side him. With every step, the exci­te­ment re­turned and enco­u­raged him to run faster. He pushed him­self and the thrill of an­tic­i­pa­tion was al­most as strong as the eu­pho­ria he felt when the dépa reap­peared. The aches and pains of ru­n­ning for days fad­ed away, leav­ing only a rush of exci­te­ment and a wind in his face

For the bri­efest mo­ment, he felt a co­nnec­tion to some­thing in­cred­i­ble, a word­less sen­sa­tion of be­ing part of a force far larg­er than him­self. It was a co­nnec­tion to the un­known and every step brought him clos­er.

As the epiphany was a­bout to re­veal it­self, he tripped.

Ru­te­jìmo gasped as he la­nded face-first into the se­a­ring-hot dune. The sun-baked sand burned his chest, throat, and arms. He choked on it as he strug­gled to his knees. A­u­tomat­i­cal­ly, he lo­oked for the dépa but it was gone. He sighed and got back on his feet.

He start­ed for­ward a­gain, rac­ing for his new-fo­und rush and the appe­a­rance of what he as­sumed was his clan spir­it, Shi­mu­sògo.
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        Standing Alone


        
Time alone gives a man a chance to con­sid­er the mis­takes he made.
—Heyo­jyu­nashi Gu­tèmo

They came to a gasp­ing halt at a pile of rocks. The stones didn’t tow­er over them like the Wind’s Teeth, but the out­crop­ping gave some shel­ter a­gainst the wind kick­ing up sand from the west. It was near the end of the day, and the shad­ows formed by the set­ting sun sent long fi­ngers of shade across the red-ti­nted sands.

Ru­te­jìmo le­aned a­gainst the rock and pa­nted for air. Sweat trick­led down his en­tire body and his legs trem­bled, but ela­tion burned bright­ly in his ve­ins. He had kept up. For the first time since they start­ed this ac­cursed trip, Ru­te­jìmo man­aged to run with the rest of the clan. Even if the clan was only three te­enage boys. He wo­n­dered if, so­mehow, the oth­ers had slowed down for him. He glanced at Tsub­àyo with a silent ques­tion.

The te­enag­er scratched the scars on his face and caught the look. “What?”

“Bàyo, did you—” He cle­ared his throat and i­nhaled sharply be­fore he said, “Were you ru­n­ning slow­er?”

Tsub­àyo shook his head. “No, why would I do that?”

“Beca­use… I….” He felt em­bar­rassed talk­ing a­bout it. Ru­te­jìmo stood up and shook his head. “Don’t wor­ry a­bout it, I was thi­n­king a­bout some­thing.” He turned and he­aded a­ro­und the far side of the rocks.

“Jìmo! Don’t go too far. You’ll need to get a fire start­ed for di­nner.”

Ru­te­jìmo tensed with an­noy­ance. He had just spent the en­tire day ru­n­ning with the oth­ers. De­spite chas­ing the dépa and feel­ing more en­er­getic ear­li­er, ru­n­ning was still ex­haust­ing and he felt the ache se­e­ping into his limbs.

When he went with Tsub­àyo, he nev­er ex­pect­ed to be the one serv­ing the oth­ers. It felt de­me­a­ning when Tsub­àyo should have been glad that Ru­te­jìmo had gone with him in­stead of stay­ing with Chi­mípu.

Ru­te­jìmo glanced at Ka­ra­wàbi, but there was no com­pas­sion from the oth­er te­enag­er. The larg­er boy tossed down the bags and po­int­ed to them. “Don’t for­get these too. Put my tent by the rocks.”

Set­ting his jaw, Ru­te­jìmo stalked a­ro­und the rocks to get away from both of them. He con­ti­nued to walk un­til he could no lo­nger hear Tsub­àyo or Ka­ra­wàbi. Ta­king a deep breath, he tried to calm down and fight the sick re­gret build­ing in his stom­ach.

The view of the desert was both fa­mil­iar and strange at the same time. The sun was an an­gry red blob on the hori­zon, the edges wave­ring with the heat that rose up from the su­nbaked sands. Dunes and patch­es of rocks spread out as far as he could see un­til they dis­ap­peared into the haze of sand and wind. It was the same thing he saw every time he went to the edge of the clan’s val­ley. But the swells of sand and the piled rocks were in the wrong places. It wasn’t home and it brought a pang of home­sick­ness.

His mind drift­ed to the run. The dépa was real, but nei­ther Tsub­àyo nor Ka­ra­wàbi had re­act­ed to it when it ran be­tween their legs. He wa­nted to ask if ei­ther of them had seen it, but he didn’t want to be mocked if they were igno­ring it or if they thought he was se­e­ing things.

Chi­mípu wouldn’t have been much bet­ter. She al­ways act­ed su­pe­rior to him, both in her at­ti­tude and the ca­sual way she ex­celled at every­thing. He knew both would hu­mili­ate him, but he didn’t know if her ac­tions would cut as deeply as Tsub­àyo’s words. In less than a day, he was questi­o­ning his de­ci­sion.

To his sur­prise, Ru­te­jìmo wor­ried a­bout Pi­dòhu. When Pi­dòhu had qu­iet­ly ex­plained how to ban­dage his own bro­ken leg, Ru­te­jìmo was sur­prised at his strength of will. If Ru­te­jìmo were in his place, he would have been scre­a­ming and sob­bing far more than Pi­dòhu’s qu­iet cries.

There was more to Pi­dòhu than Ru­te­jìmo even i­mag­ined, but there would nev­er be a chance to find out more a­bout him. Lo­o­king back, Ru­te­jìmo re­al­ized he had a­ba­n­doned Chi­mípu and Pi­dòhu just like the rest of the clan did. His thoughts grew dark as he re­called the events of the day, se­e­ing the end­less places where he had made a mis­take. But, de­spite all of the rest, he would have nev­er con­si­dered that his own broth­er would have a­ba­n­doned him.

He sighed and let his head swing back. It struck the rock with a lit­tle burst of pain, but it was noth­ing com­pared to the ache in his legs. “Why couldn’t this be easy?”

No an­swer came ex­cept for the wind send­ing grains of sand bounc­ing a­gainst his skin. He breathed in the dusty, arid air. A mo­ment lat­er, he caught the scent of wood smoke. Frown­ing, he lift­ed his head and lo­oked back to where Tsub­àyo and Ka­ra­wàbi were. There was no smoke, and none of them car­ried wood to burn; it was too heavy. The Shi­mu­sògo used trav­el fires, tins filled with an al­chem­i­cal sub­stance that was far lighter and less pre­ci­ous than wood.

Turn­ing in a slow cir­cle, he sca­nned the hori­zon for the source of the smoke. He turned a­ro­und twice be­fore he gave it up as a prod­uct of his i­ma­gi­na­tion. But, as he was co­ming back a­ro­und to leave, he spot­ted a flash of light in the dis­tance. It came from one of the long shad­ows formed by dis­tant mo­u­n­tains and the set­ting sun. He fo­cused on it, watch­ing as it flick­ered. A mo­ment lat­er, he i­den­ti­fied it: it was a camp­fire.

The clans of the desert were rarely fri­end­ly. When they met in the mid­dle of the sands it fre­qu­ent­ly be­gan with tense words, and if so­me­one wasn’t ca­re­ful it e­nded in blood­shed and vi­o­lence. Only ef­forts on both sides could al­low such an enco­u­nter to end peace­ably.

Ru­te­jìmo turned away from the fires and let his thoughts re­turn to his self-doubt and co­nfu­sion. He slid down to the gro­und and watched the last of the sun dip be­hind the hori­zon.

“Jìmo, start the fire.” Tsub­àyo’s com­mand pre­ced­ed the te­enag­er as he came a­ro­und the curve of the out­crop­ping. He tossed the brass co­n­ta­iner with the al­chem­i­cal fire at Ru­te­jìmo’s feet.

Ru­te­jìmo glanced at the dis­tant lights. He had co­u­nted at least six fires since he first no­ticed them. And if he could see them, then they could see any fire he cre­at­ed. He shook his head. “I-I don’t think we should.”

Tsub­àyo stepped clos­er, to­we­ring over him. “Call me Great Shi­mu­sogo Tsub­àyo. I’m in charge here, boy.”

Ru­te­jìmo dropped his far hand be­hind his thigh as he clenched it into a fist. He wa­nted to lash out at Tsub­àyo, to teach him a les­son, but they were all tired, and he had no doubt that Ka­ra­wàbi would join in just to beat Ru­te­jìmo into sub­mis­sion.

His chest mus­cles spasmed with stress and sullen a­nger. “Great Shi­mu­sogo Tsub­àyo. But, what a­bout those fires?” He felt sick to his stom­ach as he po­int­ed across the sands to the oth­er clan. “Do we re­al­ly want to get their at­ten­tion?”

Tsub­àyo frowned and pe­ered across the darke­ning world. For a long mo­ment, he said noth­ing, but then he sighed. “Fine, get the salt­ed meat out for us. I’m hun­gry.” With a kick that caught Ru­te­jìmo in the hip, Tsub­àyo spun a­ro­und and marched back a­ro­und the rock.

Gro­a­ning, Ru­te­jìmo grabbed the brass box and stag­gered to his feet. Giv­ing the oth­er camp one last look, he fol­lowed af­ter Tsub­àyo.

While Ru­te­jìmo was on the oth­er side of the rocks, nei­ther Tsub­àyo nor Ka­ra­wàbi had set up the tents or brought out the food. In­stead, the four packs were piled in mute testi­mony that spoke vol­umes. Feel­ing his mus­cles gro­wing tight with sup­pressed a­nger, Ru­te­jìmo knelt down at the packs and be­gan to dig into them.

He start­ed with Pi­dòhu’s bag, par­tial­ly out of cu­rios­i­ty. It was a mess af­ter Tsub­àyo pawed through it. He pushed aside the clothes and felt a­ro­und the bot­tom. A carved rock bounced on his fi­ngers. Glanc­ing up to e­nsure nei­ther of the oth­ers were lo­o­king, he chased it out of the bag and into his palm.

It was a rock of a col­or that Ru­te­jìmo had nev­er seen a­ro­und the val­ley. On one side, it was pol­ished to a mir­ror smooth­ness. On the oth­er, Pi­dòhu had so­mehow mo­u­nted a met­al gear. Ru­te­jìmo ran his fi­nger along the bot­tom and felt the faint ridge where stone stopped and met­al start­ed.

He was a­bout to toss it away when he saw three oth­ers in the bot­tom of the bag. With a start, he re­al­ized what they were: vot­ing stones. As te­enagers, nei­ther Pi­dòhu nor Ru­te­jìmo could vote in the clan af­fairs, but that didn’t stop them from gathe­ring the rocks they pla­nned to first toss into a bowl. He had no doubt that Tsub­àyo and Ka­ra­wàbi had rocks of their own, but it was con­si­dered bad luck to re­veal them be­fore they were ac­knowl­edged as an adult.

Ru­te­jìmo felt as though he was pry­ing into Pi­dòhu’s pri­vate life. He gath­ered up the re­ma­i­ning stones from the bag. If the oth­ers saw them, they would no doubt toss them into a fire or des­e­crate them in some way. He o­pened his own pack and set them in with his own, se­cret­ed in a small pouch at the bot­tom.

He might nev­er see Pi­dòhu a­gain, but at least his lega­cy would re­main u­n­touched by their cru­el jokes.

A blush on his cheeks, Ru­te­jìmo con­ti­nued to work his way through Pi­dòhu’s pack. He fo­und wa­ter and sup­plies, which he set aside. He also fo­und a thin, cloth-bound book, but a quick glance showed lines of Mi­wāfu script that Ru­te­jìmo couldn’t read.

“What’s that?” gru­nted Ka­ra­wàbi. The larg­er boy strode over and snatched the book from Ru­te­jìmo’s hand.

Ru­te­jìmo reached out for it, but stopped when Ka­ra­wàbi glared at him.

“Give that to me, Wàbi,” Tsub­àyo said. When Ka­ra­wàbi obe­di­ent­ly ha­nded it over, Tsub­àyo o­pened it and read a few pages. A slow smile crossed his lips. “Lis­ten to this: the day sun warm­ing, danc­ing off the sky, no more cry­ing now.”

Ka­ra­wàbi rolled his eyes. “Po­et­ry? Why is he bothe­ring?”

Tsub­àyo flipped through a few more pages. “Most­ly to­go­ma­kēnyu it looks like. Po­et­ry for a dead boy.”

Ru­te­jìmo held out his hand. “Could I have it?”

“Give it to me, Bàyo.” Ka­ra­wàbi stepped clos­er.

Tsub­àyo shot a cru­el smile at Ru­te­jìmo and ha­nded the book over to Ka­ra­wàbi. The larg­er te­enag­er took it and he­aded a­ro­und the rock. A few sec­onds lat­er, the so­und of urine spla­shing on the pages filled the air.

Ru­te­jìmo lo­wered his eyes, glad he had hid­den Pi­dòhu’s stones from their at­ten­tion. He fin­ished dig­ging into the pack­ets and fo­und the salt­ed meat. Sit­ting down on the gro­und, he o­pened up the brass box with the al­chem­i­cal mix­ture. He dipped his fi­nger in the dark gel and brought out a glob. Ca­re­ful­ly, he smeared a thin lay­er over the hunks of meat be­fore clos­ing the box. Wi­ping his hands on the sand at his feet, he set the meat on the rock and took a deep breath. Purs­ing his lips, he breathed hard on it. The gel ig­nit­ed un­der the com­bi­na­tion of hu­mid­i­ty and mov­ing air. A heart­beat lat­er, a translu­cent flame en­veloped the meat. He added dried ve­geta­bles, some pow­dered fruit, and a bit of se­a­so­ning to each be­fore de­live­ring plates to the oth­ers.

All three ate in si­lence.

Ru­te­jìmo re­ma­ined with his back to the oth­ers, not want­i­ng to at­tract their at­ten­tion, and wo­n­dered, once a­gain, if he had made a mis­take by fol­lo­wing Tsub­àyo.
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        Investigating the Night


        
The desert folk have a qu­a­int le­gend that the sun, as per­so­ni­fied by the spir­it Ta­chìra, is in con­stant ri­val­ry with the moon, named Cho­bìre, for the af­fec­tions of the desert, Mi­fúno.
—Kalem Ra­te­nbur, Prim­i­tive Le­gends of the Mi­fúno Desert

As the sun sank be­low the hori­zon, dark­ness flo­oded the camp. Ru­te­jìmo pulled out a hand­ful of glow eggs from the va­ri­ous bags and set them up a­ro­und the camp. Each egg was carved out of rock with a glass globe blown in­side. In­side, there was a clock­work mech­a­nism at­tached to a met­al spike poised over a crys­tal mo­u­nted in the mid­dle. Ru­te­jìmo wo­und a key in the bot­tom and re­leased it. The spike be­gan to tap rapid­ly on the crys­tal which cre­at­ed a tiny flash of bluish light. It flick­ered in the cor­ner of his vi­sion, but it was suf­fi­ci­ent for his re­ma­i­ning du­ties.

Nei­ther Tsub­àyo nor Ka­ra­wàbi helped pitch the tents, but Ru­te­jìmo wasn’t ex­pect­ing them to. It was clear he was the we­ak­est mem­ber in the group of three and it was his duty to do the servile tasks. It ran­kled, though, and he wo­n­dered if Pi­dòhu felt the same thing when forced to make di­nner for the oth­er clan mem­bers.

He dragged his bag and Pi­dòhu’s to his tent. He tied the flaps shut be­fore pick­ing up the a­ba­n­doned plates and head­ing some dis­tance from the camp­site to clean them. With­out wa­ter, he used a hand­ful of coarse sand to scrape the plates clean. Then, he fo­und a patch of fin­er sand to re­move the sweat and grime off his own face and chest. It wasn’t a sat­is­fy­ing clean, but it would keep him for the night.

As he cle­aned him­self off, he pi­nned the glow egg a­gainst his bare chest with his chin and kept his back to the oth­er clan’s camp­site. There was al­most no chance that any­one could see such a dim light from such a dis­tance, but the desert was filled with clans pos­sess­ing re­mark­able tal­ents. Just as his could run with speed, there were oth­ers who com­ma­nded fire, hors­es, or even rock.

Du­ties fin­ished, Ru­te­jìmo was ready for bed. He hoped to­mor­row would help ease the guilt te­a­ring into him and the feel­ing that he had made a mis­take. He wrapped a leather strip a­ro­und the plates for sto­rage and he­aded back.

“Jìmo?” Tsub­àyo stopped him as Ru­te­jìmo was walk­ing past.

“Yes… Great Shi­mu­sogo Tsub­àyo?” The mus­cles in his chest tight­ened.

“Why don’t you, Ka­ra­wàbi, and I go check out that clan?”

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked at the fires in the dis­tance. “I don’t think….” He gulped as a feel­ing of dis­com­fort rose in­side him. “I don’t think we should do that.”

“Why not?”

“It’s night. We can bare­ly see. And what if they are clans of the moon? We could be in da­nger by at­tract­ing their at­ten­tion.”

Tsub­àyo rolled his eyes. “It is the mid­dle of the night. For all the moon crap, I re­al­ly doubt they can see in the dark. Just a check. And maybe see if we can get sup­plies to head home.”

“You mean buy? We don’t have a lot of mon­ey.”

“Yeah, sure, I meant buy. Come on, they are only a mile or so away. It will take us an hour, tops.”

“A mile in pitch-dark, Bàyo.” At Tsub­àyo’s glare, Ru­te­jìmo cor­rect­ed him­self. “Great Shi­mu­sogo Tsub­àyo.”

“Well,” Tsub­àyo said as he stood up. “We’re go­ing.”

Ka­ra­wàbi gru­nted. “I’m stay­ing.”

Turn­ing on his fri­end with a glare, Tsub­àyo snapped out, “What?”

“I’m tired. I’m go­ing to sleep.” Ka­ra­wàbi yawned as he stag­gered to his feet.

“Fine! It will just be me and Jìmo.”

Ru­te­jìmo ges­tured to the tents. “Can’t I stay?”

“No.”

“Why can Ka­ra­wàbi stay but I can’t?”

“Beca­use he isn’t a shit. Come on, boy.”

Ru­te­jìmo glanced help­less­ly at Ka­ra­wàbi, ho­ping for help.

The larg­er te­enag­er glanced at him, then made a sho­o­ing ges­ture with his hand.

Dis­missed, Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked a­ro­und be­fore he he­aded to his tent.

“Where are you go­ing, boy?”

“To get my pack.”

“Why?”

“We al­ways car­ry our packs. It is the Shi­mu­sogo Way.”

“Well,” Tsub­àyo said in ir­ri­ta­tion, “leave it. Ka­ra­wàbi will watch it, and we’ll be right back.”

“But—”

“I said leave it. Come on, damn it, or I will have Ka­ra­wàbi beat the crap out of you.”

Ru­te­jìmo gulped and glanced at Ka­ra­wàbi, who had fro­zen as he crawled into his tent. The larg­er boy stuck his head out, and there was a cru­el hope in his eyes.

Sick to his stom­ach, Ru­te­jìmo shook his head. “I’m co­ming.”

Ka­ra­wàbi lo­oked dis­ap­po­int­ed, and Ru­te­jìmo let out a sigh of re­lief.

Ru­te­jìmo hat­ed him­self as he turned and fol­lowed af­ter Tsub­àyo.

The walk to the oth­er clan was long. Tsub­àyo and Ru­te­jìmo strode in a small pool of blue light from the glow eggs. Be­yond a few feet in ei­ther di­rec­tion, the pitch-dark­ness ob­scured every­thing. There were no land­marks, no dunes to look at. Ru­te­jìmo couldn’t pre­pare for the shift­ing sands or rocks un­til he was right on it. More than a few times, he tripped when he missed a dip or ridge that would have been obvi­ous in the sun.

It was also cold in the dark­ness. The sand, while ba­king hot in the day, quick­ly lost heat. With­in a few min­utes of leav­ing, Ru­te­jìmo’s breath fogged in the air, and the tap­ping of his glow egg was only slight­ly faster than the oc­casi­onal chat­ter of his teeth.

As they got clos­er, it was obvi­ous that the oth­er clan wasn’t wor­ried a­bout any­one se­e­ing them. At least a hun­dred peo­ple moved be­tween silk pavil­ions, small­er tents, and sand sleds. The fires drew Ru­te­jìmo’s at­ten­tion. The largest was in the ce­nter, and the ro­a­ring flames cast light and heat into a red­dish haze. Four near­ly naked peo­ple, three males and one fe­male, trans­ferred large logs from a wag­on to the bo­nfire, toss­ing each one at a steady rate. The light made their dark skins look black.

There were eight oth­er fires in the camp. They were small­er, but also fed by a con­stant sup­ply of wood. Un­like the bo­nfire, each of the small­er fires were built up a­ro­und a brass col­umn that reached out of the light from the fires. The base of each col­umn was cov­ered with let­ters and names, but he couldn’t read any of them from his po­si­tion.

“Bàyo? What are those things for?”

Even in the dim light, Tsub­àyo’s glare was obvi­ous.

Im­pati­ent and an­noyed, Ru­te­jìmo cor­rect­ed him­self. “Fine, Great Shi­mu­sògo Tsub­àyo, what in the sand-cursed winds are those columns for?”

“Prob­a­bly some­thing for the spir­it. I don’t care. Look”—he po­int­ed to the far side of the camp—”they have hors­es.”

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked in the same di­rec­tion. Hors­es milled in a herd a few chains from the rest of the camp. He had missed se­e­ing them since they we­ren’t near one of the strange columns or fires. In­stead, their black bod­ies were al­most in­vis­i­ble in the dark­ness ex­cept for the green re­flec­tions of their eyes. He shiv­ered at the sight of them; black hors­es were one sign of the night clans.

Even though there were eas­i­ly two dozen hors­es, there were only two clan mem­bers at­tend­ing them. Both were sle­nder and short and fe­male. They said noth­ing as they ate from wo­oden boards while perched on a rock. One lo­oked out over the hors­es, and the oth­er watched the peo­ple.

Ru­te­jìmo le­aned into Tsub­àyo. “So? We are Shi­mu­sògo, we don’t need hors­es.”

“They would make it eas­i­er to head home,” said Tsub­àyo. He licked his lips as his eyes glit­tered. “And there is only one of them watch­ing. We can take both of them.”

“They are prob­a­bly horse lords and don’t need to see their hors­es. What do you think you’ll do, just wa­nder over and pur­chase three of them? I don’t know a­bout you, Great Shi­mu­sògo Tsub­àyo, but I left my rich­es at home.”

Tsub­àyo gri­nned. “We’ll steal them! And then ride away from all of this crap.”

Ru­te­jìmo i­nter­posed him­self be­tween Tsub­àyo and the hors­es. “Are you i­nsane!?” he whis­pered sharply. “Do you know what they do to peo­ple who steal hors­es? They gut them, at­tach their i­ntestines to a horse, and yank. I don’t know a­bout you, but I re­al­ly don’t want to see how long my guts stretch across the sand!” His voice thre­a­tened to rise above a loud whis­per, but Ru­te­jìmo couldn’t help it.

Tsub­àyo’s eyes glit­tered as he glared at him. “I know what I’m do­ing, boy. And I’m in charge. I say we steal them.”

“No,” Ru­te­jìmo said with a shake of his head. “No, I won’t ride a horse.”

“Then we’ll only have to steal two of them.”

Ru­te­jìmo con­ti­nued to shake his head. He stepped away from Tsub­àyo, the sick feel­ing ris­ing in his throat. “No. I’m Shi­mu­sògo, and we don’t ride.”

Tsub­àyo glared at him and whis­pered loud­ly, “Shi­mu­sògo a­ba­n­doned us. The clan left us in the mid­dle of the night. I don’t re­al­ly care what they want or what they say. I’m go­ing to take those hors­es and head straight for Wa­mi­fuko City.”

“I thought we were head­ing home.”

“Curse them to sands.” Tsub­àyo pushed Ru­te­jìmo aside and he­aded to­ward the hors­es. “Are you co­ming?”

“N-No.” He gulped and re­pe­ated him­self. “No.” He felt a lit­tle bet­ter than the last time.

Tsub­àyo’s eyes glit­tered, and there was a knife in his hand. “You bet­ter not be in camp when I get back, boy. If you are, I’ll kill you.”

Ru­te­jìmo stared at the blade in sur­prise. “Where did you get that?”

“I’ve al­ways had it.”

“You’d pull a knife on clan?”

“A clan that a­ba­n­dons us is no clan for me.” Tsub­àyo’s voice was a growl. “Go on, head back. Go back to Mípu and Dòhu. I’m sure their weak spines will match your own.” He stepped back to­ward the hors­es. “And we bet­ter not meet a­gain, Jìmo, or you’ll re­gret it.”

Ru­te­jìmo wa­nted to stop him, to try con­vinc­ing Tsub­àyo not to steal, but as he reached out for his clan broth­er, a yell rose up from the camps. Ter­ri­fied that so­me­one had caught them, Ru­te­jìmo spun a­ro­und and lo­oked back at the camp with a si­n­king feel­ing.

One of the columns was crum­bling in the fire. Clan mem­bers yelled out fran­ti­cal­ly as half of them ran away from the fire and the oth­er half spri­nted to­ward it. With sick fas­ci­na­tion, Ru­te­jìmo watched as the met­al snapped and the col­umn fold­ed in half.

But, in­stead of sim­ply falling to the side, a sec­ond part of the col­umn fell out of the dark­ness and slammed into the gro­und. The oth­er sev­en columns sud­den­ly tilt­ed to­ward the fall­en one, and the sky above the bo­nfire lit up.

Ru­te­jìmo held his breath as he stared at a large, curved glow of some­thing to­we­ring over the mas­sive fire. It stretched across all of the fires, and Ru­te­jìmo re­al­ized that the columns were ac­tu­al­ly legs to some me­chan­i­cal crea­ture.

The yelling con­ti­nued as peo­ple ripped the tents from the gro­und and dragged them away. Oth­ers grabbed lights and ran to­ward the dark­er parts of the camp. A few sec­ond lat­er, they brought out a lad­der. They set it a­gainst the side of the me­chan­i­cal crea­ture and quick­ly climbed the rungs.

Ru­te­jìmo lift­ed his head as he watched them reach the bot­tom of the mas­sive ve­hi­cle and crawl over it like flies on a corpse. The lights they car­ried were tiny motes a­gainst the brass-and-steel sur­face, but he could clear­ly see two large pin­cers and a curved tail re­a­ching high into the dark­ness.

It was a scor­pi­on and larg­er than any­thing Ru­te­jìmo had ever seen. It would have dwarfed the Shi­mu­sogo Val­ley and would have reached his grand­moth­er’s cave even if it stood on the floor of the val­ley.

Some­thing be­gan to qu­ake in­side him. He was fright­ened, more scared than he had ever been. It was too large, too ter­ri­fy­ing for his mind to com­pre­hend. He lo­oked a­ro­und for Tsub­àyo, but the oth­er te­enag­er was gone. Ru­te­jìmo didn’t know if he had he­aded back to their camp or for the hors­es. He didn’t know any­thing but the fear that clutched his bel­ly.

A groan of met­al po­u­nded in the air. A whim­per rose in Ru­te­jìmo’s throat as he watched the me­chan­i­cal scor­pi­on come to life. Steam po­ured out of the crum­bled leg, but the oth­ers ga­ined a sud­den rigid­i­ty, and the ve­hi­cle straight­ened as the sev­en feet sank into the gro­und.

Ruby light flashed across the desert. Ru­te­jìmo flinched, but it wasn’t an at­tack. He stared up at the ve­hi­cle and saw that it now had five glo­wing eyes on the side. One of the eyes was much larg­er, and there was no doubt there was a match­ing set on the far side.

Ru­te­jìmo backed away from the chaos. He couldn’t stay. As he stared wide-eyed at the peo­ple ru­n­ning a­ro­und, he saw a woman lead­ing a line of hors­es to the wood wag­ons. It was one of the two who watched over the hors­es. She was we­a­ring a dark out­fit, much diffe­rent from the oth­ers. A curved blade flashed at her side. Her arms and back were bared, but al­most every bit of her skin was cov­ered in black tat­toos.

The fear pe­aked, and Ru­te­jìmo turned on his heels. He spri­nted away, head­ing back to the camp. He didn’t want to be fo­und when they pulled the tents and pavil­ions away from the mas­sive scor­pi­on, nor did he want to be near it in case it fell to the gro­und.

The din qu­i­eted quick­ly as he ran blind­ly into the dark­ness. The glow egg gave only the fa­i­ntest of lights, and he slammed into the side of a rock. Pa­in tore through his sens­es, and he spun as he hit the gro­und. Sob­bing un­der­neath his breath, he crawled away from the noise and light.

An earth­qu­ake ran through the sand. With grains po­u­ring across his hands, he glanced back in fear that the scor­pi­on was fol­lo­wing. But the mas­sive ve­hi­cle was step­ping away from the fires and set­tling down with the crum­pled leg stretched out across the sand.

Ru­te­jìmo turned back and scram­bled to his feet. He ran a­head, wi­shing that the dépa would re­turn so he could fol­low it. U­nfor­tu­nate­ly, it was his own plod­ding limbs that dragged him across the sand and into the cho­king dark­ness of an un­lit desert.
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        Breaking Up


        
Desert spir­its can­not be first heard du­ring hap­pi­ness. Pres­sure is ne­eded to open up the gates of pow­er.
—Mi­fu­kiga Cho­bāni

Ru­te­jìmo woke up hud­dled a­gainst a rock. The morn­ing sun had not reached the hori­zon, but the false dawn gave his a­ching eyes a chance to fo­cus on some­thing be­sides ever-pre­sent dark­ness.

It had been a night of hell for him. He had only dozed and shiv­ered. Every time he start­ed to drift to sleep, the fear that some­thing was go­ing to rush out of the dark­ness kept him awake. Every wind, every prick­le along his skin, and even the po­und­ing of his heart re­fused to let him close his eyes for long.

He yawned with ex­haus­tion. As soon as he could disti­n­guish the gro­und from the sky, he stag­gered to his feet. Pa­in radi­ated from his leg, and he lo­oked down to where he had slashed open his trousers on the rock he used as shel­ter. The long gouges were bloody, but he had man­aged to keep them cov­ered long e­nough for a thin scab to dry over the top. His hands were smeared with dried blood. Dis­gust­ed, he used some sand to scour them clean be­fore crawl­ing up on the rock.

His en­tire body ached from the ef­fort, but he couldn’t sur­vive an­oth­er night alone in the desert. Shield­ing his eyes, he turned in a slow cir­cle in hopes he could see the camp.

To the one side, he saw smoke bil­lo­wing up in a lazy cloud. It was too large to be his camp, and he shiv­ered at the night­mare of the im­mense brass ve­hi­cle to­we­ring over the camp­fires. Turn­ing his back, he tried to i­mag­ine the route they had walked and pe­ered along the hori­zon.

He couldn’t see any­thing, and de­spair gripped his gut. A­ro­und him, the wind kicked up sand, and the dry grit scra­ping a­gainst his bare skin enco­u­raged him to move. He yawned a­gain, fo­und a place to re­lieve him­self, and made up his mind to start mov­ing.

One les­son was drilled into him from the mo­ment he could walk. If he was lost, he was to head for the tallest rock. For many places, it would be the Wind’s Teeth, but at least it gave him a di­rec­tion. He lo­oked a­ro­und a­gain and saw a pair of rocks stick­ing out. It was in a diffe­rent di­rec­tion than the scor­pi­on and the clan, and he con­si­dered the dis­tance with tre­pi­da­tion. It was over a mile away, but he didn’t know how long he had been ru­n­ning in the dark. He could be a hun­dred chains or a num­ber of miles away from his tent.

Ru­te­jìmo pro­mised him­self he would nev­er run in the dark a­gain. Gro­a­ning at the aches and pains, he start­ed walk­ing to­ward the rocks. It was go­ing to be a long day, but he had to do some­thing to avoid thi­n­king a­bout the very pos­si­ble fu­ture that he would die alone on the sands beca­use of Tsub­àyo and his own stu­pid­i­ty.

An hour lat­er the sun had baked his skin, and he was sweat­ing. Ru­te­jìmo stripped off his shirt and draped it over his shoul­ders. He trudged along the top of a ridge, forc­ing each step through the sand that en­veloped his feet. He ached and he was tired. His stom­ach gur­gled un­com­fort­ably, but there was noth­ing to eat.

He re­gret­ted leav­ing his pack in the tent. He be­rat­ed him­self for fol­lo­wing Tsub­àyo, leav­ing Mípu and Pi­dòhu. He also wished he had nev­er watched the clan meet­ing that set them off on the trip. Every­thing would have been bet­ter if he had just re­ma­ined an i­nno­cent boy.

Lost in dark thoughts, he al­most missed the dépa rac­ing across the ridge.

Ru­te­jìmo gasped and trailed the bird’s foot­steps, but the bird was al­ready gone. Frown­ing, he turned a­ro­und, but he couldn’t find where the dépa could have dis­ap­peared. The wind erased its trail, and he was once a­gain lost.

He took a ca­re­ful step for­ward, then an­oth­er. When the dépa didn’t reap­pear, he sighed. U­n­sure, he start­ed to walk along the ridge a­gain. This time, he kept his eyes out for the flash of feath­ers or the trail of the bird.

A flut­ter caught his at­ten­tion.

He spun a­ro­und as the dépa raced past him. He lost his bal­ance and dropped to one knee. The scab along his leg tore open and hot blood drib­bled down from the scratch. Clutch­ing his wo­und, he lo­oked up to see the dépa stand­ing only a few feet away from him.

The feath­ered bird cocked its head. Tiny feet danced along the grains of sand as it stared at him.

Ru­te­jìmo gro­aned and tried to stand up, but the pain slammed into him and he dropped back to his knees. “I can’t.”

The dépa took a step back, then for­ward.

“What do you want?” He felt fool­ish talk­ing to the dépa, but it was bet­ter than talk­ing to him­self. Blood trick­led through his fi­ngers.

Mov­ing sharply, the dépa spun a­ro­und and raced a rod away be­fore stop­ping. It turned a­ro­und and cocked its head a­gain.

Ru­te­jìmo didn’t move.

The bird paced back to­wards him and chat­tered. A mo­ment lat­er, it spun and raced back to the same spot and stopped.

“You,” Ru­te­jìmo’s lips were dry as he spoke, “want me to fol­low?”

With a blur of move­ment, the dépa ran an­oth­er rod and stopped.

Gro­a­ning, he pushed him­self up to his feet. “What am I do­ing? How can I fol­low you? You’re a bird!”

The dépa ran back and then away, re­peat­ing its move­ment.

He took a step and swayed from the pain. Fresh blood ran down his leg. He stopped. “No, I can’t.”

The bird took a step, and then it was gone.

Ru­te­jìmo gasped and lo­oked a­ro­und, but he couldn’t find it. “Wait! Where are you!?”

His voice was alone in the desert.

Ru­te­jìmo whim­pered and stared at the spot where the bird had been stand­ing. Ex­cept for the lit­tle pits on the sand from its feet, there was noth­ing to in­di­cate it had stood be­fore him. There was some­thing a­bout the bird that drew him for­ward. It was more than the dépa be­ing named for his clan. It was more than just a tiny crea­ture stand­ing in front of him.

He took a hesi­tant step af­ter the bird’s trail. Noth­ing cha­nged, but it felt right. He stripped the shirt off his shoul­ders and tore off a long piece. He wrapped it a­ro­und his leg as a ban­dage. He tied the re­mains back a­ro­und his waist. With a deep breath, he took a step af­ter the bird, then an­oth­er.

The dépa didn’t reap­pear, but Ru­te­jìmo knew it wouldn’t. He wasn’t go­ing fast e­nough, but the pain in his leg slowed him down. Whimpe­ring, he forced him­self to run faster, stum­bling over the rocks as he strug­gled for e­nough speed to sum­mon the bird.

He fo­und his pace, far slow­er than any­one else in the clan ex­cept for Pi­dòhu, but he kept on ru­n­ning. Doubt warred in his mind, mix­ing with hu­mil­i­a­tion and em­bar­rass­ment. He strug­gled with the urge to stop. His feet struck the sand with a steady rhythm, but each step was hard­er than the pre­vi­ous one.

And then the dépa was there; one mo­ment, he was strug­gling to run alone, and the next the bird was a few paces a­head of him, match­ing his speed. It left no trail but he could fol­low it eas­i­ly. The qu­iet scuff­ing of the dépa’s feet was a con­trast to the thud­ding of his soles.

He lis­tened to the so­und of the dépa. It had a rhythm to it foot­steps. It was peace­ful and enco­u­ra­ging. As when he ran the day be­fore, his mind drift­ed and he lost him­self in waves of eu­pho­ria. He stopped ca­ring a­bout his gasp­ing breath, the stitch in his side, or even the wo­und in his leg. All that mat­tered was the ru­n­ning and ke­e­ping up with the near­ly silent bird that was al­ways a few steps a­head.

Be­fore he knew it, he was ru­n­ning to­ward a fa­mil­iar rock out­crop­ping. Se­e­ing the three tents in the morn­ing light gave him hope, and he he­aded straight for it.

The dépa con­ti­nued to pace right be­fore him un­til he reached the rocks. When he slowed down, it did the same be­fore dis­appe­a­ring be­tween one step and an­oth­er.

Ru­te­jìmo came to a stop over a chain from the camp and lo­oked back. He could see both trails in the sand, but one stopped where the dépa dis­ap­peared. He glanced back up at the camp, then bowed to­ward the end of the dépa’s trail. “Thank you, Great Shi­mu­sògo.”

He didn’t know if it was ac­tu­al­ly the clan spir­it, but there was no doubt that the dépa was more than a sim­ple bird. Just in case, he didn’t want to dis­re­spect what could be the clan’s spir­it. He felt fool­ish bo­wing, but held it for a long co­unt be­fore straighte­ning. There was a blush on his cheeks when he walked back into the camp­site, his i­ma­gi­na­tion al­ready pre­pa­ring him for Tsub­àyo’s sharp words or Ka­ra­wàbi’s i­nsults.

As he cir­cled a­ro­und the ne­arest tent, he spot­ted Ka­ra­wàbi sit­ting in front of his. The larg­er boy was draw­ing cir­cles in the sand with his fi­ngers. Judg­ing from the squig­gles and marks, he had been do­ing it for a num­ber of hours.

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked a­ro­und, but didn’t see Tsub­àyo. “Wàbi, have you seen Tsub­àyo?”

Ka­ra­wàbi lo­oked up sharply. “Jìmo? Where have you been?”

“I got lost out in the desert all night.”

“Took you long e­nough to get back.” Ka­ra­wàbi scram­bled to his feet. “Well, might as well start ma­king break­fast. I’m hun­gry.”

Ru­te­jìmo came to a shud­de­ring halt. “Ex­cuse me? I just spent the en­tire night sle­e­ping in the desert. Look at this!” He bran­dished his ban­daged leg.

With a yawn, Ka­ra­wàbi shrugged. “Don’t re­al­ly care what you’ve been do­ing. I’m hun­gry. So”—he cracked his knuck­les—”ei­ther you start ma­king food, or I’m go­ing to beat the crap out of you.”

Ru­te­jìmo’s stom­ach clenched. Balling his hands into fists, he turned and he­aded straight for the tents. He knelt heav­i­ly at the en­trance of his tent, ya­nked open the flaps, and be­gan to pack quick­ly.

Ka­ra­wàbi’s foot­steps crunched on the gro­und. “What are you do­ing, Jìmo?”

“I’m go­ing back to Mípu and Dòhu.”

A heavy hand la­nded on his shoul­der. Thick fi­ngers dug into the sen­si­tive part of his joints, and Ru­te­jìmo winced at the pain.

Ka­ra­wàbi turned him a­ro­und. “I don’t think so. We a­ren’t go­ing any­where un­til Tsub­àyo comes back.”

“He’s not co­ming back! He tried to steal a horse.”

Ka­ra­wàbi shrugged. “So?”

“We’re Shi­mu­sògo! We don’t ride hors­es.”

“I don’t see why not. They have four legs and big backs. Prob­a­bly easy e­nough to get on one. They’re an­i­mals and stu­pid.” Ka­ra­wàbi didn’t seem up­set or even con­cerned a­bout Tsub­àyo’s theft.

Ru­te­jìmo tried to pry Ka­ra­wàbi’s fi­ngers from his shoul­der. “Let me go.”

“No.” Ka­ra­wàbi le­aned for­ward. “You’ve been whi­ning ever since we left the val­ley. I’m get­ting tired of it. Ei­ther you shut up and start do­ing what you’re told, or I’m go­ing to beat you un­til Tsub­àyo comes back. And then”—he chuck­led, and Ru­te­jìmo winced at the hot breath wash­ing across his face—”I’m go­ing to keep beat­ing you un­til he stops laugh­ing.”

Ru­te­jìmo’s arm grew numb as Ka­ra­wàbi squ­e­ezed down. He whim­pered and squirmed, but there was no es­cape from Ka­ra­wàbi’s grip. “Wàbi, let me go.”

Ka­ra­wàbi’s fist caught him in the stom­ach. The im­pact was a dull thud that shook Ru­te­jìmo to the core. With a chuck­le, Ka­ra­wàbi re­leased his shoul­der.

For the bri­efest of mo­ments, Ru­te­jìmo gaped in shock. And then pain ex­plod­ed across his sens­es. It felt as though his in­sides had been rup­tured from the blow. With a gasp, he bent over in agony and then dropped to the gro­und. His knees slammed into the sand. More pain shot up his legs. He slumped for­ward be­fore catch­ing him­self with his good arm.

“Now, make my break­fast.”

Ru­te­jìmo sobbed with tears rolling down his cheeks. His stom­ach was in agony and his body on fire. The ex­haus­tion of the pre­vi­ous night only added to his pains. He could bare­ly fo­cus on the sand un­der­neath him and the wet patch­es wa­vered with every blink.

Through the agony, he re­al­ized that Ka­ra­wàbi wouldn’t stop. Now that he had at­tacked Ru­te­jìmo, the bru­tal­i­ty and bul­ly­ing would con­ti­nue. It would make his life hell.

He closed his mouth and strug­gled to calm his sob­bing. Pe­e­ring up, he saw the two packs by the tent. His was filled and closed but Pi­dòhu’s re­ma­ined open with its co­n­tents half spilled out across the gro­und.

De­ter­mi­na­tion filled him. He pla­nned his ac­tions: grab the two packs and start ru­n­ning. It would be sim­ple, and he could move faster than Ka­ra­wàbi could re­spond, if he could move fast e­nough for the dépa to ap­pear. He had no doubt that he could out­run Ka­ra­wàbi.

Ru­te­jìmo took a deep breath and la­unched him­self off the gro­und.

Ka­ra­wàbi’s foot caught him in the ribs. The im­pact picked him up off the gro­und. He con­ti­nued stum­bling for­ward, his body in agony, and slammed face-first into the side of his tent. The thin fab­ric wrapped a­ro­und his body, and he strug­gled to free him­self be­fore Ka­ra­wàbi could kick him a­gain.

He gasped for air and man­aged to pull him­self out. The col­lapsed tent caught his foot, and it took pre­ci­ous sec­onds to rip him­self free. Fran­tic, he scram­bled to his feet, spun a­ro­und, and held up his arms in pre­pa­ra­tion to de­fend him­self.

“Thought you’d be go­ing for that,” said Ka­ra­wàbi with a chuck­le. He ho­oked Ru­te­jìmo’s bag with his foot and tossed it aside. The pack la­nded a few yards away in the mid­dle of the sand. He ges­tured for Ru­te­jìmo to come clos­er. “Come on, limp dick. Get ready for your beat­ing.”

Ru­te­jìmo lu­nged over the tent with a snarl.

Ka­ra­wàbi’s back­hand caught him across the face. The world ex­plod­ed into sparks of pain as Ru­te­jìmo stag­gered back. He tripped on the tent a­gain and he fell. With a whine, he wrenched him­self to the side and felt mus­cles te­a­ring along his side and ribs. He slammed hard on the gro­und, and the im­pact left him dizzy.

“Id­iot,” mut­tered Ka­ra­wàbi as he stalked clos­er. “You haven’t be­aten me in a fight since… well, ever. You might have grown some balls last night, but the rest of you is still a pa­thet­ic wimp.”

Ru­te­jìmo tried to crawl away, but his body wasn’t re­spond­ing. He was dizzy and na­u­se­ous from the blow. He clawed at the gro­und un­til he could get his hands and knees un­der­neath him. Feel­ing Ka­ra­wàbi walk­ing clos­er, he dragged him­self over the tent. The tent ropes tugged as his arms and legs as he made his way across the thin fab­ric. On the far side, his out­stretched fi­ngers slammed a­gainst a tent spike, and he pulled back his bru­ised hand with a hiss.

Ka­ra­wàbi’s shad­ow lo­omed over him. “Say good-bye, Jìmo.”

Ru­te­jìmo rolled over and lo­oked up at Ka­ra­wàbi. The oth­er te­enag­er’s hands were balled into fists. His face was a mask of a­nger and cru­el­ty, the same look Ru­te­jìmo saw when Ka­ra­wàbi was thro­wing rocks at Pi­dòhu. Deep in­side, Ru­te­jìmo knew Ka­ra­wàbi wouldn’t stop at a few bru­ises. He was go­ing to hurt or even kill him.

De­spe­rate, Ru­te­jìmo grabbed the tent spike. His fi­ngers cracked as he gripped it tight­ly and ya­nked it from the gro­und. With a scream, he sat up and slammed it down into Ka­ra­wàbi’s foot. The spike pierced flesh with only a to­ken re­sis­tance. He didn’t ex­pect how easy it was to dri­ve the spike clear through the foot; be­fore he knew it, his hand smacked a­gainst his oppo­nent.

With a gasp, Ru­te­jìmo ya­nked his hand away from the spike. He glanced up at Ka­ra­wàbi and then down at the spike. At first, noth­ing hap­pened. And then crim­son se­eped up from the junc­tion of met­al and flesh. It pooled in the i­n­den­tion and then coursed down both sides of the foot be­fore so­a­king into the sand be­neath.

Ka­ra­wàbi let out a long, gasp­ing whine.

Trem­bling, Ru­te­jìmo stared as a storm of emo­tions pa­i­nted them­selves across Ka­ra­wàbi’s face. For a mo­ment, it lo­oked as though the te­enag­er was co­n­sumed with pain, but then rage took its place.

“I’m go­ing to kill you!”

Cry­ing out, Ru­te­jìmo crawled back­ward and then stum­bled to his feet. He spri­nted for his bag, caught the leather strap in his palm, and then threw it over his shoul­der. He glanced back, just in time to see Ka­ra­wàbi lu­n­ging af­ter him, the spike still stick­ing out of his foot.

With an­oth­er yelp, Ru­te­jìmo spun on his heels and ran off into the sand. “Please,” he gasped, “Shi­mu­sògo, help me!”

The wind blew into his face, blind­ing him as he ran up one dune. Re­flex­ive­ly, he turned and fol­lowed the ridge, ho­ping to get away from Ka­ra­wàbi. He had to go back, even to Mípu. “Please, to Mípu and Pi­dòhu, please!”

The shi­mu­sogo dépa raced up next to him, head­ing north along the sands. He didn’t know if the bird knew where to go, but it wasn’t in the same di­rec­tion as Ka­ra­wàbi. Pray­ing he was fol­lo­wing the clan spir­it, Ru­te­jìmo raced af­ter the bird.
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        Coming Back


        
It takes a strong man to ad­mit a mis­take to a strong woman.
—Ko­sòbyo Proverb

Even fol­lo­wing the dépa, Ru­te­jìmo didn’t think he would ever make it back to Chi­mípu and Pi­dòhu. Alone in the desert with the sun ba­king down and body a­ching from head to toe, every step was a strug­gle. But, if he dared to slow down, the dépa dis­ap­peared and he was forced to run bereft of the bird’s com­pa­ny. Only when he pushed him­self to run near his lim­its would the bird ap­pear.

When he saw the Wind’s Teeth, he al­most sobbed with re­lief. It was ear­ly af­ter­noon as far as he could tell, but he couldn’t stop to look at the sun. Every stop meant he had to strug­gle to move fast e­nough to sum­mon the dépa a­gain. He bore down, pushed past the ex­haus­tion, and drove him­self to­ward the tiny, dark marks that would grow into the to­we­ring rocks.

He rec­og­nized his ap­proach as he crest­ed the dune. It was the same route they had tak­en the first time they ap­proached the Wind’s Teeth. Desòchu and the rest of the clan ran with him then; now he was alone. The con­trast of the two days was pa­i­nful and Ru­te­jìmo wished he was still strug­gling to catch up in­stead of co­ming back to two peo­ple he a­ba­n­doned.

Co­ming to a stop a few rods away from the Tooth, he called out, “Hel­lo?”

There was no an­swer.

Pant­i­ng for breath, Ru­te­jìmo he­aded straight to where they had set up the tents two nights be­fore. His feet scrunched a­gainst the sand blown up a­gainst the rocks, and the wind teased his face. As he walked, he felt the mus­cles in his neck and chest tighte­ning—not from his run, but from an­tic­i­pa­tion and fear.

He hur­ried over to where the tents had been. The rocks preve­nted the wind from eras­ing the tracks. He could see his own faint foot­steps from when he took down his tent, a swirl from where the oth­ers fought, and even a fresh­er trail go­ing back and forth from Chi­mípu’s tent and to­ward the rock where Pi­dòhu fell.

Ru­te­jìmo stared down at the last trail. There was evi­dence of more than a few trails back and forth. He fol­lowed the paths, ke­e­ping his eyes on the foot­steps pre­ca­ri­ous­ly im­pri­nted on the shift­ing sand. He didn’t know what he would do if there was no tent or—his stom­ach lurched at the thought—if Pi­dòhu didn’t make it through the night and he was walk­ing to­ward a corpse.

Doubt burned bright­ly, and he clutched his stom­ach from the pain. He was afraid of every­thing he would find a­ro­und the cor­ner: blood, death, or even Chi­mípu ac­cus­ing him of a­ba­n­do­ning her. He wa­nted to run way, to grab his small pack and just start ru­n­ning. But, there we­ren’t e­nough sup­plies to make it to the Shi­mu­sogo Val­ley or Wa­mi­fuko City.

He came a­ro­und the edge of the Tooth and saw Chi­mípu’s tent. It was pitched a­gainst the rock with one stake caught in a crack a yard above the gro­und. A small al­chem­i­cal fire burned a few feet to the side, with smoke ris­ing up from four small birds co­o­king over the flames. A cloth was spiked to the gro­und with a rock in the mid­dle; he knew there would be fresh wa­ter col­lect­ing un­der­neath it.

Next to the fire sat Pi­dòhu. The yo­ung man was hud­dled un­der­neath one bla­nket and had an­oth­er neat­ly wrapped a­ro­und his legs. Three sticks—the rods from Chi­mípu’s tent—ran along his leg; Ru­te­jìmo could see them pe­e­king out of the folds. A large stain ce­n­tered over his in­jury, but there was no blood drip­ping to the sand be­low.

As he stood there, Pi­dòhu’s head jerked up and he lo­oked a­ro­und. Slow­ly, their eyes met, and Ru­te­jìmo felt more ashamed than he had ever felt be­fore. The hurt and be­tray­al in Pi­dòhu’s gaze bore right to his bones, etch­ing the guilt and shame into Ru­te­jìmo’s soul.

“Dòhu….” Ru­te­jìmo stepped for­ward, hold­ing out his hand. He didn’t have the words to ask for for­give­ness.

A­ro­und him, the wind kicked up and tore at his ex­posed skin. He bli­nked at the tears that formed in his eyes. It rose into a fa­mil­iar howl, of a clan ru­nner rac­ing to­ward him. He man­aged to turn just as Chi­mípu’s scream tore through the air.

“Bas­tard!”

Ru­te­jìmo snapped up his arm in time to catch Chi­mípu’s fist. The im­pact threw him back into the cloud of dust and sand that came with her charge. He choked on it and tried to stand up, but the dizzi­ness caught him and he bent over.

Chi­mípu’s kick caught him in his gut. The force knocked him into the air.

He la­nded hard and crum­pled to the gro­und. Gasp­ing, he plant­ed his hands on the gro­und and tried to push up.

Her knee drove down on his neck, shov­ing his face into the rocks. The sharp edges cut at his cheeks and fo­re­head.

Chi­mípu al­most growled as she le­aned over him. “Why shouldn’t I kill you right now?” The scrape of a knife be­ing un­sheathed sent a sharp bolt of fear through Ru­te­jìmo, but he couldn’t get leve­rage to push her away.

“I didn’t mean—”

“You a­ba­n­doned us, you sand-cursed bas­tard! Your own clan!” The knife pressed a­gainst his throat, the sharp po­int dig­ging into his skin. He stared at the bright blade. It was her moth­er’s blessed knife, Shi­mu­sogo Ra­be­dájyo, and the let­ters that named it shone in the sun­light.

“I-I—” He wa­nted to deny it, but he couldn’t. With a long breath, Ru­te­jìmo slumped down and stopped fight­ing. “Yes, Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu.”

The po­int jerked, and he felt a pinch a­gainst his neck. Blood ran down his neck and he tensed with fear.

“Why,” she said in a bare­ly con­trolled voice, “did you come back?”

“Beca­use….” He re­al­ized he didn’t have a good an­swer.

She bore down on his neck. “Why!?”

“Beca­use it was wrong!”

“What? A­ba­n­do­ning an in­jured clan mem­ber to the sands,” she said sar­don­ical­ly, “or knock­ing him off the rocks in the first place?”

“I didn’t throw a rock.”

“You were there!” The knife twist­ed, and more blood trick­led down. “You could have stopped him!”

“I tried. I re­al­ly did.”

Chi­mípu ya­nked the blade away and used her foot to shove him onto his back. She took a step back. “You’re pa­thet­ic, bas­tard. Weak-willed and soft of spine. I’d rather see you burn in the desert than have you stay here.”

Ru­te­jìmo start­ed to crawl to his feet but stopped. He knelt down in front of her and bowed deeply. “I’m sor­ry, Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu.”

“Stop that. I don’t want your false re­spect.” She stormed clos­er and bran­dished the we­apon a­gain. “By all rights, I should cut your throat right here and now.”

Ru­te­jìmo stared at the we­apon, his body trem­bling with fear. He could still feel it a­gainst his throat, prick­ing the skin. A drib­ble of blood ran down his neck, and he felt the hot liq­uid so­a­king into the fab­ric of his shirt. By all acco­unts, she could have killed him sec­onds ago and he would have no chance to beg for for­give­ness.

In the sto­ries, the brave war­rior would bare his neck and surre­nder his life to the per­son in front of him. It was the ulti­mate way to ask for for­give­ness. When he was a lit­tle boy, he shud­dered as he lis­tened to the whis­pered tales a­ro­und the bo­nfires. Most of the sto­ries e­nded with a cut throat and so­me­one’s death.

Let­ting out a sob­bing gasp, Ru­te­jìmo forced his chin up. His body trem­bled, and every mus­cle, from his sphinc­ter to his scalp, tight­ened in fear. Fresh tears ran down his cheeks as he lift­ed his head as far as he could, ex­pos­ing his throat to her blade. “As,” he choked, “Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu wish­es.” Un­able to look at her, he closed his eyes and wait­ed for the end.

For a long mo­ment, the only thing he heard was the wind and his heart. He tried not to move. He i­mag­ined her pulling back the blade to slash at him and wo­n­dered what it would feel like. He had nev­er seen any­one killed this way, but it sick­ened him to think that he would find out first­hand.

“Damn it,” she whis­pered an­gri­ly, “put your neck down.”

He didn’t move un­til he heard her sheathe her dag­ger. Slow­ly, he o­pened his eyes to see Chi­mípu strid­ing back to Pi­dòhu. She dropped down next to him, her back to Ru­te­jìmo.

Sha­king, Ru­te­jìmo got to his feet and padded over to the fire. He knelt down and bowed to Pi­dòhu. “I’m sor­ry, Great Shi­mu­sogo Pi­dòhu.”

Pi­dòhu waved his hand, the move­ment frail. “For­giv­en, Ru­te­jìmo.”

Ru­te­jìmo lift­ed his head and set­tled back.

Lo­o­king him over, Pi­dòhu frowned. “What hap­pened?”

“I… I don’t know where to start.”

“Why are you back?” snapped Chi­mípu.

“Tsub­àyo tried to steal a horse.”

Both Pi­dòhu and Chi­mípu i­nhaled sharply.

Ru­te­jìmo con­ti­nued in a halt­ing tale, telling them a­bout the me­chan­i­cal scor­pi­on, the two clan mem­bers in black who were guard­ing the hors­es, and the oth­er mem­bers. He told them a­bout sle­e­ping through the night in the dark, and Ka­ra­wàbi’s at­tempt to beat him into sub­mis­sion.

When he fin­ished, Pi­dòhu asked in his qu­iet voice, “Where is Tsub­àyo?”

“I don’t know.”

“And you left Ka­ra­wàbi be­hind?” asked Pi­dòhu.

Chi­mípu gru­nted. “You do that a lot, bas­tard. Leav­ing your clan.”

“At least,” snapped Ru­te­jìmo, “you didn’t try to kill me.”

Chi­mípu o­pened her mouth to re­spond. But then a smile curled the cor­ner of her lip. She glanced down at Ru­te­jìmo’s pack. “Have you e­aten?”

“Only trail ra­tions last night. Noth­ing to­day.”

“Id­iot.” She le­aned over and plucked one of the four birds from the fire. She pulled out one of the boards and placed the meat on it. She bowed to Pi­dòhu be­fore set­ting it down next to him.

Ru­te­jìmo watched silent­ly as she served her­self.

To his sur­prise, she ges­tured for him to take the next one. “Eat both if you need to. You’re prob­a­bly starv­ing.”

His stom­ach gur­gling, Ru­te­jìmo fought the urge to snatch it from the flames. He picked it up and set it down on his board. For a long mo­ment, none of them touched their food, then Chi­mípu bowed her head and whis­pered a prayer to Shi­mu­sògo.

Ru­te­jìmo jo­ined in and, for the first time, he meant the words.
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        A Quiet Conversation


        
Hon­est con­ver­sa­tions hap­pen when no one is liste­ning.
—Ba­de­n­fumi Shi­gáto

Ru­te­jìmo sat in the dark­ness out­side of the tent. He was ex­haust­ed, but it was his turn to stand guard while Pi­dòhu and Chi­mípu slept. He couldn’t see more than a few inch­es past his nose in the dim light of the glow eggs, but he kept his ears open and lis­tened for in­trud­ers. They didn’t know if Tsub­àyo or Ka­ra­wàbi had fol­lowed him back, but Chi­mípu didn’t want to take chances.

The cold wind of the desert nipped at his skin. The only thing ke­e­ping him from shive­ring was the he­ated rock be­tween his legs. They used the last of the al­chem­i­cal fire to heat six rocks for the night: four for Pi­dòhu, one for Chi­mípu, and one for him­self. The la­tent heat would help a lit­tle a­gainst the cold, but as he sat in the dark­ness, he couldn’t help but feel every frigid ca­ress of the night winds.

He strug­gled to keep his mind from a spi­ral of de­pres­sion. Chi­mípu had al­lowed him to re­main, but she had made it clear that she didn’t ac­cept him yet. She used i­nsult­ing terms—boy, bas­tard, id­iot—in­stead of his name. His a­nger prick­led at it, but he kept it bu­ried deep in­side. He had bared his neck to her, trust­ed her, and she spared him. He could sur­vive be­ing called an id­iot for that.

Next to him, Pi­dòhu mo­aned in pain and his leg shook. The bla­nket cove­ring him slipped off and piled up a­gainst Ru­te­jìmo’s leg.

Work­ing ca­re­ful­ly, Ru­te­jìmo eased it back over the boy’s in­jured leg. His fi­ngers acci­de­ntal­ly brushed a­gainst Chi­mípu’s thigh, and he snatched his hand back be­fore she took off his hand.

“Jìmo?” asked Pi­dòhu in a cro­aked whis­per.

Ru­te­jìmo jumped in sur­prise, then le­aned a­gainst the rock. “Yes, Dòhu?”

“How did you come back?”

When Ru­te­jìmo con­si­dered telling Tsub­àyo a­bout the dépa, some­thing had stopped him. But, when Pi­dòhu asked, there was no re­luc­tance. Ta­king a deep breath, he crossed his arms over his chest be­fore an­swe­ring. “I fol­lowed a shi­mu­sogo dépa.”

“A dépa?”

Ru­te­jìmo nod­ded, then flushed when he re­al­ized Pi­dòhu couldn’t see it. “Yeah. I was strug­gling to keep up with Tsub­àyo as we… I left here. They wouldn’t slow down or stop. But then I saw this dépa ru­n­ning near me. When I fol­lowed it, I could con­cen­trate on ke­e­ping up with it. When I stopped I… lost sight of it.”

“And to­day?”

“It led me here. It ran and I fol­lowed.”

Pi­dòhu let out a pa­ined gasp. “That’s Shi­mu­sògo, you know.”

Ru­te­jìmo nod­ded. “I guessed. But why didn’t any of the el­ders tell us what to ex­pect? If I knew that it should show up when I ran faster, I’d… run faster, I guess.”

“Be­ing told how to see a spir­it doesn’t make it any eas­i­er to ac­tu­al­ly see them. Ac­tu­al­ly, they say your ex­pec­ta­tions make it hard­er for you to lis­ten. So, if they told you, you would al­ready have an ex­pec­ta­tion of what to see. And then you wouldn’t be able to see it if it wasn’t ex­act­ly the same way.”

“You knew this was go­ing to hap­pen, right?”

A grunt.

“You knew what to ex­pect.”

Pi­dòhu gro­aned and start­ed to sit up. Af­ter a sec­ond, he slumped back. “I had an idea, but I haven’t seen Shi­mu­sògo.”

“Has Mípu?”

“What do you think?” There was a wry tone in Pi­dòhu’s voice.

“How long has she been se­e­ing Shi­mu­sògo?” Ru­te­jìmo glanced over to­ward Chi­mípu, but he couldn’t tell if she was liste­ning or not. He couldn’t even see her.

“Oh, I’m go­ing to say the run she went on when her moth­er died. She was cry­ing when she left and when she got back… well, ever since she’s had a new co­n­fi­dence. And she kept up with the el­ders far bet­ter than any of us.”

Ru­te­jìmo stared out, his thoughts spi­n­ning. “Then this was all for noth­ing? I thought we were do­ing her rite of pas­sage.”

“Ac­tu­al­ly, this trip is for all of us. Some of us, Tsub­àyo and Ka­ra­wàbi, I hope nev­er make it. But, even if Shi­mu­sògo speaks to Chi­mípu, the el­ders still need to do this be­fore they can ac­cept it.”

“Can’t Shi­mu­sògo just tell them that he talks to Mípu?”

“Some­times, you have so much sand in your head that you can’t hear your spir­its. It is just what it is. There are two parts to the rites: beco­ming a mem­ber of the clan and beco­ming a man, or a woman in Mípu’s case. You and she both have talked to Shi­mu­sògo, you can hear him or see him, if you want. What you do with that pow­er de­ter­mines if you be­come one of the clan.”

“Damn.” Ru­te­jìmo le­aned back and sighed. “Why can’t it be easy?”

“If it was easy, it wouldn’t be worth it.”

Ru­te­jìmo chuck­led. “True as sand.”

Nei­ther said any­thing for a long mo­ment. The rock be­hind Ru­te­jìmo was warmer than his skin, and he basked in the fad­ing heat as he lis­tened to the desert a­ro­und him.

“Pi­dòhu?”

“Yes, Jìmo?”

“Do you think you’ll see Shi­mu­sògo?”

A long sigh. “I don’t know. Shi­mu­sògo runs and I can­not run right now. I keep lo­o­king for him, but I won’t get speed on this trip. In­stead, the only things I see are shad­ows rac­ing across the sands.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know,” Pi­dòhu said with a sigh. “I don’t know if I’m just se­e­ing things or if they are ac­tu­al­ly there. Mípu can’t see it. And, if I’m hal­lu­ci­nat­ing, then I wished I knew why.”

There was a long, un­com­fort­able si­lence. Ru­te­jìmo toyed with his hand for a mo­ment. Then he acci­de­ntal­ly blurt­ed out his thoughts. “Ka­ra­wàbi peed on your po­et­ry book.”

“That,” Pi­dòhu so­u­nded sad, “was my fa­ther’s.”

“I’m sor­ry.”

“I saw you didn’t have my pack ei­ther.” There was an unasked ques­tion in the air.

Ru­te­jìmo sat up and reached out for his bag. He dug into the bot­tom and got out the pouch with the stones he had trans­ferred. Work­ing blind­ly, he pulled out Pi­dòhu’s. They were cold in his palm. He caught Pi­dòhu’s hand and placed the rocks in­side.

Pi­dòhu let out a sigh, and the rocks cli­nked to­geth­er. “Thank you, Ru­te­jìmo.”

“I’m sor­ry I left.”

“I al­ready for­gave you.”

“I haven’t for­giv­en my­self, though.”

“That,” Pi­dòhu said with a chuck­le, “can take a lot lo­nger.”
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        Pushing Forward


        
Re­veal­ing one’s vot­ing stones to the sun is a deeply per­son­al de­ci­sion that can nev­er be tak­en back.
—Ryu­ga­miku Byo­tsú­ma

Ru­te­jìmo yawned as he came back from an­swe­ring the call of na­ture be­hind the far rocks of the camp. He was ex­haust­ed from the night, both from be­ing awake du­ring his watch and the u­neasy sleep plagued with guilt. His feet crunched on the sand, and he wished he was back at home in the val­ley, igno­rant of the last few days. If he had to do it a­gain, he would try hard­er to lis­ten to the lessons eve­ry­one had been try­ing to teach him. But, even as he walked across the sands, he knew he wouldn’t have. Just as he nev­er woke up ear­ly to train af­ter Chi­mípu hu­mili­ated him.

He stopped when he caught sight of Pi­dòhu. The frail-lo­o­king boy was hud­dled un­der­neath bla­nkets, wi­ping the sweat from his brow with a sha­king hand. A sec­ond lat­er, he did it a­gain and stared at the droplets ru­n­ning down his hands with u­nfo­cused eyes.

Fear clutched Ru­te­jìmo. He wo­n­dered if he was se­e­ing so­me­one die in front of him. He knelt in front of Pi­dòhu. “Are you okay?”

“I—” Pi­dòhu lo­oked over Ru­te­jìmo’s shoul­der, but when Ru­te­jìmo glanced over ex­pect­ing to see Chi­mípu, he saw noth­ing but sun-baked sand. “I keep se­e­ing shad­ows. They are ru­n­ning across the desert, but they nev­er get to me. I-I’m so cold.” He shiv­ered and clutched him­self.

A frown mar­ring his brow, Ru­te­jìmo rest­ed the back of his hand a­gainst Pi­dòhu’s fo­re­head. It was so­aked with sweat and se­a­ring hot. The heat rolled off the in­jured boy, but it was a wet, sick heat in­stead of the burn­ing dry­ness of the desert sun.

Pi­dòhu bit back a sob, tears shimme­ring his eyes. “All I see are shad­ows, Jìmo.”

“I-I think I need to get Chi­mípu.” Ru­te­jìmo start­ed to his feet, but Pi­dòhu grabbed him.

“No, Jìmo. Don’t go.”

Feel­ing him­self on the edge of tears, Ru­te­jìmo knelt back down. “Dòhu, I don’t know what to do. I… don’t know any­thing.”

“I’m get­ting sick.”

“Okay, that part I fig­ured out.” Ru­te­jìmo rolled his eyes, “But what do I do with this? With you?”

Pi­dòhu frowned and then wiped his face. “I… move me. Take me home.”

“We’re days away. Won’t it be safe to stay here?”

Pi­dòhu gave him a weak smile, his body sway­ing. “I think I know what hap­pens if I stay. Don’t you?”

Ru­te­jìmo gulped. He’d heard sto­ries a­bout co­uri­ers dy­ing, but it was al­ways a dra­mat­ic death in de­live­ring a fi­nal mes­sage. There was nev­er a he­roic sto­ry a­bout a Shi­mu­sògo dy­ing in the shad­ow of a rock, un­able to move. Ru­te­jìmo squirmed un­com­fort­ably.

“Jìmo, I know we can’t make it. But, if I stay here, I’m go­ing to die. I’m go­ing to get we­aker. I don’t want this to be my grave.” He ges­tured up to the rock.

“We won’t make it.”

“Bet­ter to die on the move than in the shad­ows of a rock. But”—he gave Ru­te­jìmo a weak smile—”I don’t want to die. There is a chance to make it, to get home. I know I’ll be okay if we do.”

Lo­o­king into Pi­dòhu’s plead­ing eyes broke his hes­i­ta­tion. “I’ll do it, Great Shi­mu­sogo Pi­dòhu.” It felt a lit­tle eas­i­er to be re­spect­ful.

Pi­dòhu’s eyes trailed to the side. “Shad­ows. All I see are shad­ows across the sand.” He slumped back and closed his eyes. “Please, Jìmo,” he said in a bro­ken whis­per, “just take me home.”

Ru­te­jìmo got up and eased the tent from a­ro­und him. He pulled out the poles and be­gan to lash them to­geth­er into a nar­row frame. Pi­dòhu was too heavy to car­ry and with his bro­ken leg, he wouldn’t be able to ride on Ru­te­jìmo’s back.

Pi­dòhu woke up af­ter a few min­utes. He gave short, gasp­ing di­rec­tions when Ru­te­jìmo fal­tered.

He was al­most done when Chi­mípu came ru­n­ning up in a cloud. Ru­te­jìmo could al­most see a dépa in the dust, jump­ing and sprint­ing a­head of her. As she slowed down next to him and the wind of her pass­ing en­veloped Ru­te­jìmo, the dépa dis­ap­peared.

“What are you do­ing?” she asked an­gri­ly.

Ru­te­jìmo couldn’t look at her. He con­ti­nued work­ing the re­mains of his pack, which he had torn apart and formed into a pad, be­tween the ropes bind­ing the rods to­geth­er. “Ta­king Pi­dòhu home.”

Chi­mípu tossed down two gut­ted snakes. She turned on Pi­dòhu. “Dòhu!” Her voice was brim­ming with frus­tra­tion and ex­haus­tion. “We can’t move you!”

Pi­dòhu lo­oked up, his eyes rolling slight­ly. “I’m not go­ing to make many more nights.”

“Then stay here with Jìmo. I’ll run and get help.”

“Even you know that les­son. Shi­mu­sògo nev­er trav­el alone across the desert. An hour out, maybe, but nev­er the long days alone.”

“Damn that! You can’t sur­vive the trip!”

The wind kicked up a­ro­und them, peppe­ring Ru­te­jìmo with tiny grains of sands. He saw a flash of move­ment, but when he spun a­ro­und, there was noth­ing but sun and sand and rock.

Pi­dòhu wiped his brow a­gain. “I might not sur­vive the night. Mípu, please, at least let me die while mov­ing.”

She stood there, hands balled into fists. “Don’t give up, Dòhu. We’ll make it. I’ll find some­thing that will help, I prom—”

“I’m not giv­ing up, Mípu. And that is why we’re mov­ing.” A look crossed his face and he smiled. “Pre­tend I’m a pack­age, if you want.”

A tear ran down her cheek. “No, don’t do that. Don’t make me.”

He smiled, the pale brown of his skin lo­o­king un­com­fort­ably like a skull to Ru­te­jìmo. “Shi­mu­sògo al­ways de­liv­ers.” It was the clan’s mot­to on the job, a phrase Ru­te­jìmo nev­er un­der­stood un­til he heard Pi­dòhu spe­a­king and re­al­ized he meant his body, alive or not.

Pi­dòhu dug into his pock­et and pulled out a few pyābi. There were e­nough red co­ins to buy a sweet from a mar­ket but noth­ing else. The met­al gli­nted in the sun. “Please, Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu. Don’t let me die here.”

Ru­te­jìmo held his breath as he watched Chi­mípu shake her head. “No, I can’t lose you.”

“Please?”

She held out her hand. It shook vi­o­lent­ly. Her fi­nger­tips ca­ressed the met­al, and then she pulled back. “No, I will not take mon­ey from my clan.”

Pi­dòhu sighed.

Ru­te­jìmo stood up, ready to take it.

“But.” Her words were soft, but they stopped Ru­te­jìmo with the force of a punch. “But, Pi­dòhu, I will bor­row your mon­ey un­til we get home safe­ly.”

Pi­dòhu smiled and held up his cha­nge.

She dropped to her knees. Ta­king his hand, she kissed his palm as she took the mon­ey. “I pro­mise, Pi­dòhu. You’ll make it home, one way or the oth­er. Not as a de­liv­ery but as clan.”

Ru­te­jìmo turned his back on them, his stom­ach twist­ing un­com­fort­ably. He re­turned to the frame and test­ed each wrap­ping be­fore mov­ing to the next.

A minute lat­er, Chi­mípu knelt down on the far side. She tossed a small bag of salt­ed meat and a wa­ter skin at his feet. “Eat, boy.”

“Chi­mípu….” Her red-rimmed glare si­lenced him. “Yes, Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu.”

He ate in si­lence, watch­ing as Chi­mípu fin­ished up his work.

“We’ll drag in shifts,” she said in a terse voice. “Ten min­utes, a half hour tops. Stop be­fore it be­gins to hurt too much. We stop at the top of dunes when we trade off.” She didn’t look at him, and he felt a prick­le of an­noy­ance at her com­mands but shoved it aside. She wasn’t giv­ing or­ders for her­self. They were for Pi­dòhu.

“What if we take each end?”

“Not over the sands, it is too hard to keep bal­ance with three, and we might tip him. Do you re­mem­ber the route you took?”

Ru­te­jìmo nod­ded. “Yes, but what a­bout Ka­ra­wàbi?”

“We’ll deal with him when we get there. But, you re­mem­ber where there is shel­ter? Rocks, out­crop­pings?”

He thought back the last few days be­fore. “I do, but we were only a day away.”

Chi­mípu ran her hand down the padding of the frame. “It will take us two, maybe three, days to get that far. At least we’ll know where we can take shel­ter.”

Ru­te­jìmo nod­ded, the food si­n­king into his stom­ach like a rock. He fin­ished gathe­ring the re­mains of the packs, us­ing the ropes on the frame to se­cure their sup­plies.

Pi­dòhu caught his at­ten­tion and he went over. Kneel­ing down, he stared as Pi­dòhu po­ured his vot­ing stones into Ru­te­jìmo’s palms.

“Don’t lose them,” Pi­dòhu whis­pered.

Ru­te­jìmo nod­ded. He pulled his own rocks from his pock­et, which he had dis­crete­ly trans­ferred when he ripped his pack open. Blu­shing hot­ly, he held the two sets in his palm. His own vot­ing stones were plain, a gray rock with an i­n­ter­est­ing pat­tern of white that lo­oked like ribs of a bird. It was a stark con­trast to Pi­dòhu’s rocks with the em­bed­ded gears.

He knew he should keep his a se­cret. His choice of stones was inti­mate, a per­son­al de­ci­sion that had so­mehow been ex­posed to the sun­light. He gulped as he stared down at the rocks; it felt for­bid­den to show them to any­one be­fore he earned the right.

Chi­mípu dropped three sil­ver rings into his hand. Each one de­pict­ed in in­cred­i­ble de­tail a shi­mu­sogo dépa ru­n­ning in end­less cir­cles. He had seen them be­fore—they were Chi­mípu’s moth­er’s vot­ing stones. Sur­prised, he lo­oked up at Chi­mípu.

She gave him a sad smile. “Keep them all to­geth­er. Like a clan, we all come home or none of us do.”

Speech­less, Ru­te­jìmo nod­ded. He crawled over to the frame and se­cret­ed the rocks and rings in a se­cure pock­et. He dou­bled a spare shirt over the stones to e­nsure they wouldn’t be lost even if the frame was u­pe­nded.

He and Chi­mípu car­ried Pi­dòhu to the stretch­er. When they set him down on it, Pi­dòhu hissed from pain and clutched at his knee.

“Sor­ry,” Ru­te­jìmo said.

“No, just con­ti­nue.”

“Lean back,” or­dered Chi­mípu.

When Pi­dòhu did, they bound him a­gainst the frame. They wrapped ropes a­ro­und his chest and legs, ca­re­ful to im­mo­bi­lize his bro­ken leg as much as pos­si­ble while giv­ing him fre­edom to move his arms and head.

Pi­dòhu bore the dis­com­fort in si­lence, a ner­vous look on his face. When Ru­te­jìmo stepped back, Pi­dòhu gave him a thin smile. “Not so bad. I feel like a king with you two.”

“Well, king,” Chi­mípu said with a sly grin, “if you give too many or­ders, you can walk home.”

It was a weak joke, but they all laughed any­ways.

Ru­te­jìmo pressed the full wa­ter skins into the crook of Pi­dòhu’s arm.

Chi­mípu took the stretch­er first, wrap­ping her hands a­ro­und the ends and grunt­ing as she picked them up. She gave it a hesi­tant tug. When it didn’t move, she le­aned into pulling it across the sand.

It made a loud scra­ping so­und, but then be­gan to slide.

She took a deep breath and bore down, drag­ging him up the dune.

Ru­te­jìmo fol­lowed be­hind the two, to catch ei­ther if they fell.
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        An Evening Run


        
Every mag­ic has a mech­a­nism to ac­ti­vate. It could be pre­cise rit­u­als, prayer to a di­vine pow­er, or danc­ing.
—Ka­ma­nen Por­lin

Ru­te­jìmo trudged for­ward, fo­cus­ing on dig­ging each foot into the shift­ing rocks and lurch­ing to pull the sled af­ter him. His back and legs screamed out in pain, the ache burn­ing clear up to his shoul­ders. He couldn’t feel his fi­ngers any­more; they had stopped bend­ing hours be­fore, and he pan­icked when he first saw the claw-like curve to them.

Pi­dòhu’s stretch­er pulled a­gainst him, held down by weight and fric­tion.

Ru­te­jìmo let out a cry as he forced him­self up, one step at a time. At the top of the dune was a rock with a broad shield a­gainst the sun and wind. It lo­oked like a sand tick on the back of Mi­fúno, the desert, but it was shel­ter.

His eyes streamed with tears from the agony of pain and from sta­ring into the burn­ing red orb of the sun. It was su­nset, and they had bare­ly made a third of the route Ru­te­jìmo had run the day be­fore. It was pa­i­nful­ly slow, which only made their ef­forts worse.

Chi­mípu jogged back down the sand, ru­n­ning along a shift­ing ridge. She held out her hands for the ends of the frame.

Ru­te­jìmo shook his head and kept on trudg­ing up.

“Damn it, Jìmo. Let me take the last rod. You’ve been drag­ging him for two hours now.”

Ru­te­jìmo gasped and shook his head a­gain. His cracked lips worked silent­ly for a mo­ment. “You car­ried him through the high sun. For far lo­nger than two hours.”

“Yes, but I’m….” She closed her mouth.

“Bet­ter, I know. But I will”—he gru­nted and dragged him­self far­ther—”do this!”

He ex­pect­ed her to shove him aside or to take the back end, but she didn’t. In­stead, she turned and walked next to him, ke­e­ping with his a­go­niz­ing­ly slow pace as he dragged Pi­dòhu up the side of the dune and into the shade of the stone.

The shad­ows felt wrong to him, as if Ta­chìra’s su­nshine could no lo­nger reach him. Frown­ing, he wiped the sweat from his brow and took a step back into the he­ated sun. The heat and light was a com­fort, and he sat down heav­i­ly on the sand.

Pi­dòhu gro­aned and reached out for the rock above him. His fi­nger­nail scraped on the stone be­fore he slumped back. “I like it. Homey.” He said with a strained chuck­led.

Ru­te­jìmo smiled and stared down at his hands. The joints were locked in agony, curled a­ro­und a han­dle that was no lo­nger in his palms. He jammed his hands into the se­a­ring sand; the heat was noth­ing com­pared to the ache of his fro­zen joints. He flexed, winc­ing as he worked at lo­o­se­ning his fi­ngers.

“Can you find wa­ter, Dòhu?” Chi­mípu’s voice was just as bro­ken as Ru­te­jìmo’s, ex­haust­ed. Her body was so­aked in sweat, and the fab­ric of her shirt clung to her skin.

Pi­dòhu pe­ered a­ro­und, sca­n­ning the sands.

Ru­te­jìmo watched with sur­prise. He knew the ba­sics for find­ing wa­ter, but Pi­dòhu wasn’t sim­ply lo­o­king for the low­est place. In­stead, he was search­ing for some­thing spe­cif­ic.

Brac­ing him­self a­gainst the rock, Pi­dòhu po­int­ed to a low spot with a dark patch of sand. “There. A­bout three feet down. There are some rocks too, to brace the sides.”

“Thank you, Great Shi­mu­sogo Pi­dòhu.” Chi­mípu bowed and grabbed a set of spikes and the translu­cent fab­ric used to gath­er mois­ture. She trot­ted down to where Pi­dòhu po­int­ed.

Ru­te­jìmo turned to the pale boy. “Why there?”

Pi­dòhu chuck­led and then shiv­ered. “There are shad­ows pool­ing there. It feels… cool.”

Chi­mípu was kneel­ing in a bright­ly lit val­ley be­tween two dunes. There was no shad­ow or ob­struc­tion. “Shad­ows…? Where?”

“Yeah, I’m se­e­ing them every­where. A flit there, a bre­eze there. They flash across the desert like some bird…” He po­int­ed up “…sail­ing high up there.”

Ru­te­jìmo was a­bout to cha­nge the top­ic when he saw Pi­dòhu’s at­ten­tion shift. The in­jured boy was watch­ing some­thing mov­ing across the sands. He turned to look. From the cor­ner of his eye, he caught a flash of move­ment. He spun a­ro­und, but once a­gain, there was noth­ing but sand and sun.

Pi­dòhu chuck­led. “Shad­ows in the cor­ner of your eyes?”

The world tilt­ed as Ru­te­jìmo stum­bled. Trem­bling, he turned back to Pi­dòhu. “What?”

“That’s what you see? Shad­ows on the edge? Al­ways fle­e­ing be­fore you can fo­cus on them?”

Ru­te­jìmo squirmed. “Maybe?”

“You’ve al­ways been a lousy liar, Ru­te­jìmo. Don’t wor­ry, they are real. I can just see them bet­ter now.”

“W-What are they?”

“I think I know.” Pi­dòhu smiled. “But I’m not wor­thy to name it.”

Be­fore Ru­te­jìmo could ask more ques­tions, Chi­mípu came up. Her left hand was still curled in a hook from car­ry­ing the frame. “The col­lec­tor is set up. We should have clean wa­ter come morn­ing. How are we on skins?”

Pi­dòhu lift­ed one up. “Last one.”

Chi­mípu lo­oked a­ro­und. Then she fo­cused on Ru­te­jìmo. “Dòhu?” she asked with­out mov­ing her gaze from Ru­te­jìmo. “Do you mind if we hunt for food?”

Ru­te­jìmo’s stom­ach lurched. He was sud­den­ly afraid of the hard gaze fix­ing him in place.

Pi­dòhu shook his head. “No, Mípu. I’ll be fine for now.”

“We’ll stay close,” she said. Ta­king a step back, she beck­oned for Ru­te­jìmo.

Ner­vous, he got to his feet.

Chi­mípu gath­ered up some strips of cloth from the frame and a few rocks, wrapped them to­geth­er, and then hoist­ed the bun­dle over her shoul­der. She gave Ru­te­jìmo a look that com­ma­nded him to fol­low.

He gulped.

She jogged along the ridge, head­ing to­ward a field of rocks and grav­el.

Ex­haust­ed, Ru­te­jìmo al­most sat back down.

“Go on, Jìmo. Shi­mu­sògo run.”

Ru­te­jìmo gave Pi­dòhu a smile and then jogged af­ter Chi­mípu. She was a­head of him, and he pushed to catch up. At first, his body was tight and u­nre­spon­sive, but as the heat of jog­ging worked at his joints, he re­laxed into the com­fort of ru­n­ning.

Chi­mípu ran down the side of a ridge and along the base of a shal­low val­ley.

Ru­te­jìmo fol­lowed, pu­shing him­self to run faster. Ex­haus­tion tore at him, but an­tic­i­pa­tion grew as he raced. His body sang with joy as he felt the dépa ar­riv­ing, a flick­er of feath­er and a trail of prints.

And then it was a­head of him, a tiny bird speed­ing along the rocks with a stream­er of dust be­hind it.

Gri­n­ning, Ru­te­jìmo fo­cused on catch­ing up with the dépa. As he con­cen­trat­ed on ru­n­ning, the aches and pains melt­ed away. The sun no lo­nger burned his skin and his breath came eas­i­er. He ac­cele­rat­ed, pulling clos­er to Chi­mípu.

The dépa spri­nted for­ward un­til it was ru­n­ning in front of both of them. Chi­mípu didn’t ap­pear to re­spond to it, and he wo­n­dered if he was the only one who could see it. Pi­dòhu said that Chi­mípu had al­ready felt Shi­mu­sògo, but he couldn’t tell if that was true.

They came up to where the val­ley split in two. The dépa swerved to the side, but Chi­mípu was head­ing down the oth­er fork.

Ru­te­jìmo was torn over which one to fol­low, but then Chi­mípu ve­ered af­ter the dépa.

Her feet traced the bird’s path too ac­cu­rate­ly not to see it.

Ru­te­jìmo felt jeal­ous but elat­ed. He wasn’t hal­lu­ci­nat­ing. Bit­ing his lip, he pushed his body to its lim­it. The gro­und blurred un­der­neath him as his world be­came only three things: Ru­te­jìmo, Chi­mípu, and the dépa.

With feet po­und­ing on the rocks, he re­al­ized he was ru­n­ning side by side with Chi­mípu. There was no pain, no ex­haus­tion. Just a liq­uid ple­a­sure slip­ping through his ve­ins. He was ke­e­ping up with her. Years of be­ing in her shad­ow and so­mehow he was even with her.

He al­most cried out in joy.

She shot him a glare, but there was the same exci­te­ment in her eyes. Their bod­ies were mov­ing in sync, feet hit­ting the gro­und at the same time and the world blur­ring a­ro­und them. Wind, hot and cool at the same time, whipped across his face.

The dépa came up on the end of a val­ley and then dis­ap­peared a few feet shy of a ridge top.

Ru­te­jìmo and Chi­mípu ran past the spot it fad­ed and to the top. When Ru­te­jìmo start­ed to crest over the top, he saw move­ment in the val­ley be­yond. With a yelp, he tried to stop, but his body kept on mov­ing. He lurched to the side and dug his feet in. The gro­und tore up a­ro­und him, sand and rocks burst­ing in all di­rec­tions as he carved a deep gouge into the grav­el.

When he came to a stop, he was sha­king. He stared back be­hind him, and there was a trench in the rock and sand a chain in length, six­ty feet of his body te­a­ring into the gro­und. He lo­oked at his hand, ex­pect­ing to see it bloody but it was u­nharmed. His feet were also u­nharmed, de­spite leav­ing a deep gouge in rock and grav­el.

Next to him, Chi­mípu let out a yelp of joy as she stum­bled out of a cloud of dust and sand. She also smiled broad­ly, her first real smile Ru­te­jìmo had ever seen up close. Her eyes twin­kled as she lo­oked him over. Breath­ing soft­ly, as if she hadn’t just spent ten min­utes sprint­ing, she lo­oked him over. “You re­al­ly can see Shi­mu­sògo, can’t you? The dépa?”

Sur­prised, Ru­te­jìmo let out a cro­a­king noise.

She smiled and lo­oked up to the sun, a qu­iet prayer to Ta­chìra mov­ing her lips. When she spoke, it was a whis­per. “It’s a rush, isn’t it?”

Ru­te­jìmo gulped and glanced back at the gro­und. There were two long gouges in the earth from their stop­ping. He felt voice­less as he moved his mouth, but he couldn’t form the words.

Chi­mípu glanced at him and then back at the gouges. “I haven’t fig­ured out how to stop ei­ther.” She gave him an­oth­er smile and he felt dizzy. “The oth­ers make it look so easy.”

“I-I… how? How did you know?”

She ges­tured back the way they came. “I heard you last night.”

He tensed up, a whim­per ris­ing in his throat. He hadn’t thought she’d heard him be­ing hon­est with Pi­dòhu.

Chi­mípu took a step to him. He cri­nged but she hugged him tight­ly, their bod­ies hot a­gainst each oth­er. She stepped back af­ter a heart­beat, her cheeks dark. She lo­oked away, to­ward the hori­zon. “When my moth­er died… I was so up­set. She spent a week dy­ing in front of me, and there was noth­ing I could do in the end. I just”—tears welled up in her eyes—”start­ed scre­a­ming.”

She stared at the gro­und. “Hyo­nèku heard me and chased me out of my moth­er’s cave and the val­ley. Made me run, but he wouldn’t stop fol­lo­wing me.” She toed the gro­und, kick­ing rocks into the trench she had made while stop­ping. “I kept ru­n­ning and ru­n­ning. I thought I was go­ing to pass out, but the pain wouldn’t go away. Just when I was a­bout to drop to my knees, I saw him. Shi­mu­sògo.”

Ru­te­jìmo thought a­bout the dépa and how it drove him for­ward. He hadn’t wa­nted to give up then and it came to him. He said, “I know, right when you are a­bout to break.”

When she lo­oked up, there was a smile on her lips and tears in her eyes. “We are Shi­mu­sògo, a­ren’t we?”

Ru­te­jìmo gulped at the dry­ness in his throat. “I… I think so.”

Chi­mípu nod­ded, then ges­tured to the val­ley they had al­most e­n­tered.

Ru­te­jìmo blushed when he re­al­ized why they stopped. In the val­ley be­low, there were tho­u­sands of nests. It was the nest­ing gro­und for rock fish­ers, a large bird that fed on cac­tus­es and small i­nsects. Feath­ers flut­tered as the birds re­gard­ed them; a few took off when Ru­te­jìmo stepped back.

“Di­nner,” Chi­mípu said.

“You go­ing to catch them?”

She shook her head. “No, I need prac­tice thro­wing.”

“Thro­wing?” Ru­te­jìmo frowned.

He watched as Chi­mípu took hold of the rock and cloth she had brought with her. She formed a ma­keshift sling and held both ends of the fab­ric. “Great Shi­mu­sogo Desòchu showed this to me once as a girl. Af­ter se­e­ing Shi­mu­sògo, I fi­nal­ly fig­ured out how to do it.” She gave him a she­epish smile. “Though I’m not very good yet. Step back.”

Ru­te­jìmo obeyed and le­aned a­gainst a rock.

Chi­mípu plant­ed her feet and held the fab­ric with both hands. Ta­king a deep breath, she spun a­ro­und in full cir­cle, then an­oth­er. Her feet stomped on the same spot as she spun. The sling swung out from her, and Ru­te­jìmo cri­nged in fear that she would drop it.

But she kept spi­n­ning. He was ex­pect­ing her to fall down with dizzi­ness, but she pushed hard­er.

And then the dépa was there, sprint­ing in a cir­cle a­ro­und Chi­mípu. Her move­ments ac­cele­rat­ed, and a vor­tex of dust rose up a­ro­und her, blur­ring her form. The sling formed a disk as it spun with her.

She stopped sud­den­ly and re­leased one end of the cloth. The rock shot out and crossed the val­ley in an in­stant. It left rip­ples in the air as raw pow­er rolled off the stone. A crack of air shook Ru­te­jìmo from its pass­ing. The stone shat­tered at the base of a nest and there was a show­er of blood and feath­ers.

Ru­te­jìmo gasped and stared in shock. “Drown me in sands! My broth­er can do that?”

Pant­i­ng, Chi­mípu gri­nned at him and nod­ded. “The hunt­ing bo­las are a lot more ac­cu­rate, and dead­lier. Your broth­er says that a war­rior can break a neck a mile away with one of them.”

“I… he nev­er showed me that.”

She heft­ed a rock. “Want to try?”
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        Quiet-Voiced Threat


        
The Mo­on Clans, also known as the clans of night, gain pow­er from the icy dark­ness.
—Ka­ka­saba Mi­o­shi­gàma

Ru­te­jìmo sat on the ridge of the rock. He stared out into the dark­ness, se­e­ing noth­ing but not da­ring to close his eyes. The last time he did, he woke up min­utes lat­er with a surge of guilt and fear. He didn’t dare do it a­gain, not with the two sle­e­ping be­low co­unt­ing on his vig­i­lance.

The only illu­mi­na­tion came from the few flicke­ring stars above him. He spent the first hour amus­ing him­self by co­unt­ing them and try­ing to re­mem­ber their names; there were only a hun­dred or so vis­i­ble, but his ex­haus­tion made it dif­fi­cult for him to re­mem­ber more than thir­ty.

He wa­nted to light up the glow egg, but it would only high­light his lo­ca­tion and do noth­ing to push back the void. Ru­te­jìmo was stuck liste­ning to the wind a­ro­und them and his own thoughts.

Some­thing had cha­nged that day. Chi­mípu had smiled at him, an hon­est smile that wasn’t mock­ing or i­nsult­ing. And then she taught him how to fire the rocks at high speed. He was hor­ri­ble at it and near­ly took out her foot with one shot, but the rush of us­ing clan mag­ic burned bright in his ve­ins. He had so­mehow earned Shi­mu­sògo’s re­spect, even though he didn’t de­serve it.

In the dis­tance and to his right, some­thing moved, and he heard the crunch of a weight on rocks.

Ru­te­jìmo gripped his knife, wary of acci­de­ntal­ly stab­bing Chi­mípu or Pi­dòhu. He had heard e­nough hor­ror sto­ries of acci­dents while guard­ing to be ca­re­ful. His breath came faster, and he strained to lis­ten.

When no oth­er so­unds rose up, he re­laxed but didn’t re­lease the knife. He hat­ed the dark­ness that smoth­ered him. On the moon­less nights, it was worse. There was noth­ing to see or fo­cus on.

It wasn’t some­thing he had ever expe­ri­enced be­fore. The val­ley was al­ways lit. And when the clan trav­eled, they had a fire or glow lamps pu­shing back the night, not to men­tion so­me­one stand­ing on guard.

A warm bre­eze tick­led the back of his neck. He spun a­ro­und, fight­ing a scream. He flailed his hands out, but he only felt emp­ty air. Re­al­iz­ing his blade was out, he set it ca­re­ful­ly down in his lap with a flash of em­bar­rass­ment. He didn’t know how or when Chi­mípu would take her turn.

Ru­te­jìmo also didn’t know if he would de­tect da­nger be­fore it at­tacked them. But the clan al­ways had guards at night, and it felt right to sit there, even blind.

A shiv­er ran down his spine.

He i­nhaled a shud­de­ring breath. Stra­i­ning, he tried to lis­ten but all he could hear was his own po­und­ing heart.

There was sharp prick at his neck. He waved at it, to chase away the i­nsect bit­ing him.

But his hand struck some­thing hard and smooth. With a gasp, he gin­ger­ly touched it un­til he i­den­ti­fied it: a ta­zágu, a fight­ing spike. A whim­per ris­ing in his throat, he reached back to trace his fi­ngers along the we­apon. It was a­bout three feet in length with a leather-and-hemp bra­ided han­dle.

A strong hand cov­ered his mouth, press­ing down a­gainst his jaw. The gloved fi­ngers dug into the side of his cheek as he was pulled into so­me­one’s chest and a­gainst small breasts un­der­neath thin, lay­ered fab­ric. The ridge of the woman’s hand pressed a­gainst his nos­trils, cut­ting off his breath.

To his em­bar­rass­ment, Ru­te­jìmo lost con­trol of his blad­der. He felt the hot urine po­u­ring down his leg, and the stench of it added to his hu­mil­i­a­tion.

“Damn the dark­ness,” the woman whis­pered in his ear, “you’re noth­ing but a kid.” She had a light ac­cent from the south­ern reach­es.

He couldn’t breathe, not beca­use of her hand—his lungs re­fused to move. He tried to shift, but a sharp stab stopped him. She didn’t break skin, but his en­tire world was fo­cused on the po­int poised to dri­ve into his throat.

“Who are you?” she whis­pered. Her grip lo­o­sened over his mouth. “And if you call the oth­ers, you’ll be dead be­fore they wake.”

Ru­te­jìmo sobbed, try­ing to calm him­self and fail­ing. His shoul­ders shook, and tears ran down his cheeks. He was a fail­ure and he was go­ing to die in the dark.

Sud­den­ly, the woman shoved her­self back, the po­int of her we­apon leav­ing a burn­ing line across his throat.

Ru­te­jìmo clapped his hand a­gainst it, ter­ri­fied she had cut his throat, but only a trick­le of blood damped his fi­ngers.

A thud vi­brat­ed through the rock as so­me­one la­nded on it. There was a blast of air as the sec­ond per­son ac­cele­rat­ed away, leav­ing only the scent of her pass­ing—Chi­mípu. Wind howled a­ro­und him, and he lost his bal­ance. With a scream, he hit the gro­und, and the im­pact drove the air from his lungs.

As Ru­te­jìmo strug­gled to breathe, he could hear met­al cra­shing into met­al. It came fast, rapid par­ries and at­tacks, but there was no noise from the fight­ers them­selves. The fight cir­cled a­ro­und the rock but he could only tell by the grunts from Chi­mípu and the oth­er woman, the crunch of sand and rock as they spun a­ro­und, and the oc­casi­onal hiss of pain.

Ru­te­jìmo didn’t know how Chi­mípu was fight­ing in the pitch-dark­ness, but it so­u­nded as though she was hold­ing her own. More im­por­tant­ly, af­ter a few sec­onds, he could still hear the so­und of fight­ing.

Light burst from an im­pact, and he saw the runes of Chi­mípu’s blade flare with the clash a­gainst the oth­er woman’s spike. Each let­ter was bright as sun­light but fad­ed in­stant­ly. With the next at­tack, the runes flashed a­gain. As Chi­mípu rained down blows, their at­tacks be­came a light­ing storm of at­tack and par­ry.

Ru­te­jìmo’s lungs start­ed to work. He i­nhaled sharply and strug­gled to his feet, but Pi­dòhu held him down.

“No, Jìmo.”

“But—”

“You will only get in the way.”

“How is she fight­ing?”

“Shi­mu­sògo,” Pi­dòhu said as if it ex­plained every­thing.

“Dòhu, I don’t—”

Met­al snapped loud­ly, halt­ing Ru­te­jìmo’s words. Some­thing whizzed past him and hit the rock wall near his head. It rang out loud­ly, al­most de­a­fe­ning him, and then la­nded in his lap. Re­flex­ive­ly, he reached down, but when he enco­u­n­tered se­a­ring met­al, he snatched his hand back. Scram­bling to his feet, he slammed his head into the rock, and bright sparks ex­plod­ed across his vi­sion.

Si­lence crushed them, an over­po­we­ring ten­sion as Ru­te­jìmo strained to i­den­ti­fy the wi­nner.

“Dark­ness,” came the woman’s voice, an­noyed and frus­trat­ed, “you’re all chil­dren. This is a damn rite, isn’t it?”

Pi­dòhu called out, his voice a bro­ken whis­per. “Is… Is Chi­mípu… alive?”

The woman scoffed. “Pa­thet­ic.”

Icy blue light be­gan to glow in the dark­ness. It was the col­or of moon­light and came from the runes along the woman’s ta­zágu and quick­ly formed a pool of light a­ro­und her and Chi­mípu.

She was kneel­ing on Chi­mípu’s stom­ach, her ta­zágu a­gainst Chi­mípu’s left breast and a­imed straight for her heart. The woman held the we­apon in place with one hand and had her oth­er palm pressed a­gainst the base of the we­apon. Her body was a coiled spring, and there was no ques­tion that she was ready to kill Chi­mípu.

Chi­mípu’s head was off the gro­und as she glared at her oppo­nent. Her hands were balled into fists as she trem­bled. A tear in the cor­ner of her eye sparkled in the light, but it re­fused to surre­nder to grav­i­ty.

The woman nev­er took her eyes off Chi­mípu. “Who are you, girl?”

Chi­mípu’s jaw tight­ened, but then she an­swered. “Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu.”

“And your boys?”

Chi­mípu glanced over at Ru­te­jìmo, and he shiv­ered at her look. He could see the frus­tra­tion, help­less­ness, and rage boil­ing in her gaze. She tight­ened her lips into a thin line for a mo­ment and glared up at the woman pi­n­ning her. “The in­jured one is Pi­dòhu and the oth­er is Ru­te­jìmo, both of Shi­mu­sògo.”

“I am Mi­káryo and I speak for Pa­bi­n­kúe. I’m lo­o­king for my sis­ter’s horse.”

“We don’t have a horse,” said Chi­mípu.

“I know that, but one of your clan stole her. And I can smell that one.” She pulled the spike away and used the po­int to aim di­rect­ly at Ru­te­jìmo.

Ru­te­jìmo froze, his en­tire body cle­n­ching tight­ly with fear.

“Which means that he was there. And that is guilt, if only by as­so­ci­a­tion.”

Mi­káryo still wore the dark out­fit Ru­te­jìmo saw at the camp­site. It con­sist­ed of long lengths of a thin, black fab­ric wrapped a­ro­und her body, grant­i­ng her pro­tec­tion from the sun while sac­ri­fic­ing mo­bil­i­ty. He had seen a sim­i­lar out­fit be­fore, from a trav­el­ing smith, and knew there would be wires in the fab­ric. When she stood up from Chi­mípu, there wasn’t even a whis­per of so­und.

The woman tossed her ta­zágu into the gro­und, stepped back, and then put her arms be­hind her back. She turned back to Chi­mípu, who was scram­bling to her feet. “Girl, this is your rite of pas­sage?”

Chi­mípu flushed. “Yes,” she said. She dropped the shat­tered hilt of her knife to the gro­und.

Be­hind Mi­káryo, a horse stepped out of the dark­ness. He was as black as the cloth a­ro­und her. Dark eyes glit­tered as he took in the peo­ple, then snort­ed. His tail snapped back and forth but made no noise.

Mi­káryo stepped to the side of the horse as she ad­dressed Chi­mípu. “Then tell the adults fol­lo­wing you that Pa­bi­n­kúe de­mands a life for a life. If you don’t bring me the horse thief and my sis­ter’s mur­der­er, I will take one of yours.”

Both Ru­te­jìmo and Chi­mípu gasped.

Ru­te­jìmo stared at Mi­káryo in shock. “Tsub­àyo…?”

Eve­ry­one turned to­ward him.

The woman had a look of dis­taste. She had dark tat­toos cove­ring her face and arms. They were ele­gant dark prints of hors­es and runes, and he could bare­ly see her brown skin un­der­neath the black ink. “Shi­mu­sogo Tsub­àyo? Is he one of yours? An­oth­er child?”

Chi­mípu glared at Ru­te­jìmo, but nod­ded. “Yes, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Mi­káryo. He is also on his rite of pas­sage.” The mus­cles in her jaw jumped at us­ing the ho­no­rif­ic ver­sion of Mi­káryo’s name.

“Then, if he is the one, I will take his name.” Mi­káryo pulled a sec­ond ta­zágu from be­hind her back. It was diffe­rent than the first one, wrapped in a dark blue leather with black rope, but Ru­te­jìmo also saw that it was u­n­named. No runes i­den­ti­fied the length of the spike. Ac­cord­ing to tra­di­tion, a blade was named for the first thing it killed. It would also keep a por­tion of the vic­tim’s soul.

Ru­te­jìmo shiv­ered, then he re­mem­bered some­thing Mi­káryo said. “There are no adults. They a­ba­n­doned us.”

Mi­káryo scoffed and sheathed her we­apon. She kept her oth­er hand be­hind her back. “It would be best, boy, if you just kept your mouth shut and let the big girls speak.”

Ru­te­jìmo closed his mouth with a snap, his cheeks burn­ing with hu­mil­i­a­tion.

“Your el­ders are close e­nough, near e­nough to watch the stu­pid things you’ve done but far e­nough you can’t hear their laugh­ter. And, be­tween a boy who can’t con­trol his dick—”

Ru­te­jìmo blushed even hot­ter and clamped his jaw tight to avoid yelling at her.

“—and one who man­aged to break his leg prob­a­bly in the first hour, I’m guess­ing they are laugh­ing so hard they are bent over in pain.” She turned her at­ten­tion back to Chi­mípu, lo­o­king her over with a sneer. “Of course, they say the more suffe­ring du­ring your rite, the clos­er you’ll reach your spir­it. I bet babysit­ting these two screwups”—she ges­tured to Ru­te­jìmo and Pi­dòhu—”is get­ting you real close to your Shi­mu­sògo, isn’t it?”

Chi­mípu stood there, back straight and hands balled into fists.

“Don’t wor­ry, girl, I’m not go­ing to kill any of you tonight.”

In the un­com­fort­able si­lence, Mi­káryo picked up the glo­wing ta­zágu and ca­ressed its length. Dark­ness plu­nged across their shel­ter as the runes snuffed out.

“Re­mem­ber,” her voice drift­ed from the dark­ness, “you may be noth­ing but chil­dren, but that won’t stop me from killing one of you. You have three nights to find my sis­ter’s mur­der­er. Un­til then, you have no re­ason to fear me or my clan. But, if you don’t… I don’t care which one of you dies.”

And then noth­ing. No scrunch of sands or the nick­er of a horse. Just the faint bre­eze.

Ru­te­jìmo held him­self still for a long mo­ment, heart po­und­ing.

When a flicke­ring glow filled the site, he jumped back and slammed his head a­gainst the rock. Clutch­ing his head, he sank to the gro­und.

Chi­mípu held up a glow egg. “No re­ason to hide if she fo­und us so eas­i­ly. We’ll use light for the rest of the night. Jìmo?”

“Yes, Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu.”

“Clean your­self up,” she sniffed, “and then help me move Pi­dòhu. No re­ason we have to smell you all night, ei­ther.”

Hu­mili­ated, Ru­te­jìmo ac­ti­vat­ed his own glow egg and sulked into the dark­ness. He wait­ed un­til he was out of sight and he­a­ring be­fore he be­gan to cry.
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        Humiliated


        
The worst crit­ic is the voice in­side your head.
—Ko­r­mar Proverb

Ru­te­jìmo woke up thi­n­king a­bout his ac­tions the night be­fore. The hu­mil­i­a­tion still burned bright, and he kept re­play­ing the enco­u­nter in his head, pre­tend­ing he wasn’t as pa­thet­ic as Mi­káryo said he was. But, no mat­ter how dra­mat­ic his fa­ntasies, there was no way to take back what he had done. He had failed them. Any hopes of be­ing as good as Chi­mípu were blown away in a sin­gle night; he could nev­er fight in the dark­ness that way, blind but so­mehow de­fend­ing the clan a­gainst a su­pe­rior oppo­nent.

He sniffed and lo­oked at the oth­ers. Pi­dòhu was sit­ting up, but his body shook with every move­ment. The in­jured te­enag­er kept wi­ping his brow as he strug­gled to hold the wa­ter skin to his lips.

Chi­mípu knelt down next to him, her gaze fixed on him. She held her hand un­der­neath the wa­ter skin, ready to catch it if it fell. She spoke to him qu­iet­ly, a whis­per too soft for Ru­te­jìmo to hear.

Pi­dòhu said some­thing and she smirked.

Ru­te­jìmo felt os­tra­cized by the only clan he had. He got up and trudged away, to an­swer the pres­sure in his blad­der and to avoid the peo­ple who had seen him at his we­ak­est.

His feet scuffed on the sand and rocks. He he­aded back to the rock they spent the first part of the night un­der. He couldn’t stain it any worse, and it gave him pri­va­cy.

Thoughts spi­ral­ing into de­pres­sion, he fin­ished what he ne­eded to and cir­cled a­ro­und the rock. He had done every­thing wrong on the trip: didn’t stop Ka­ra­wàbi from knock­ing Pi­dòhu off of the Tooth, go­ing with the wrong group, and then ma­king a cow­ard of him­self when they ne­eded him most. Ru­te­jìmo wo­n­dered if he de­served to be a man, or to see the dépa.

For the first time, he wa­nted to run sim­ply for the need to run. It was a strange feel­ing, but he hoped that it would clear the shad­ows from his thoughts. He glanced back at their new camp; Pi­dòhu and Chi­mípu were still talk­ing. He shook his head and picked a di­rec­tion and ran. He would only go a few chains at most and then come back.

Shi­mu­sògo ap­peared as he got up to speed, the lit­tle dépa sprint­ing a­head of him. Ru­te­jìmo smiled into the wind. It felt right when he was chas­ing the clan spir­it. He bore down and ac­cele­rat­ed, rac­ing af­ter the bird he would nev­er catch.

When he ran, he couldn’t think. His mind grew emp­ty un­til there was noth­ing but the dépa and the blur of the world. He kept on ru­n­ning, ke­e­ping along the curves of the rocks as they turned into dunes. When he hit the soft sand, he ex­pect­ed to stum­ble, but the sand was as sol­id as a rock. He fo­und pur­chase even ru­n­ning along the sandy ridges.

Ela­tion filled him and it spread out to suf­fuse his en­tire body. When he was ru­n­ning, he didn’t feel like a fool and a cow­ard. He felt like a ru­nner, a co­uri­er of Shi­mu­sògo.

The dépa flut­tered and it spri­nted away from him. The feath­ered crest bounced with its move­ment as it left a trail of dust.

Ru­te­jìmo stum­bled, re­mem­be­ring how it had dis­ap­peared be­fore the val­ley, but the bird was still vis­i­ble. He re­ga­ined his pace and pushed him­self hard­er, strug­gling to catch up a­gain. His legs and arms moved in an easy rhythm, but they burned with his ef­forts.

The world spun past him, a blur of rocks and sand. He chased the dépa, trust­ing the spir­it to guide him to where he ne­eded to go.

He didn’t know how long he ran. Time just slipped by as he tried to keep up with the dépa. He fo­cused on the bird, but the spir­it was slo­wing him down. He thought he could catch up, but his own speed fal­tered with the bird’s. A­head of him, he saw a set of Wind’s Teeth stick­ing out of the gro­und. There were five of them, like jagged fi­ngers po­king out of the desert.

Ru­te­jìmo slid to his side and skid­ded to a halt. His hands and feet tore through the dunes, leav­ing a deep slash from his slo­wing. His mo­men­tum threw him into one of the to­we­ring rocks. He hit it with a thud and fell to the gro­und, stu­nned. He shook his head to clear the stars from his vi­sion.

I­mages of Pi­dòhu’s inju­ries flashed through his mind. Gasp­ing, he sat up and felt his legs and hands, but he had not even a cut. The Tooth, on the oth­er hand, had a large frag­ment bro­ken off from the im­pact. Ru­te­jìmo slumped back and chuck­led. He wasn’t even wi­nded.

With a smile, he crawled to his feet. He spied the shard of rock that broke off upon his im­pact and picked it up. It was heavy. He heft­ed it be­fore he felt the heat rolling off it. With a hiss, he tossed it aside be­fore it burned him. It bounced off and came to a rest in a patch of dis­turbed sand.

Ru­te­jìmo froze and lo­oked a­ro­und. He saw the re­mains of a camp. To his side, in a large cir­cle, were im­pres­sions of tents and bags. Paths crossed over the sand, cir­cling a­ro­und the bu­ried re­mains of a fire. He spot­ted some threads cli­n­ging to a sharp edge of a rock. They were the same o­ranges, reds, and yel­lows he grew up with: Shi­mu­sògo’s col­ors.

Mi­káryo’s words came to mind. The clan was watch­ing him.

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked up, but he didn’t see any­one. He gulped and turned back the way he came. He could see his path across the sand, but the wind was al­ready eras­ing parts of it.

He felt a prick­le of fear and hope. With a start, he ran. When the dépa ap­peared, he chased it but kept an eye on his sur­ro­und­ings. He watched for land­marks and tried to me­morize each one as he passed.

He came up to the out­crop­ping he had turned a­ro­und and saw three tents still flutte­ring in the wind. He stum­bled, but then kept on ru­n­ning, map­ping out the route. There were some things that shouldn’t be ex­plored alone.

It felt like only ten min­utes be­fore he came up to their camp a­gain. He cir­cled a­ro­und the rock and skid­ded to a halt next to it. His stop­ping was more pre­cise, if only from prac­tice, and he man­aged to avoid hit­ting the stone or trip­ping. A smile stretched across his face, and he hopped in a cir­cle as exci­te­ment pumped through his ve­ins.

He trot­ted back to Pi­dòhu.

“Good run?”

Ru­te­jìmo sat down heav­i­ly next to him. The joy fad­ed slight­ly. “Yeah,” he said, “it was. I’m sor­ry, I should have told you.”

“Shi­mu­sògo run.” He said it as if it ex­plained every­thing. Af­ter the last few days, it did. He felt bet­ter af­ter ru­n­ning.

“Look, a­bout last night…,” he start­ed.

Pi­dòhu shook his head, then stopped abrupt­ly as he paled. He braced him­self a­gainst the gro­und and took a deep breath. “Last night was last night. No re­ason to bring it up.”

“I… made a fool of my­self.”

“Yeah, you did,” mur­mured Pi­dòhu as he drank from his cup.

Ru­te­jìmo col­ored, but Pi­dòhu kept spe­a­king.

“But you’ve al­ways been a fool, so noth­ing re­al­ly cha­nged.”

Ru­te­jìmo stared in shock, wo­n­de­ring if the qu­iet words were i­nsult­ing or play­ful.

Pi­dòhu an­swered with a wink and a weak smile. He wiped the sweat from his face and onto his leg. There were al­ready wet streaks on the fab­ric.

Let­ting out his breath, Ru­te­jìmo chuck­led. “Yeah, I seem to keep ma­king a fool of my­self.”

“Here, Jìmo, eat.” Pi­dòhu ha­nded him the last of the bird from the pre­vi­ous night. “Mípu is catch­ing more for lat­er… and,” he said with a grin, “prob­a­bly ru­n­ning out her own frus­tra­tions.”

“How can she be frus­trat­ed? She de­fe­nded us.” He sighed. “And Mi­káryo thinks I’m use­less.”

“There is a lot more to the path she’s on. She is at the crux of giv­ing up a lot more to Shi­mu­sògo than you ever will.”

Ru­te­jìmo clamped his mouth shut, a surge of jeal­ousy ris­ing up. “What do you mean? She’s go­ing to be even bet­ter at mag­ic?”

“Prob­a­bly, but there is a cost.”

“What?”

“Ever no­tice your broth­er nev­er mar­ried?”

Ru­te­jìmo shook his head. “What does that have to do with it?”

“Think, Jìmo. How many war­riors have chil­dren?”

Ru­te­jìmo frowned. He had nev­er no­ticed it, but he re­al­ized there was only one. “Grand­fa­ther was a war­rior.”

“But he isn’t your moth­er’s fa­ther. Great Shi­mu­sogo Te­jíko lost her first hus­band be­fore you were born. The man you call grand­fa­ther was lat­er, when her chil­dren had grown up and he was too in­jured to con­ti­nue.”

Curl­ing his feet up, Ru­te­jìmo stared at Pi­dòhu. “I know, but why….” Re­al­iza­tion dawned. “He has no chil­dren, does he?”

Pi­dòhu shook his head. “Nei­ther will your broth­er. And nei­ther will Chi­mípu. A war­rior’s path is a very lone­ly, bar­ren path.”

“Why?”

“To de­fend us. They give every­thing to Shi­mu­sògo, and he gives them pow­ers to pro­tect our clan. Mípu knows that. Last night made it clear to her; she is go­ing to lose every­thing for Shi­mu­sògo. And, I sus­pect, she al­ready fig­ured out the ques­tion but she needs to run a­ro­und to come to the obvi­ous an­swer. Like so­me­one else I know.”

“S-Should I do any­thing?”

Pi­dòhu po­int­ed to him. “I’d say be your­self, but you can’t help that. I’m go­ing to say that our shared in­compe­tence”—he paused for a deep breath—”is go­ing to po­int out that she is her­self, you are your­self, and I am me.”

Ru­te­jìmo blushed. “I’m a lit­tle slow, a­ren’t I?”

Pi­dòhu sipped his cup a­gain. “Yes.”

Shoot­ing a mock glare at Pi­dòhu, Ru­te­jìmo said, “I could run you to the gro­und… if you could run.”

“Yes,” Pi­dòhu said over his cup, “but I’m not Shi­mu­sògo.”

Icy cold ran down Ru­te­jìmo’s spine and his skin be­gan to tin­gle. “W-What?”

“Shi­mu­sògo is nev­er go­ing to ac­cept me.”

“No­n­se­nse, we’ll just get you healed up—”

“Jìmo.”

Frus­trat­ed, Ru­te­jìmo con­ti­nued, “—and then we’ll run—”

“Jìmo!”

Ru­te­jìmo clamped his mouth shut.

Pi­dòhu fin­ished his cup and set it down. “I”—he po­int­ed to him­self—”am not Shi­mu­sògo.”

“You can’t give up, Dòhu!”

“I’m not.” Pi­dòhu was smil­ing. “But I… look, do you see that?” He po­int­ed out on the sand.

Ru­te­jìmo pe­ered out across the dunes lit up by the morn­ing light. He saw noth­ing. “No.”

“I see it. A large shad­ow of a rap­tor fly­ing above us. It has been cir­cling all morn­ing.”

Sta­ring, Ru­te­jìmo saw noth­ing. “Pi­dòhu, I think you are….” His voice trailed off as a large shad­ow crossed the sands. Be­hind it, the sand kicked up in lit­tle ed­dies of wind, dy­ing down a heart­beat lat­er.

He turned back to Pi­dòhu just as the in­jured boy was fi­ni­shing a sweep of his hand. “What was that?”

“Ta­te­shyú­so.”

Ru­te­jìmo had heard the name be­fore. It was the clan spir­it to Jyo­te­kábi, the frail woman who lived in the val­ley with two oth­ers. “Ta­te­shyú­so? Why would you be se­e­ing Ta­te­shyú­so?”

“I don’t know, but I can feel those shad­ows. And I re­al­ized that I can do this.” He swept his hand, and a bre­eze rose up a­ro­und Ru­te­jìmo.

Ru­te­jìmo caught a hint of move­ment in the cor­ner of his eyes, but when he turned there was noth­ing. Co­n­fused, he turned back. “Can that hap­pen? Can you be called by an­oth­er clan spir­it?”

Pi­dòhu shrugged. “Seems like it.”

“Did you tell Mípu?”

“Tell me what?” asked Chi­mípu as she sat down. She had a brace of birds on her waist, al­ready stripped of feath­ers and gut­ted.

“A­bout the shad­ows across the sand,” replied Pi­dòhu.

She glared at him and then at Ru­te­jìmo. “You are pu­shing your­self too much, Dòhu. You are hal­lu­ci­nat­ing.”

“No, I think it’s real. It is real. It is Tat—”

She knelt down, slapped the birds a­gainst a rock, and then spread them out.

The im­pact qu­i­eted Pi­dòhu, and he closed his mouth.

She lo­oked up at him. “Dòhu, you need rest.” Her tone al­lowed for no dis­agre­e­ment.

In the si­lence, she pulled out a trav­el bag filled with salt and spices. It was used to pre­serve meat for a few days. Af­ter shov­ing the car­cass­es in­side, she wrapped them tight­ly be­fore o­pe­ning a small vial at­tached to the bag. She po­ured it in­side. The liq­uid hissed loud­ly, and she tied the bag shut. When they stopped for the eve­ning, time and move­ment would have co­oked and se­a­soned the meat. She at­tached it to Pi­dòhu’s stretch­er.

When she fin­ished, she stood up. “Ready to go?”

It was obvi­ous Chi­mípu didn’t want to talk a­bout Ta­te­shyú­so.

Ru­te­jìmo choked down his food even as he stood up. He swal­lowed hard be­fore say­ing, “Yes, Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu.”

Chi­mípu shield­ed her eyes and lo­oked out across the desert. “Any idea which way to go?”

Ru­te­jìmo smiled and po­int­ed the di­rec­tion he ran. “We camped a­bout a day’s drag away. Be­yond that, there are some Wind’s Teeth a­bout a day past that. I saw signs of a camp there too, so it’s prob­a­bly safe.”

She shot him a look, sur­prised but oth­er­wise u­n­re­ad­able.

Ru­te­jìmo kept his smile in­side. “I-I had to run.”

For a mo­ment, she said noth­ing. Then she lo­wered her hand to her belt, to the emp­ty sheath. She sighed and stared out in the di­rec­tion he po­int­ed.

Ru­te­jìmo got an idea. He pulled out his knife be­fore hand­ing it to her hilt first.

Chi­mípu lo­oked at it be­fore she re­gard­ed him.

“You”—he re­al­ized it was eas­i­er to ad­mit it—”you are a bet­ter fight­er than me.”

She took it with a quick bow. “Thank you, Great Shi­mu­sogo Ru­te­jìmo.”
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        Shimusogo Karawàbi


        
In the end, the cru­el get their co­me­up­pance, but rarely do vic­tims cheer.
—Mis­tan Pala­rin, The I­ron King’s Be­tray­al (Act 3, Scene 2)

By mid­day, Ru­te­jìmo was ex­haust­ed. He strained to pull Pi­dòhu. His back screamed out in agony, and his legs were on fire. But he couldn’t stop pulling.

“Damn it, Jìmo, let me car­ry Pi­dòhu.”

“No!” he gasped, and forced his feet for­ward.

“You’ve been drag­ging him all morn­ing. You need to let me—” Chi­mípu reached out for the han­dles.

Ru­te­jìmo lurched to the side to avoid her and al­most fell over. Sweat ran down his face, and he re­ga­ined his foot­ing. Gla­ring at her, he forced him­self to drag the frame far­ther along. They were al­most up to the po­int where Tsub­àyo, Ka­ra­wàbi, and he stopped the first night. He knew there was shel­ter, and this time, when he ar­rived, it would be with pride in­stead of shame.

“Damn the sands, Jìmo. Let me!”

“No!” he said.

“Why not!?” Her voice was shrill and tense.

“Beca­use you need your strength.”

“For what?”

“Mi­káryo.”

Chi­mípu stopped and stared. “Is this what this is a­bout? Look, Jìmo, eve­ry­one gets scared, and it isn’t your fault that you—”

Ru­te­jìmo closed his eyes tight­ly. “Please don’t fin­ish that se­n­tence.”

Chi­mípu sighed and paced him. “What is it then?”

“You….” He gasped and trudged for­ward. His foot slipped, and he dropped to one knee. With a sigh, he slumped. “I… can’t do that.” He lo­oked up, his heart te­a­ring as he spoke. “I can’t fight for us. I can’t do the same things as you. But I can do this. And if I’m go­ing to be help­ful, then let me do what I need to do.”

She crouched down next to him. “Jìmo, you don’t—”

“No. I do,” he ple­aded, “Please. Let me do this. You can’t do every­thing.”

Chi­mípu’s gaze soft­ened, then the cor­ner of her lips quirked up. “Pi­dòhu’s been gos­si­ping, hasn’t he?”

Pi­dòhu craned his neck to look at them. “Just ma­king ob­ser­va­tions.”

Chi­mípu le­aned over and smacked him play­ful­ly on the shoul­der.

With a chuck­le, Pi­dòhu bat­ted her back, but it was a weak, help­less strike.

“So,” Chi­mípu asked both of them, “if I’m go­ing to be the great de­fe­nder of this pa­thet­ic group of clan mem­bers, what should I do?”

Ru­te­jìmo shrugged and caught his breath. “I don’t know. I’m still work­ing on hold­ing up my share.”

She smiled at him and gave his shoul­der a smack. “Not do­ing that bad at all, Jìmo.”

Ru­te­jìmo’s heart skipped a beat with joy. He smiled and rubbed his shoul­der where it stung.

“Well, if you are done beat­ing on each oth­er,” Pi­dòhu said as he po­int­ed past them, “maybe Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu could find out why there are vul­tures cir­cling over the rocks we’re head­ing for.”

Ru­te­jìmo and Chi­mípu lo­oked in the di­rec­tion he po­int­ed. Six vul­tures sailed in a lazy spi­ral and a dozen more hopped on the rocks. They were sta­ring down at the camp. Oc­casi­on­al­ly one would flap its wings and cry out.

Chi­mípu stood up. “You said the camp was there, right?” She asked as if she hoped Ru­te­jìmo would say no. “Maybe it’s just food rot­ting.”

“M-Maybe.” But Ru­te­jìmo had a bad feel­ing in his gut.

“I—” Chi­mípu stroked the knife at her belt. “Why don’t I go check?”

She jogged for­ward a­bout a rod, then ac­cele­rat­ed in a blast of air. Her sprint­ing left a trail of dust be­hind her, and it blo­omed into a cloud be­fore the desert wind dis­persed it.

Ru­te­jìmo sighed and grabbed the han­dles. A blis­ter on his hand broke, and he winced at the pain, but still wrapped his fi­ngers a­ro­und the wood and lift­ed it up. “Come on, Dòhu.”

Pi­dòhu gru­nted. “Thank you, Ru­te­jìmo.”

Ru­te­jìmo smiled and dragged the stretch­er along, watch­ing the rocks with fas­ci­na­tion.

A few mo­ments af­ter Chi­mípu ar­rived, the vul­tures took off. They rose and jo­ined the oth­ers, spi­ral­ing like a mi­nia­ture tor­na­do over the rocks. Their screech­es were loud and pierc­ing, and soon there were more cir­cling a­ro­und.

Chi­mípu came back at a high-speed sprint. She came to a long halt, ex­plod­ing one dune be­fore she stopped less than a few feet in front of Ru­te­jìmo. She held out her hand and shook her head. Her face was pale, and she lo­oked sha­ken. “No, cir­cle a­ro­und. We can’t go there.”

Ru­te­jìmo stopped. “Why?”

“It was… it’s….” Her face was pale and she gulped. “Ka­ra­wàbi. He’s dead.”

Ru­te­jìmo dropped to his knees in shock. He al­most dropped Pi­dòhu, but clutched the han­dles tight­ly at the last minute. “D-Dead? How?” The world spun a­ro­und him, and he al­most threw up.

“S-So­me­one cut his throat.” There was a ter­ri­fied look on her face.

Ru­te­jìmo gasped, and the blood drained from his face. “Who?”

Gulp­ing, Chi­mípu shook her head and clutched her stom­ach.

“H-How? Why?”

“I-I don’t know. There is blood every­where and… and….” She shook her head a­gain. “No, I can’t.”

Ru­te­jìmo knelt there, stu­nned for a long mo­ment.

Pi­dòhu broke the si­lence. “Are the tents still there?”

Sur­prised, Ru­te­jìmo stared at him.

Pi­dòhu, al­ready pale, shrugged. “I’ve seen a lot of blood late­ly. Most of it mine. If it wasn’t for you, I’d be dead, so…. I guess I’m be­ing prac­ti­cal here. If there is some­thing that can help us, one of us has to go and get it. I had med­i­cine in my pack and I need it.”

Chi­mípu whim­pered. “I can’t go back, not with­out….” The words failed her.

Ru­te­jìmo took a deep breath. “What if we all go?”

She lo­oked at him with hope.

Ru­te­jìmo shrugged as ca­su­al­ly as he could, but his stom­ach was twist­ing left and right with every pass­ing sec­ond. “Come on,” he gru­nted as he picked up the frame a­gain, “be­fore I lose my co­u­rage.”

All three of them he­aded into the camp. There was a bit­ter­sweet smell in the air, a tick­ling sweet­ness of spoiled meat. It sur­ro­u­nded the rocks and fouled the air.

As he dragged Pi­dòhu in, Ru­te­jìmo stopped by the three tents. One flap flut­tered in the air and sand had piled in­side it, but he could see ra­tions and a bla­nket in­side.

The smell was stro­nger a­ro­und the cor­ner, in the shad­ows un­der the rocks. Ru­te­jìmo set down the stretch­er and he­aded for the tents. He stopped at the first one and emp­tied it out, set­ting the sup­plies on the gro­und be­fore work­ing to take down the tent it­self.

Chi­mípu start­ed on an­oth­er in si­lence. Nei­ther said any­thing a­bout the sicke­ning smell or the i­nsects that buzzed a­ro­und them. Shad­ows cir­cled a­ro­und the corpse: the vul­tures wait­ing for their di­nner, and they were im­pati­ent.

Ru­te­jìmo fo­und Pi­dòhu’s pack. In­side, there were a num­ber of med­i­cine pack­ets. He car­ried them over to Pi­dòhu and set them down. He didn’t want to speak.

Pale and sha­king, Pi­dòhu dumped them out and be­gan to sort through them.

Once he was sure Pi­dòhu was set, Ru­te­jìmo he­aded to his tent and tore it down. Chi­mípu fin­ished and jo­ined him.

The heat bore down on him, and he was sweat­ing as they fin­ished the third tent. He stood up to stretch and caught sight of Ka­ra­wàbi’s corpse.

The large boy was le­a­ning a­gainst the shade of the rock as if he was tak­ing a nap. His head lulled to the side but the an­gle was wrong. So­me­one had cut across his throat, slic­ing deep e­nough that Ru­te­jìmo saw the flash of white bone. Ka­ra­wàbi’s shirt was so­aked in dried blood, and it sta­ined the sand in all di­rec­tions. More splat­ters dis­col­ored the sand over a yard away.

Sur­prised by the sight, Ru­te­jìmo spun a­ro­und as bile rose up in his throat. He stag­gered to the side and vo­mit­ed on the gro­und. A few yards away, he no­ticed that Chi­mípu had done the same thing. Sob­bing, he closed his eyes as he emp­tied out his stom­ach. So­on noth­ing came but dry heaves.

Chi­mípu knelt next to him. “Calm down, Jìmo. Calm down.” She was al­most te­nder as she pat­ted his back. “He’s dead. Just look away. Don’t think a­bout it.”

Gasp­ing, Ru­te­jìmo braced him­self. “Who could have done that? Mi­káryo?”

“No,” said Chi­mípu, “I don’t think so. When we were fight­ing, she used the ta­zágu and I didn’t see any knives. Who­ev­er killed Ka­ra­wàbi used a straight blade; the wo­und is too clean and deep.”

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked at her, sur­prised and fear­ful of the ha­u­nted tone in her voice. “How close did you get?”

“Close e­nough,” she said in a tone that didn’t enco­u­rage ques­tions.

Ru­te­jìmo start­ed to glance at the corpse a­gain, but Chi­mípu grabbed his head and turned him away.

“No, Jìmo. Don’t look.”

“Who could have done it? Tsub­àyo?”

Chi­mípu frowned. “He wouldn’t kill clan.”

“He isn’t clan,” Ru­te­jìmo said, re­mem­be­ring Tsub­àyo’s bit­ter words out­side the camp. “He was turn­ing his back on Shi­mu­sògo.”

Her lips tight­ened into a thin line. “I for­got you told me that. But he can’t walk away. Even if he did, Ka­ra­wàbi was his fri­end. He would have asked Wàbi to join him, not cut his throat.”

“I don’t know, Mípu. I don’t know.”

From the oth­er side of the camp, Pi­dòhu called out, “Um, could we get out of here… now?”

No an­swer was ne­eded.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 21
             
            
        


        From the Shadows


        
We step through the shad­ows on silent hooves of steel.
—Pa­bi­n­kue Za­bīno, Birth of the Pa­bi­n­kúe

Even af­ter a day of walk­ing, the three te­enagers had noth­ing to say to each oth­er. In­stead, they ap­proached the end of the day with in mind­less trudg­ing, fo­cus­ing on mov­ing one foot in front of the oth­er and lost in thought. The only so­unds were the scuff of sand, the whis­per of the bre­eze, and Pi­dòhu’s la­bored breath­ing. The he­ated wind burned Ru­te­jìmo’s skin, and he wished he could run, if just for the bre­eze, but also to es­cape his own thoughts.

Even through the pain and ex­haus­tion, Ru­te­jìmo couldn’t stop thi­n­king a­bout Ka­ra­wàbi’s corpse. The look of Ka­ra­wàbi’s face and the sight of blood had burned it­self into his me­mo­ries. Even worse, he kept i­ma­gi­ning him­self in the mur­dered boy’s place. He wo­n­dered if Ka­ra­wàbi knew death was co­ming or if it was a sur­prise. If it was Tsub­àyo, did he sneak up? Did they talk? Did they fight?

Each sce­na­rio made him sick­er, but he couldn’t stop his mor­bid i­ma­gi­na­tion. In­stead, he just walked in de­spair and si­lence.

They reached the Wind’s Teeth in ear­ly eve­ning. The camp­site Ru­te­jìmo had seen was com­plete­ly obli­ter­at­ed by the wind, but the hunk of rock he had bro­ken off marked their des­ti­na­tion. With­out a word, he set down Pi­dòhu and be­gan to pitch the tents.

A mo­ment lat­er, Chi­mípu jo­ined him.

He was star­tled by the qu­iet com­pa­ni­o­nship she gave him. With Tsub­àyo and Ka­ra­wàbi, he had bris­tled un­der their con­stant com­mands and at­ti­tude. But Chi­mípu worked with­out ques­tion, and he felt the need to keep up. He was re­mi­nded of his broth­er’s last ad­vice to him, a sug­ges­tion to help Pi­dòhu make di­nner. Now, days lat­er, he could ap­pre­ci­ate the ad­vice of sim­ply do­ing what ne­eded to be done.

“Jìmo,” Chi­mípu asked as they fin­ished the tents, “af­ter di­nner, do you want to run? Just a­ro­und the Teeth.” She didn’t need to men­tion Ka­ra­wàbi or Mi­káryo, but Ru­te­jìmo could see the fear in her eyes.

With a grunt, he said, “I’d like that.”

They shared a brief smile.

Chi­mípu lo­oked a­ro­und. “If you get Dòhu com­fort­able, I’ll start di­nner. That way, we’ll have time be­fore the sun goes down.”

Ru­te­jìmo fin­ished the last tie and he­aded over to Pi­dòhu. At his side, he knelt down and lo­o­sened the ropes to give Pi­dòhu a chance to move a­ro­und—as much as he could with a bro­ken leg.

Pi­dòhu lift­ed his gaze to Ru­te­jìmo, his eyes stead­ier than they had been in a while. He reached out with one hand and swat­ted a fly try­ing to bur­row into his bloody ban­dages.

“Feel­ing bet­ter, Dòhu?”

“Yes, much bet­ter.” Pi­dòhu stretched his arm out be­fore rest­ing it back on his lap. “The fever-block and the pain killers are help­ing. Every­thing hurts, but at least the throb is be­arable.”

“Do you need me to cha­nge the dress­ing?”

“Please?”

Ru­te­jìmo peeled back the bloody ban­dage. Se­e­ing it no lo­nger brought the bile up, but the smell was over­po­we­ring. It was sweet and cop­pery; it re­mi­nded him too much of Ka­ra­wàbi’s blood. He stopped at the fi­nal wrap­ping, where the blood had turned the ban­dage crim­son.

“I can do this,” whis­pered Pi­dòhu. “You don’t have to.”

Ru­te­jìmo gave him a thin smile. “Might as well, right? Just tell me if it hurts.”

“Of course, Great Shi­mu­sogo Ru­te­jìmo.”

“I don’t de­serve that,” snapped Ru­te­jìmo as he fo­cused on pulling back the ban­dage.

“Of course, Great Shi­mu­sogo Ru­te­jìmo.”

Ru­te­jìmo gave Pi­dòhu a glare, but the thi­nner boy just smiled.

“It doesn’t mat­ter if you think you de­serve it or not. I’m go­ing to use it.”

“Why? I’m….” Ru­te­jìmo couldn’t find the words. He fo­und a fresh ban­dage and be­gan to wrap the wo­und back up, flick­ing off some flies that la­nded on the crusty edges.

“Hope­less? Ir­re­spon­si­ble? Dis­re­spect­ful?”

“Yeah,” he replied, “all that.” It hurt, but Pi­dòhu was right. He lo­oped the ban­dage over and brought it back over the cloth pad, ca­re­ful to avoid the ex­posed bone. “So why are you call­ing me great?”

“Beca­use you came back.”

Ru­te­jìmo chuck­led. “Just like that?”

Pi­dòhu didn’t an­swer.

Ru­te­jìmo fin­ished wrap­ping the ban­dage. When he tied it off, he lo­oked up to see Pi­dòhu sta­ring at him. “What?”

“Why won’t you let Chi­mípu pull me?”

Sur­prised by the ques­tion, Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked away.

“Beca­use of Ka­ra­wàbi? Or some­thing be­fore?”

Ru­te­jìmo felt tears burn­ing in his eyes. He sighed and stood up. “I’ll set up the wa­ter col­lec­tion.”

Pi­dòhu stopped him by grab­bing his trouser. “Ru­te­jìmo?”

Fight­ing the tears, Ru­te­jìmo wiped his face. He lo­oked down at the sick, in­jured te­enag­er. “B-Beca­use I’m not strong.”

“You’re strong e­nough.”

“No, I’m not. I was worse than use­less a­gainst Mi­káryo. I couldn’t… didn’t stop Tsub­àyo and Ka­ra­wàbi from knock­ing you off the rocks. I could have stopped Tsub­àyo be­fore he stole that horse and killed a woman. I knew it was wrong, but I just ran away. And, lo­o­king back, I re­al­ize my broth­er and Ge­mènyo and Hyo­nèku were all try­ing to help me and I just”—he waved his hands—”didn’t see it.”

Pi­dòhu said noth­ing, but he had a sym­pa­thet­ic look on his face.

“And Chi­mípu. She can do every­thing and she’s amaz­ing. When I think I fi­nal­ly start to get bet­ter than her, she’s al­ready blo­wing past me. Run across the desert, and she’d be at the far end, e­njoy­ing the sun. Every­thing, and I mean every­thing she does, is bet­ter than me. How can I com­pare to that?” He re­al­ized he was vent­ing, but the words kept co­ming out. “She’s go­ing to be a war­rior, like my broth­er. She’ll no doubt have an ho­nor­able life and be revered. Eve­ry­one is go­ing to love her and they’ll sing songs a­bout her deeds. But… I’m go­ing to be just a ru­nner. They won’t sing songs a­bout me,” he sniffed, “not like her.”

The hairs on the back of his neck rose. Ru­te­jìmo gro­aned. “Damn the sands, she’s liste­ning, isn’t she?”

From be­hind him, Chi­mípu coughed into her hand.

Pi­dòhu shrugged and held out his hands. “You were talk­ing rather loud­ly.” He gri­nned. “I think they heard you in Wa­mi­fuko City with that last bit.”

Ru­te­jìmo turned a­ro­und, blu­shing.

A­bout a rod away, Chi­mípu stood by the fire pit. The al­chem­i­cal fire from Pi­dòhu’s pack was hiss­ing un­der­neath the birds she had stored in her trav­el pouch. Her green gaze was locked on him, but her face was u­n­re­ad­able.

“Um”—Ru­te­jìmo strug­gled for a mo­ment—”Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu, I didn’t, I mean, I—” He stopped when she held up her hand.

Cle­a­ring her throat, she lo­oked a­ro­und at the Wind’s Teeth, the tents, and Pi­dòhu. “Pi­dòhu…?” she left the ques­tion u­n­fin­ished.

Ru­te­jìmo turned back.

“Shi­mu­sògo run.” Pi­dòhu gri­nned, then po­int­ed to an­oth­er set of Wind’s Teeth a num­ber of miles away. “Try there.”

“No. That’s too far.” Chi­mípu shook her head. “What if Mi­káryo comes back?”

“I’m not wor­ried a­bout her, ac­tu­al­ly. She could have killed Ru­te­jìmo last night. I saw the blood on his neck; it would have tak­en just a sec­ond to kill him and you would have nev­er known.”

Ru­te­jìmo tensed at the mem­o­ry of his sha­me­ful be­hav­ior.

“But,” Chi­mípu in­sist­ed, “what a­bout her threat? She wants to kill one of us.”

“Oh,” Pi­dòhu said, “I think that’s real. But she said three nights. And those rocks are only, what, two le­a­gues at the most? You’ll be back in twen­ty min­utes. I think I can stall that long.”

Ru­te­jìmo spoke up. “What a­bout Tsub­àyo?”

Pi­dòhu gave a sud­den grin. “I’ll scream re­al­ly loud­ly and crawl away. You won’t get e­nough speed ru­n­ning in a small cir­cle. You need dis­tance to run, not to just jog a­ro­und. Just”—he po­int­ed to his leg—”come back?”

Chi­mípu stepped back. She lo­oked a­ro­und, then re­turned her at­ten­tion to him. “Are you sure, Dòhu? We don’t—”

“Shi­mu­sògo run,” he an­swered.

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked at Chi­mípu. To­geth­er, they jogged to­ward the oth­er Wind’s Teeth, quick­ly ac­cel­er­at­ing into a run. They fol­lowed the curve of the dunes with­out miss­ing a beat. Every­where Ru­te­jìmo stepped, the gro­und was sol­id and gripped him. He had no fear or pain when he ran, as long as he didn’t stop mov­ing.

A­head of them, the dépa ap­peared, and he felt joy at the sight of the small bird. The world was right when he ran with Shi­mu­sògo. With a grin, he chased af­ter it, let­ting the world blur un­til the only things left were Shi­mu­sògo, Chi­mípu, and him­self.

The sec­ond group of Wind’s Teeth were tall, nar­row rocks. Each was only ten feet across, but there were over a dozen of them. They lo­oked like weeds stick­ing out of a plain of rocks.

The dépa slowed a few chains shy of the rocks, and so did Chi­mípu and Ru­te­jìmo. It dis­ap­peared as they shift­ed from a jog into a walk. But Ru­te­jìmo still felt a co­nnec­tion to Shi­mu­sògo, a sense he was loved and cher­ished.

“Do you,” Chi­mípu asked sud­den­ly, “re­al­ly think I’m that great?”

Her ques­tion wasn’t a sur­prise, but Ru­te­jìmo couldn’t an­swer for a mo­ment. “Yes, Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu.”

She gave him a light punch on the shoul­der. “Don’t call me that.”

He re­mem­bered Pi­dòhu’s re­spo­nse and gri­nned. He bowed deeply. “Yes, Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu.”

She punched him a­gain but, when she lo­oked away, she was smirk­ing.

Rub­bing his arm, he walked next to her. He didn’t want to stop, but even a sim­ple walk was re­lax­ing. “Ever since we were kids, you were al­ways bet­ter than me. A bet­ter fight­er, a faster ru­nner. You man­aged to steal the an­ces­tors’ ash­es three times, and the clos­est I got earned me a beat­ing by my own grand­moth­er.”

She gri­nned. “Great Shi­mu­sogo Te­jíko po­unds on eve­ry­one. You re­mem­ber the time she caught me steal­ing food?”

Ru­te­jìmo chuck­led and gru­nted. “I nev­er saw you run so fast. You al­most made it to the mouth of the val­ley be­fore she caught you. They heard your screams in the shrine house.”

“She wasn’t try­ing very hard. Only a few bru­ises and no bro­ken bones.”

“She was old.”

Chi­mípu’s smile dropped.

Wo­n­de­ring if he said some­thing wrong, Ru­te­jìmo snapped his mouth shut.

She didn’t stop walk­ing, so he con­ti­nued to pace with her. It was a few min­utes be­fore she spoke a­gain. “Jìmo?” she asked as they came a­ro­und one of the stones. “You ever no­tice that there is only one war­rior who made it to old age in the val­ley? Your grand­fa­ther.”

Ru­te­jìmo sighed. “I don’t no­tice a lot. But Dòhu men­ti­oned it to me. I nev­er thought a­bout it, re­al­ly. Not a lot of peo­ple live past their for­ties, do they? But none of the war­riors are over thir­ty.”

Her foot­steps crunched on the rocks. A few peb­bles bounced away as they thre­aded their way through the Wind’s Teeth.

Ru­te­jìmo re­al­ized Chi­mípu doubt­ed her own abil­i­ties as much as he doubt­ed him­self. It was strange to see her strug­gling with any­thing, but there was a storm of emo­tions be­hind her ex­pres­sions, and sad­ness se­emed to be the stro­ngest.

“When I was yo­u­nger,” she start­ed, “I told my moth­er that I wa­nted to mar­ry Desòchu.”

He stopped, sta­ring at her in sur­prise. He nev­er thought of Chi­mípu as desi­ring any­thing, much less his broth­er.

“He was al­ways… there, I guess,” she held out her hands. “Strong, pow­er­ful, and hand­some. Even at twen­ty-one, he wasn’t mar­ried, and I hoped—begged Shi­mu­sògo, ac­tu­al­ly—that he was wait­ing for me.”

Ru­te­jìmo felt a prick­le of dis­com­fort at the idea of his broth­er and Chi­mípu. He wa­nted to say some­thing, but didn’t. In­stead, he thought a­bout his own words to Pi­dòhu. And he guessed that all three of them had strug­gled with fears and doubts over the last few days.

If Pi­dòhu could give Ru­te­jìmo an ear to lis­ten and a hand to hold, then he could do the same for her. Ru­te­jìmo shoved aside his own fears and lis­tened.

“My moth­er told me a­bout the war­riors that night. A­bout how Desòchu will nev­er grow old in the val­ley.” A tear ran down her cheek. “Nev­er have chil­dren. He will die out there”—she po­int­ed to the desert—”far from home.”

Ru­te­jìmo toed the gro­und. He knew she didn’t need him to speak, but re­ma­i­ning silent was un­com­fort­able.

“I cried when she told me that. I wa­nted to deny it. But, as the years passed, I saw it was true. Every time he went with­out the oth­ers, you could see it in his eyes. He may not come back. If he ever had to cho­ose be­tween him­self and the rest of the clan, he would die with pride. It was ter­ri­fy­ing that he could do it. One day… one day, I asked him how he could keep ru­n­ning. You know what he did?” She lo­oked up and gave him a sad smile. “He smiled.”

Ru­te­jìmo pic­tured his broth­er, his easy at­ti­tude and kind words. He was fri­end­ly to the en­tire clan. His broth­er had giv­en his life to the clan. Not to one woman and not to chil­dren he would nev­er have, but to every one of them.

Chi­mípu start­ed walk­ing a­gain. “A few years ago, I re­al­ized I wa­nted to be the same. I would give up on my lega­cy so I could be like him. Love and pro­tect eve­ry­one, not just my­self.”

“I-Is it worth it?”

She smiled at him, her eyes shimme­ring. “Well, you’re still an ass­hole, but you’re get­ting tol­er­a­ble.”

“Oh,” Ru­te­jìmo re­spo­nded with a mock glare, “glad to hear that. I’ll try to keep my ass from spe­a­king in the fu­ture.”

She gri­nned, then burst into laugh­ter.

Ru­te­jìmo jo­ined in with a snort.

To­geth­er, they kept walk­ing a­ro­und the Teeth.

When they re­ga­ined their com­po­sure, Ru­te­jìmo fi­nal­ly asked one of the ques­tions that was ha­unt­ing him. “Mípu? How did you fight Mi­káryo? It was dark and you didn’t have light.”

“It was strange.” She rubbed her arm. “I woke up when I felt Shi­mu­sògo’s feath­ers a­gainst my cheek. I al­most made a noise, but then the feath­ers were a­gainst my lips. So I held still and lis­tened. As Mi­káryo thre­a­tened you, I re­al­ized I could… feel her. Like a sil­ho­uette in the dark­ness.”

“Why did you at­tack her?”

“When she thre­a­tened you, every­thing be­came clear as glass. Shi­mu­sògo moved and so did I. I did the same thing as when we run, chased af­ter the dépa, but it was… it was….” She sighed. “I can’t re­al­ly ex­plain. I chased Shi­mu­sògo and we fought her to­geth­er.”

Ru­te­jìmo chuck­led. “I’m glad one of us did.”

Chi­mípu gri­nned and punched his arm.

He stum­bled to the side and rubbed it. “Ow.”

“Stop doubt­ing your­self, Jìmo. You see Shi­mu­sògo. Even if you think it’s a fluke, do you think Shi­mu­sògo would show him­self to Ka­ra­wàbi? Or Tsub­àyo?”

Ru­te­jìmo sighed. “I know, but—”

“No,” said Tsub­àyo. “I fo­und some­thing bet­ter.”

Chi­mípu re­spo­nded first. She used her right hand to push Ru­te­jìmo be­hind her as she pulled out the knife. The blade shone in the sun­light as she a­imed the po­int at the de­epest shad­ow of the Teeth.

Ru­te­jìmo couldn’t see what she saw, but he re­ma­ined be­hind her. His heart thumped lo­uder as he pe­ered a­ro­und, just in case Chi­mípu was wrong. When he didn’t see any­thing, he pe­ered over her shoul­der.

Black­ness stirred with­in the shad­ows be­fore it oozed out into the shape of a mas­sive black horse. Ru­te­jìmo couldn’t tell how the horse man­aged to hide, but so­mehow it did. Fear clutched his heart as the crea­ture con­ti­nued to step out of the shad­ows. It was huge, six feet at the shoul­der, and with pitch-black hair. The eyes were two black orbs, but, as the horse stepped into the sun, the pupils con­tract­ed into two tiny po­ints of inky dark­ness.

Tsub­àyo crouched over the back of the horse. He clutched to the mane tight e­nough that his knuck­les were al­most white. There were dark shad­ows a­ro­und his eyes, giv­ing them a su­nken appe­a­rance. With his scar, he had the mask of a ri­ku­námi—a nu­i­sance, pra­i­rie crea­ture known for steal­ing shiny tri­nkets. He still wore the same clothes Ru­te­jìmo last saw him in, and he smelled as though he hadn’t cle­aned him­self in days.

“Tsub­àyo!?” Chi­mípu stepped for­ward. “Where have you been?”

“Rid­ing,” he said in a grav­el­ly whis­per, “and it feels good.”

“You stole a horse.”

“Yeah, I guess I did.” A smile crossed his lips.

“And the Pa­bi­n­kúe woman?”

Tsub­àyo lo­oked to the side, back in the shad­ows. His eyes sca­nned the dark­ness for a long mo­ment, be­fore he turned back. “I ne­eded the horse.” He pat­ted the equ­ine un­der­neath him. “She was in my way. It was easy… eas­i­er than I thought it would be.”

The horse lift­ed its head and ex­haled hard. It lift­ed one foot and stamped. Tiny rocks vi­brat­ed from the im­pact.

Chi­mípu stepped back, pu­shing Ru­te­jìmo’s chest as she moved.

He fol­lowed her silent com­mand, un­able to take his eyes off the mas­sive equ­ine or the te­enage boy on top. He had grown up with Tsub­àyo, but there was no famili­ar­i­ty or com­pas­sion in Tsub­àyo’s eyes. There nev­er was, but as he lo­oked at the te­enag­er, Ru­te­jìmo felt as though he was sta­ring at a stranger.

Tsub­àyo lo­oked back at the shad­ows a­gain, a ner­vous look briefly cross­ing his face. “Where is Dòhu? Was he ho­nor­able and fi­nal­ly die?”

Ru­te­jìmo gasped.

Chi­mípu snapped at him. “No! He didn’t. He’s… he’s close e­nough.”

“Not that close. I saw you ru­n­ning up.” Tsub­àyo chuck­led. “I’d say he’s a­bout two or three le­a­gues that way, isn’t he?” He po­int­ed back the way Chi­mípu and Ru­te­jìmo had come.

“You’ll nev­er get to him be­fore we do.”

Tsub­àyo fa­vored her with a smile, his lips pulled back to show the bright­ness of his teeth. “Ry­achu­i­kùo here is very fast in the night. I don’t re­al­ly have to out­run you, though, since you’d nev­er see me co­ming.”

Chi­mípu tensed, the hand a­gainst Ru­te­jìmo’s chest trem­bling with her emo­tions. “You will not touch my clan.”

“Your clan!? We don’t have a clan. That bird a­ba­n­doned us. The adults left us. They left us to die in the desert!”

Ru­te­jìmo snapped loud­ly, “No, they didn’t!”

Tsub­àyo lift­ed his gaze to stare di­rect­ly at Ru­te­jìmo. His eyes were an­gry and dark, ha­tred al­most pal­pa­ble in his eyes. “Any spir­it which would take you, Jìmo, is a fool.”

The horse stepped back, a slow and me­asured move­ment de­spite Tsub­àyo not say­ing or com­mand­ing it. Its tail dis­ap­peared into the shad­ows, and Ru­te­jìmo couldn’t even see a hint of move­ment in the dark­ness.

Tsub­àyo glared at both of them. “And I don’t have time for fools.”

The horse took an­oth­er step back, and Tsub­àyo le­aned into the move­ment. As he crossed the thresh­old of light and shad­ow, his body dis­ap­peared.

“Tsub­àyo!” called Chi­mípu.

Tsub­àyo le­aned back into the light. “Yes, girl?”

Chi­mípu didn’t rise to the i­nsult.

“You killed that woman, didn’t you?” Both her voice and body were tense. Ru­te­jìmo could see her mus­cles jump­ing as she crouched down. The knuck­les on the knife were pale as she pre­pared to strike.

Tsub­àyo lo­oked into the shad­ows, his body dis­appe­a­ring into dark­ness as he did. When he lo­oked back, his eyes were black orbs be­fore they slow­ly ad­just­ed to the light. “Why?”

Chi­mípu said, “Pa­bi­n­kue Mi­káryo is lo­o­king for a life in re­turn for the one you stole.”

“Re­al­ly?” Tsub­àyo smiled. “Then I guess one of you bet­ter sac­ri­fice your­self, beca­use I’m not get­ting off this horse.”

Ru­te­jìmo spoke up a­gain. “How? How could you do that? Shi­mu­sògo run. We don’t ride.”

“Yes, I heard that po­int­less say­ing my en­tire life. Shi­mu­sògo run,” he said sar­don­ical­ly, “but there is pow­er up here. Pow­er to hide in shad­ows and watch the fools run across the sands. I can feel it every time I ride.”

Chi­mípu stepped for­ward, bran­di­shing her knife. “You must give your­self up. We only have three nights.”

“No, girl, I won’t.”

“We won’t die for you, Tsub­àyo.”

“No,” he said as the horse stepped back, “you’re go­ing to die beca­use she’s go­ing to kill you.” His voice fad­ed along with his body. “Beca­use she won’t find me.”

With a scream of rage, Chi­mípu ex­plod­ed into move­ment. Dust and rock slammed into Ru­te­jìmo, thro­wing him back as she charged. Her body glowed with liq­uid sun­light as she plu­nged into the shad­ows. The dark­ness peeled back as she slashed with the knife, try­ing to find him with the edge of her blade.

But, de­spite Tsub­àyo and the mas­sive horse step­ping into the shad­ows just mo­ments be­fore, she hit noth­ing.

“Damn that bas­tard!” Chi­mípu threw back her head and screamed in rage. It was a high-pitched screech that so­u­nded un­com­fort­ably like that of a bird. Her body ig­nit­ed with a gold­en flame that burned away the shad­ows a­ro­und her. She be­came a blind­ing sun in an in­stant as a translu­cent dépa su­per­im­posed it­self over her body. The im­age expa­nded to twice her height be­fore it dis­si­pat­ed in swirls of gold­en sparks.

Ru­te­jìmo whim­pered at the noise, his hands halfway to his ears, but it was too late to block the so­und.

Her scream echoed a­gainst the rocks, fad­ing quick­ly. She took a step out of the shad­ows. Her body swayed once, and then all the ten­sion left her limbs.

Ru­te­jìmo saw her falling and he pan­icked. He froze, un­able to act. But then all the frus­tra­tion that he wasn’t good e­nough shoved him into move­ment. He spri­nted for­ward and cov­ered the short dis­tance be­tween them. He caught her and held her tight to his body as he skid­ded to a halt.

As he stopped, the dépa that had led him in his short sprint fad­ed away.

His mo­men­tum car­ried him a chain past the Wind’s Teeth. He la­nded on his knees, cradling her. “Mípu? Mípu!”

Gro­a­ning, Chi­mípu o­pened her eyes. “What hap­pened? Did Tsub­àyo hurt me?”

“I-I don’t know. You let out a scream, ig­nit­ed in flames, and then passed out.”

“I—” She gro­aned and pushed him away. Slump­ing to the gro­und, she gasped for breath. “I don’t re­mem­ber. I… I was an­gry, and then I felt Shi­mu­sògo in­side me.”

“I saw that…,” his voice trailed off as his mind spun. He gasped. “I’ve seen that. Desòchu can do that!”

She pushed him away and stag­gered to her feet.

Ru­te­jìmo stood up with her, hold­ing out his hands in case she fell. “Mípu, we need to go back.”

“I think,” she gro­aned a­gain, “that is a good idea.”
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        Shadows from Sunlight


        
Ta­te­shyú­so can­not be seen, only felt as she pass­es.
—Shi­mu­sogo Ne­do­rómi, Courtship of Shi­mu­sògo and Ta­te­shyú­so (Verse 3)

“Ru­te­jìmo? Jìmo?”

Ru­te­jìmo o­pened his eyes to see Chi­mípu cro­u­ching at the en­trance to his tent.

She was fret­ting with the han­dle of the knife. Her body shud­dered as she tapped her foot. “Wake up, Jìmo.”

He gro­aned. “I’m up, Mípu. What’s wrong?”

“I… we need to get mov­ing.”

Ru­te­jìmo yawned and lo­oked past her. It was first light, a beau­ti­ful morn­ing right be­fore the spears of light crossed over the sands. It was still cool but the heat was al­ready in­creas­ing. “Why?”

“Come on.” Her ex­pres­sion fad­ed into a plead­ing one. “Please?”

He searched her face. She was scared a­bout some­thing. He o­pened his mouth to speak but stopped at her look. He gru­nted. “Yes, Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu.”

With re­lief naked on her face, she stepped back and moved to wake up Pi­dòhu.

Ru­te­jìmo crawled out of bed and fo­und a spot to re­lieve him­self. He re­turned to find her dig­ging out break­fast, the wo­oden boards placed a­ro­und her. She moved with a fran­tic en­er­gy, prac­ti­cal­ly thro­wing the plate of food in his lap be­fore serv­ing Pi­dòhu.

Feel­ing Chi­mípu’s des­per­a­tion, Ru­te­jìmo ate quick­ly.

Pi­dòhu ate slow­er, but his move­ments were stead­ier, and he wasn’t as pale as the day be­fore. He didn’t shake, but he still strug­gled to hold the board up. Ru­te­jìmo reached over and stead­ied it for him. As he strug­gled with his food, Pi­dòhu watched Chi­mípu ca­re­ful­ly. “Mípu? What’s wrong?”

“Noth­ing.”

Pi­dòhu con­ti­nued to stare at her.

Chi­mípu glanced up, and then back down at her food. “I said noth­ing.”

His eye­brow rose and his gaze nev­er left her.

Af­ter a few sec­onds of her cho­king down her food, she slammed her plate down. “Okay, I ru­ined every­thing! Bet­ter?”

A smile ghost­ed across Pi­dòhu’s face. “Oh, is that it?”

Chi­mípu glared at him.

Pi­dòhu stuck his to­ngue out at her and re­sumed eat­ing. Be­tween the bites, he said, “I mean, none of us have screwed up du­ring these rites at all. Of course, forc­ing us to wake up ear­ly is far worse than me falling off a rock and bre­a­king my leg. Or Ru­te­jìmo mark­ing the rocks.”

Ru­te­jìmo shot Pi­dòhu a glare but then fo­cused on eat­ing.

“It isn’t that,” snapped Chi­mípu. “It’s Tsub­àyo.”

“What a­bout him?”

“I told him a­bout Mi­káryo. I shouldn’t have.”

“So?”

“He knows that she wants one of us.”

Pi­dòhu nod­ded and sighed. “And you are wor­ried that he’s go­ing to do some­thing stu­pid like kill one of us to save his own balls?”

Chi­mípu froze, her fi­ngers inch­es from her mouth. She sighed and gave a ru­eful smile. “Damn, yes.”

“Well,” Pi­dòhu said with a dra­mat­ic shrug of mod­esty, “I’m pret­ty ob­ser­vant.” He gri­nned. “Or, I don’t have any­thing bet­ter to think a­bout.”

Rolling her eyes, she fin­ished her bite.

“Am I right, Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu?”

“Yes, yes, you are.” She stared at her plate. “I shouldn’t have told him. And then, when I re­al­ized that he had got­ten away, I got so an­gry I had to scream.”

“I know. Ru­te­jìmo told me while you were sle­e­ping.”

She lo­oked away, her lips pressed into a thin line. “I’m sup­posed to be the war­rior. I don’t know if I can pro­tect you a­gainst him.”

“We grew up with Tsub­àyo. He is a bul­ly and a bas­tard. I have no doubt you will suc­ceed.”

“But he did that… thing with the horse. He could be any­where.” She po­int­ed to a large shad­ow on the side of the rock. “I-I don’t know how to de­fend a­gainst that.”

“You will.”

She sighed and lo­oked out over the rocky plain sur­ro­und­ing them. It was flat in all di­rec­tions for at least a mile.

Ru­te­jìmo swal­lowed his food and po­int­ed out to the south. “Why don’t you run? It will help.”

“No,” she said, sha­king her head. “We can’t leave Pi­dòhu alone now.”

Ru­te­jìmo ges­tured at her and then to the desert.

“Me?” Chi­mípu lo­oked sur­prised. “By my­self?”

Ru­te­jìmo gru­nted. “Yes. Just run. It will clear your head. If Tsub­àyo shows up, we’ll just… stall.”

She stood up, but didn’t move. “Are you sure?” There was hope in her voice. “Just a few miles?”

Ru­te­jìmo nod­ded.

Pi­dòhu ges­tured in the same di­rec­tion. “Go on, but more than a few miles. Just run—”

She dis­ap­peared in a rush of air. The wind sucked along her path as she left a trail of blos­so­ming rocks and dust in her path.

“—un­til you feel bet­ter,” fin­ished Pi­dòhu with a grin.

Ru­te­jìmo fol­lowed Chi­mípu’s move­ment with his eyes. She was mov­ing faster than he ever could, rip­ping along the dis­tance with star­tling speed. She raced in a straight line for a few min­utes, then be­gan to cir­cle a­ro­und them.

“Jìmo?”

Ru­te­jìmo glanced down at his plate. It was emp­ty. He stood up as he re­gard­ed Pi­dòhu. “Yeah?”

“What does it feel like?”

“Ru­n­ning?” Ru­te­jìmo gath­ered up the plates and fo­und a spot to scrape them clean. “It is… hard to be an­gry or up­set. When I start mov­ing, I can’t re­al­ly think a­bout any­thing be­sides Shi­mu­sògo.”

“Do you feel any­thing? Ex­haus­tion? A tick­ling sen­sa­tion?”

Ru­te­jìmo thought for a mo­ment be­fore he shook his head.

“I wish I could feel it. You’ve cha­nged a lot since you start­ed ru­n­ning. You e­njoy it, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” Ru­te­jìmo mut­tered, “nev­er thought I’d say that.”

“Not hard to see why they say that your true self comes out du­ring the rite of pas­sage.”

In mid-step, Ru­te­jìmo paused. He wo­n­dered who he was, now that he ran with Shi­mu­sògo. Sha­king his head to clear it, he packed away break­fast, took down the tents, and cha­nged Pi­dòhu’s ban­dage.

“She’s still ru­n­ning,” said Pi­dòhu. He po­int­ed to the cloud of dust cir­cling a­ro­und them.

“Shi­mu­sògo run.”

“Should we wait for her?”

Ru­te­jìmo shook his head. “She can catch up no mat­ter how far I drag you. We should get start­ed; it’s go­ing to be a hot day.”

He made sure Pi­dòhu was set­tled into the stretch­er. Grab­bing the han­dle, he felt the ache cours­ing up his raw palms. He could have fa­shi­oned ma­keshift gloves for his hands, but the pain was a con­stant re­mi­nder of his duty. With a grunt, he le­aned for­ward to start mov­ing. Af­ter a bit of fric­tion, the ends of the frame start­ed to move and he dragged Pi­dòhu across the rocky field.

“C-Can I try some­thing?” It was only a few min­utes af­ter they start­ed. Pi­dòhu was stuck on some rocks that lo­oked flat when Ru­te­jìmo he­aded for them, but the sharp edges caught on the wo­oden frame, and he had to pull hard to keep mov­ing.

“Of… course….” gasped Ru­te­jìmo.

“Don’t tell Chi­mípu, though, if I fail. I’m not ex­act­ly sure what I’m do­ing.”

Ru­te­jìmo chuck­led as the sweat dripped down his brow. He freed the frame and re­sumed drag­ging Pi­dòhu. “None of us know what we’re do­ing, Dòhu.”

“True.”

Af­ter a few min­utes of si­lence, Ru­te­jìmo broke it. “Dòhu?”

Pi­dòhu sighed. “Damn, I al­most had it.”

“What are you do­ing?”

“I was thi­n­king a­bout you and Chi­mípu. And doubt­ing my­self.”

“Done that, doesn’t help.”

Pi­dòhu sighed. “I feel use­less.”

Ru­te­jìmo chuck­led. “Done that. Peed my trousers. Doesn’t help, ei­ther.”

“What if I felt like a bur­den?” There was an amused tone to Pi­dòhu’s voice.

With a grin, Ru­te­jìmo said, “Done that. Got be­aten up. Still didn’t help.”

Ru­te­jìmo fo­und a smoother path and a­imed for it. The stretch­er vi­brat­ed in his grip over the rough rocks, but drag­ging grew eas­i­er once he reached the path. Map­ping out his route, he pulled Pi­dòhu along.

“All right,” Pi­dòhu said, “let me try a­gain.”

“What are you do­ing?”

Si­lence.

Ru­te­jìmo shrugged and kept on drag­ging. Sweat trick­led down his back and chest, adding to his dis­com­fort. He couldn’t stop, he re­fused to stop.

Chi­mípu was still ru­n­ning, cir­cling a­ro­und them. He wished he would have the chance to do the same. He could see why Pi­dòhu said he was cha­n­ging. He had nev­er fo­und joy in mov­ing or ru­n­ning, but he ached for it now. Every­thing was right when he was chas­ing the dépa.

“I’m,” gasped Pi­dòhu, “try­ing to call Ta­te­shyú­so. I can see the shad­ows, but I can’t bring them clos­er.”

“How are you call­ing for her?”

“Call­ing out… with my mind, I guess. It isn’t work­ing.”

Ru­te­jìmo po­n­dered it for a mo­ment. “Well, Chi­mípu and I chase the dépa. I know you can’t run with Ta­te­shyú­so, but what does she do? Just fly a­ro­und?”

“Yeah, u­su­al­ly on the hot air up above where the wind is stro­nger.”

He thought a­bout the mas­sive shad­ows he saw. “How big is Ta­te­shyú­so?”

“Big­ger than I can de­scribe. Too big to be a real rap­tor.”

“Can you… I don’t know. When Chi­mípu got an­gry, she said she felt Shi­mu­sògo in­side her. She was part of Shi­mu­sògo. Maybe—”

“Oh!” Pi­dòhu gasped. “That gave me an idea!”

Ru­te­jìmo smiled and kept on drag­ging. When Pi­dòhu didn’t say any­thing else, he let his mind drift off.

And then he saw a shad­ow in the cor­ner of his eyes. Gasp­ing, he fol­lowed it with his gaze as the mas­sive sil­ho­uette raced along the gro­und, spi­ral­ing to­ward them. He lo­oked up, but he couldn’t see any­thing but clear, burn­ing skies.

The shad­ow con­ti­nued to cir­cle for a mo­ment, then it passed over him. There was a blessed kiss of shade.

“That felt good for a sec­ond.”

“Yeah,” Pi­dòhu so­u­nded dis­tract­ed.

A mo­ment lat­er, the shade of Ta­te­shyú­so came back. But, in­stead of fly­ing past, it hov­ered over Ru­te­jìmo and Pi­dòhu, bathing them in cool­ness de­spite the heat.

Ru­te­jìmo stum­bled and lo­oked up. There was noth­ing, but the shade felt good a­gainst his skin. “I-Is that you, Pi­dòhu?”

“This… is hard to ma­i­n­tain, Jìmo. I’m go­ing to need prac­tice.”

The shad­ow shot off, and the heat rushed back.

Ru­te­jìmo chuck­led. “Well, we have a long walk a­head of us.”

“Are you say­ing I have plen­ty of time?”

“No, but a bit of shade felt good. And, if so­me­one were to help a fel­low clan mem­ber drag an in­jured boy across the desert, I know I’d be ap­pre­cia­tive.”

“I’m not Shi­mu­sògo.”

“If our clan spir­its are bound to­geth­er, then so are we. So you can help me de­liv­er you back home.”

Ta­te­shyú­so’s shad­ow cir­cled a­ro­und them a­gain, co­ming clos­er.

Ru­te­jìmo kept drag­ging, pati­ent­ly wait­ing for the shade he knew would come.
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        One Mistake


        
It only takes a sec­ond for every­thing to cha­nge.
—Proverb

Ru­te­jìmo strug­gled to set one foot in front of the oth­er. Af­ter a day of drag­ging Pi­dòhu across the desert, each agony had be­come pa­i­nful­ly fa­mil­iar. The mus­cles in his back screamed and his legs shud­dered with the ef­fort to pull the wo­oden frame along the rolling rocks and sharp stones.

Every time the wo­oden frame slipped in his palms, the mem­o­ry of Pi­dòhu’s fall slammed into him. He clenched tight­ly to the han­dles, de­spite the blis­ters and the sharp pains. Me­mo­ries drove him to keep pulling. If it wasn’t the heart-stop­ping fall, it was Ka­ra­wàbi’s emp­ty gaze or the smell of his corpse. He was ha­u­nted by the ter­ri­ble things that had hap­pened and the guilt that burned in his throat. He was re­spon­si­ble, and even if it took them a month to get home, he wouldn’t stop drag­ging.

A shad­ow cir­cled a­ro­und them—Ta­te­shyú­so. Ru­te­jìmo fol­lowed the spir­it’s pass­ing with his eyes as he forced him­self to step for­ward. His heart quick­ened with an­tic­i­pa­tion as the shad­ow spi­raled clos­er.

Pi­dòhu gro­aned soft­ly, and the frame shift­ed in Ru­te­jìmo’s grip. “Come on, please, come on,” he whis­pered.

“Don’t force it,” Ru­te­jìmo said. He gripped tighter.

Pi­dòhu chuck­led. “You’re an ex­pert now?”

“Af­ter liste­ning to you for eight hours?” Ru­te­jìmo gri­nned. “Yes, I am. Every time you start strug­gling and talk­ing, that shad­ow”—he ges­tured with his chin—”slides away. And when you re­lax and doze, it stays above us.”

“It isn’t doz­ing, it’s….” Pi­dòhu so­u­nded hurt and frus­trat­ed. “I can’t de­scribe it, how it feels.”

Ru­te­jìmo strug­gled to drag the frame over a larg­er ridge. “Give me a bet­ter word.”

“Word for what?”

“When you find that all your fears fade away and you have this… this… pre­sence in­side you. When you feel Shi­mu­sògo ru­n­ning in your heart and there is no time or place to be up­set, an­gry, or even hurt. I-I… I can’t ex­plain it, ei­ther.”

“Rap­ture.” Pi­dòhu chuck­led dry­ly, then gro­aned in pain. “Though I’ll take your word for Shi­mu­sògo. When I doze as you said, it is the same thing. My leg doesn’t hurt, and I stop thi­n­king a­bout all the things I should have done in­stead of get­ting up on that rock.”

Ru­te­jìmo froze in mid-step. “You too?”

“Yes. But then I re­al­ize that if I nev­er broke my leg, I may have nev­er heard Ta­te­shyú­so. I was nev­er for Shi­mu­sògo, no mat­ter how much I hoped. The idea that Ta­te­shyú­so would be there for me, to hear her whis­per in the back of my head and feel that shad­ow, was the fur­thest thing from my dreams. But, now that I feel her, I have a crav­ing to feel her shad­ow on my skin.”

As he spoke, Ta­te­shyú­so’s shad­ow spi­raled out and then dove back in. It sailed past Ru­te­jìmo and Pi­dòhu be­fore co­ming up.

As the bla­nket of cool­ness draped over them, Ru­te­jìmo let out a soft moan of re­lief. “That feels good.”

“I know.” Pi­dòhu’s voice was strained. “But I don’t think I can hold her much lo­nger. I’m get­ting tired.”

“As long as you can.” Ru­te­jìmo bore down on the pain, gripped the han­dles tight­ly, and pulled for­ward. He couldn’t move fast e­nough for Shi­mu­sògo, but he ne­eded to take adva­n­tage of the dark com­fort of Ta­te­shyú­so as long as it would last.

He fol­lowed Chi­mípu’s half-hid­den foot­steps as the wind erased her pass­ing. Her path took him up to the crest of a dune. He knew she was on the oth­er side; it was only a few chains, but it felt like miles. Gasp­ing for breath, he drove his feet into the shift­ing sands and con­cen­trat­ed on each step.

He had al­most made it to the ridge when the shad­ow dis­ap­peared.

“I’m sor­ry,” gasped Pi­dòhu, “I can’t hold her any lo­nger.”

The heat bore down on Ru­te­jìmo, but he shook his head. “It’s only an­oth­er chain. I can make it.”

“Damn the sands,” Pi­dòhu said with a sniff. “I feel use­less.”

“I know the feel­ing.”

Every step was agony, but Ru­te­jìmo drove him­self to keep pulling. He jammed his feet into the sand and bal­anced him­self be­fore drag­ging Pi­dòhu up the side of the dune. His back screamed in pain, and he felt the burn in his thighs and shoul­ders, but the me­mo­ries shoved him far­ther. When he reached the top, he let out a cry of re­lief and stood there, fi­ngers fro­zen a­ro­und the wood, and his body sha­king with the ef­fort.

The val­ley was long and steep-edged, emp­ty ex­cept for four boul­ders arranged in a cres­cent at one end. Sand had piled up along the rocks, but the cres­cent formed a shel­ter from the wind.

In­side the rocks, Chi­mípu had al­ready pitched the tents and start­ed di­nner. She moved quick­ly, ru­shing from a tent to the fire to the rocks. Her body blurred with her speed, and Shi­mu­sògo flick­ered into ex­is­tence and fad­ed away.

Ru­te­jìmo stopped in shock. Af­ter a sec­ond, he pulled Pi­dòhu a­ro­und so he could also see. “What’s she do­ing?”

Pi­dòhu lift­ed him­self with a groan to look. “Ru­n­ning, or at least try­ing.”

“But she keeps stop­ping. That isn’t a good run. We need dis­tance to feel Shi­mu­sògo.” Ru­te­jìmo frowned. “She seems….” He strug­gled for the word. “Anxi­ous? De­spe­rate?”

Pi­dòhu ges­tured with his fi­ngers. “She’s scared. Look at her. She keeps lo­o­king at the shad­ows and hold­ing her knife when she stops. She’s afraid to be alone.”

“Tsub­àyo?”

“Prob­a­bly.”

Ru­te­jìmo watched Chi­mípu flit a­ro­und the camp. The dust rose up in a spi­ral, and the dépa was al­ways a­head of her: stand­ing by the tent, near the fire, on the rock. Every­where Shi­mu­sògo stopped, she raced to­ward him.

“Jìmo, Mípu needs to run. Run straight and long. I don’t know what else to say.”

“Shi­mu­sògo run.” Ru­te­jìmo chuck­led, “But she won’t. Not kno­wing Tsub­àyo is near.”

Chi­mípu stopped sud­den­ly, and the dust set­tled a­ro­und her. She jerked her head to the side and her fi­ngers tight­ened a­ro­und the hilt of the blade. Slow­ly, she cir­cled in place and pe­ered along the ridges of the val­ley un­til her gaze fo­cused on Ru­te­jìmo and Pi­dòhu. She dis­ap­peared in a blast of move­ment, a cloud of dust and rocks ex­plod­ing in a plume.

Ru­te­jìmo watched as she cov­ered the dis­tance be­tween the camp and him in a heart­beat. He braced him­self and turned to shield Pi­dòhu when she stopped.

The se­a­ring-hot air struck his back, pum­mel­ing his skin with shards of rocks. “Is there some­thing wrong?” snapped Chi­mípu.

“No, just talk­ing.”

“Come down from the open, please?”

Pi­dòhu whis­pered from un­der­neath Ru­te­jìmo’s arm. “It’s okay, Mípu.”

“Please?” she asked.

Get­ting a nod from Pi­dòhu, Ru­te­jìmo gripped the frame and start­ed down the curve of the val­ley.

Chi­mípu ran off, her form blur­ring with her speed un­til she stopped near the camp. She bounced back and forth, check­ing every­thing im­pati­ent­ly as Ru­te­jìmo made his way down. When he dragged Pi­dòhu to her, she snatched the frame from Ru­te­jìmo and eased it down.

Ru­te­jìmo gasped to catch his breath, then said, “You need to run.”

“Ab­solute­ly not,” snapped Chi­mípu. “We can’t leave Dòhu alone.”

Pi­dòhu grabbed Chi­mípu’s arm to stop her. His knuck­les grew white when she tried to pull away. “Mípu, he said you,” he forced out the word, “need to run. Not the both of you, just you.”

Chi­mípu froze and shook her head. “No, I can’t.”

“You’re be­ing a bitch. And those lit­tle sprints a­ren’t go­ing to help you feel bet­ter.”

Chi­mípu growled. “I’m not try­ing to feel bet­ter. I’m try­ing to pro­tect you! I can’t… I couldn’t stop Tsub­àyo. And he could be any­where!”

“But he needs shad­ows, right? You said he dis­ap­peared in the dark­ness.”

“There are shad­ows every­where!” Her shrill voice echoed a­gainst the rocks.

“But,” Pi­dòhu said as he con­ti­nued to grip her arm, “there is still sun­light.”

She spun on her heel, but Pi­dòhu wasn’t done. “Be­sides,” he said with a grin, “Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu is be­ing rather dif­fi­cult right now. And I’d like to e­njoy di­nner with­out her ru­n­ning a­ro­und and kick­ing sand in my food.”

“I….” She wor­ried her lip. “I al­ready ran. This morn­ing. And I ran a­head to set up.” She po­int­ed back to the camp.

“No,” Ru­te­jìmo said with a grim smile, “you didn’t. You had a lit­tle stroll. But you know that a few miles run isn’t e­nough for you any­more. I can see that—”

“I—” She screwed her face up, “I al­ready ran.”

“And yet,” Pi­dòhu added, “you feel the lo­n­ging to do it a­gain.”

Chi­mípu lo­oked guilty.

Ru­te­jìmo po­int­ed out to the desert. “Go on.”

“But Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu,” Pi­dòhu added in mock beg­ging, “please don’t ac­cele­rate un­til your blast won’t rip my ban­dages off.”

Chi­mípu gri­nned. “All right, but pro­mise me you’ll be okay.” She lo­oked di­rect­ly at Ru­te­jìmo. “Pro­mise me.”

Ru­te­jìmo felt a prick­le of fear, but he bowed. “I pro­mise, Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu. I will keep Ta­te­shyu­so Pi­dòhu safe.”

From the cor­ner of his eyes, he saw Pi­dòhu flinch.

She didn’t say any­thing, her eyes flicke­ring back and forth as she stared at him.

He gulped. “With my life, if ne­eded.”

Chi­mípu stepped back. “It won’t come to that. I’ll be back, I pro­mise. Just a lit­tle run.”

Pi­dòhu gri­nned. “And don’t say twen­ty min­utes like last time. You nev­er come back that fast. Run un­til the sun turns red, then come back. We’ll… well, Jìmo will have di­nner ready. Right?”

Ru­te­jìmo nod­ded.

“O-Okay. I feel like—”

Ru­te­jìmo po­int­ed a­gain. “Run.”

Chi­mípu bowed to both of them, then stepped back far­ther. She turned on her heels and jogged out a few chains be­fore ac­cel­er­at­ing in a cloud of sand and dust.

Pi­dòhu chuck­led as they watched her dis­ap­pear. “You know, Jìmo. It so­u­nded right when you called me Ta­te­shyu­so Pi­dòhu. But it scared me a lot.”

Ru­te­jìmo pat­ted Pi­dòhu on the shoul­der be­fore re­mov­ing the ropes. “But it is who you are. Right? I won’t call you that, if you don’t want.”

Pi­dòhu stretched and smiled. “No, I’m pret­ty sure that I can hear Ta­te­shyú­so now. It is fair e­nough… at least un­til the el­ders say oth­er­wise. Now, drag some food over, and I’ll start pre­pa­ring.”

Chi­mípu came back when the sun was kiss­ing the hori­zon and the red streaks of light stretched across the sky. The val­ley was in shad­ows, and every­thing was cast in a dark-red glow. She was sweat­ing light­ly as she bo­u­nded into the camp­site with a smile on her face. Pant­i­ng, she sat grace­ful­ly down on a rock.

Pi­dòhu ha­nded her a board with food. “Good run?”

She nod­ded. She turned to Ru­te­jìmo. “You should run too.”

A lo­n­ging filled him. He lo­oked at the red sun­light.

“Just don’t go as far,” Pi­dòhu said.

“Well, if Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu isn’t al­lowed to re­sist, I won’t, ei­ther.” He stood up, his heart po­und­ing faster with an­tic­i­pa­tion. “I’ll be back soon.” With a grin, he lo­oked over Chi­mípu from head to toe. “I’m not fast e­nough to run home and back.”

She stood up. “I didn’t….” The out­rage turned to a smile. “Shi­mu­sògo run.”

Ru­te­jìmo bowed. “Shi­mu­sògo run.”

He jogged to the ridge of the val­ley, then spri­nted for­ward. The dépa ap­peared, and he threw him­self into chas­ing it. Ru­n­ning came with a rush, a ple­a­sure that coursed through every ve­in in his body. It felt right to run, to let his feet po­und the sands and to feel the wind on his face. Even the re­lief of Ta­te­shyú­so’s shad­ow was noth­ing com­pared to rac­ing along the desert. Rap­ture was a good word for it.

With a grin, he threw him­self into a slide. His feet dug into the gro­und, leav­ing a deep trench. As soon as he stopped, he kicked off and ac­cele­rat­ed in the op­po­site di­rec­tion.

The dépa re­ma­ined with him, spi­n­ning a­ro­und when he stopped and sprint­ing a­head as he turned.

Ru­te­jìmo threw him­self into ru­n­ning and slid­ing, Just pu­shing him­self to the lim­its of his flag­ging strength. He loved every mo­ment of it: his feet stri­king the gro­und, the wind blo­wing on his face, and the rush of ru­n­ning faster than he had ever run be­fore. He felt alive out in the desert, breath­ing in the wind that whipped at his face and feel­ing the thrill that coursed through his legs.

The sun was al­most be­low the hori­zon when he stopped. Lo­o­king out over the trails he left in the desert, he smiled. There was noth­ing a­ro­und him. Not a rock, not a val­ley. Just the fad­ing light and fine sand be­tween his toes.

The dépa raced past him, head­ing back to their camp­site.

Ru­te­jìmo dug his feet into the sand and raced af­ter it. Mov­ing in a straight line, he blew across the desert as fast as his feet could car­ry him. Mag­ic flowed through him as the world blurred into a haze of speed and light.

He was gasp­ing when he reached the val­ley, but there was a smile on his face. He came to a skid­ding halt, blast­ing through the top ridge be­fore land­ing on the side. He used his mo­men­tum to slide down to the bot­tom and then a rod up the far slope.

And then he saw one of the tents burn­ing.

All the joy and ple­a­sure left him in a rush. He spri­nted to the camp­site, call­ing out to the oth­ers. “Mípu!? Dòhu!?”

His tent was on fire. The al­chem­i­cal fire had rolled into it. The sand and rock on the gro­und were torn up. Pi­dòhu’s tent had col­lapsed, and the fab­ric flut­tered in the wi­ndow.

“Pi­dòhu!?”

He spun a­ro­und, lo­o­king for the oth­ers. His heart po­u­nded, the steady thump send­ing waves of agony across his ribs.

“Chi­mípu!?”

The sun hadn’t set, but there was bare­ly e­nough light to see. He ac­cele­rat­ed into a sprint and raced down the val­ley, lo­o­king for any sign of Chi­mípu or Pi­dòhu. Find­ing nei­ther, he spun on his heel and raced down the oth­er length. He called out for them as he ran the length of the val­ley.

He al­most missed the body in the shad­ows. He dug his feet into the gro­und to stop, and then raced back. The wind howled a­ro­und him as he came to a halt next to Chi­mípu’s prone form.

“Mípu!?” He grabbed her and pulled her up to his chest. He was ter­ri­fied that she would be dead, her throat cut just like Ka­ra­wàbi. With­out thi­n­king, he reached for her neck, his stom­ach cle­n­ching in fear, but he only fo­und soft skin un­der­neath his fi­ngers. “Oh, thank the sands.”

Chi­mípu mo­aned, her eye­lids flutte­ring. “J-Jìmo?”

“Mípu? Are you okay?”

“I was….” She held up her hand to a bru­ise form­ing on her fo­re­head. Her eyes wi­dened. Chi­mípu surged to her feet. “The bas­tard hit me with a horse! A sands-damned horse!” Her body be­gan to glow with gold­en flames. She spun a­ro­und. “Where is Pi­dòhu!?”

“I couldn’t find him.” Ru­te­jìmo cri­nged an­tic­i­pat­ing the re­spo­nse he knew would come.

She stepped back from him. “No, he couldn’t have. Bàyo, um, Tsub­àyo would nev­er take him.” She spun on her heel and then dis­ap­peared in a streak of gold­en flames. The air ex­plod­ed a­ro­und him, suck­ing sand and wind af­ter her as she reached the val­ley in a heart­beat.

She was al­ready te­a­ring apart the tents when he caught up to her. “Damn it, he took him! That bas­tard took my clan!” She grabbed her knife from near the fire and stopped in front of Ru­te­jìmo. “We’re go­ing af­ter him.”

Ru­te­jìmo held out his hand. “Mípu, I—”

“Hur­ry up, Jìmo.” She turned on him. “We have to go.”

“Mípu!”

She glared at him.

“Do you know where he is?”

She frowned and shook her head. She spun once and po­int­ed down the val­ley. “That way. He’s there, I know it.” She stepped for­ward. “Come on, it shouldn’t be more than an hour.”

Ru­te­jìmo froze with the mem­o­ry of Tsub­àyo telling him al­most the same thing. He re­mem­bered the dark­ness that sur­ro­u­nded him as they walked across the sand. And the suf­fo­cat­ing lone­li­ness as he wa­n­dered back. He lo­oked a­ro­und at the shad­ows fill­ing the val­ley. “Mípu, it’s night.”

“The dark doesn’t scare me.” Her voice was proud and fu­ri­ous. She tapped her foot and glanced in the di­rec­tion she po­int­ed.

“I—” He gulped. He wa­nted to help, but he knew he was use­less in the night. “I-I can’t go with you.”

“Jìmo! It is Pi­dòhu! He needs us.”

“No,” he said, step­ping back, “he needs you. Mípu. If any­one can save him, it will be you.”

“No, I can’t leave you be­hind.”

“And I can’t keep up, Mípu. Not in the dark. No mat­ter how much you want, can you de­fend us both?”

She let out a groan. “Damn it.”

“I’ll build a fire and keep still. In the val­ley, no one will find me, and Tsub­àyo wouldn’t both­er co­ming back for me. He has Great Ta­te­shyu­so Pi­dòhu and is prob­a­bly go­ing to give him to Mi­káryo.”

Chi­mípu held out her hand, ges­tu­ring him to stay. “J-Just be safe. I’ll be back soon.”

Ru­te­jìmo bowed. “Yes, Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu.”

And then she was gone in a rush of wind and sand.
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        Alone in the Dark


        
The clans of day and the clans of night will only talk over naked blades.
—Chi­do­mifu Ka­pōra

Ru­te­jìmo sat alone in the dark.

Only an hour ago, the sun had dipped be­low the hori­zon, but it felt like years. He stared at the al­chem­i­cal flame in the ce­nter of the ru­ined camp­site. The nor­mal­ly pale light was pa­i­nful­ly bright in the inky dark­ness of the desert.

Re­mem­be­ring how Tsub­àyo stepped out of the night, Ru­te­jìmo had spread out the glow eggs in a large cir­cle. Each one was a tiny pool of flicke­ring blue light, a weak illu­mi­na­tion but he hoped e­nough to give him a sec­ond’s warn­ing if Tsub­àyo came for him.

He couldn’t sleep. He didn’t re­al­ize how much he de­pe­nded on hav­ing the oth­er two near him. Kno­wing that Chi­mípu watched over him had giv­en him peace of mind, or at least quelled the fears e­nough for him to sleep. Alone once a­gain, he didn’t dare crawl into ei­ther of the re­ma­i­ning tents for fear that he would nev­er wake up. He kept se­e­ing Ka­ra­wàbi’s corpse.

Sigh­ing, he dug into the meat pouch and snapped off a wing. Fit­ting it on a stick, he set it over the fire and wait­ed for it to warm up. The al­chem­i­cal mix­ture in­side the pouch had co­oked the meat and killed any par­a­sites, but gna­wing on cold meat didn’t ap­peal to his cle­n­ching stom­ach. So­on, the meat was warm e­nough to eat, and he plucked it from the stick.

He glanced up at the night sky, wo­n­de­ring if he should try to name the stars a­gain. To the east, he could see the fa­i­ntest sliv­er of the moon. He shiv­ered in fear. Just as Ta­chìra was the sun, Cho­bìre was the spir­it of the moon.

Le­gends said that the two spir­its used to be best fri­ends, but then they both fell in love with Mi­fúno, the desert spir­it and moth­er of the world. It quick­ly be­came a vi­o­lent ri­val­ry, and the two clans, clans of day and clans of night, were drawn into the con­flict. He shud­dered, re­mem­be­ring the hor­ror sto­ries his grand­moth­er had told him a­bout Cho­bìre and the clans who ga­ined pow­er from the dark spir­it.

Te­a­ring his thoughts away, he chewed on his di­nner. The meat was heav­i­ly spiced, and the trav­el pouch gave it a metal­lic taste. He had to force it down his dry throat.

“Sands,” he mut­tered, “I nev­er thought I’d be wi­shing for salt­ed meat.” He chuck­led a­gain. “I’m pa­thet­ic.”

His broth­er’s sto­ries a­bout the hor­rid al­chem­i­cal meals hit him, and he laughed. Now he could un­der­stand the lo­n­ging Desòchu had when he rel­ished the meals co­o­king in the val­ley. He missed the va­ri­ety of fla­vors and the taste of woodsmoke in the food.

The al­chem­i­cal flame siz­zled as gre­ase dripped into it. The smell of roast­ed meat drift­ed across his sens­es, and he breathed in the smoke. He smiled and le­aned back, e­njoy­ing the me­mo­ries.

And then Ru­te­jìmo re­al­ized the smoke came from burn­ing wood.

“You a­ren’t go­ing to pee a­gain, are you?” asked Mi­káryo in a soft voice.

Ru­te­jìmo lo­wered his head to look over the flames. She was on the far side of the fire, and he shook at the sight of her.

She smirked as she reached over and picked up her ta­zágu from where it was braced be­tween her foot and a rock. The po­int­ed we­apon had a hunk of drip­ping meat jammed on the top of it. Juices ran down the short spike and gath­ered at a cir­cu­lar guard above the grip. The liq­uid dripped from a small hook on the edge of the guard and hit the gro­und with faint splats.

“P-Please don’t kill me.”

Mi­káryo lo­oked up with a hu­mor­less smile. “Shi­mu­sogo Rute… jìbo, right?” He could bare­ly see the white of her eyes. Her pupils were u­nnat­u­ral­ly large.

“Ru­te­jìmo.”

“Well, Jìmo”—she le­aned back and pulled off the meat with her teeth—”if I wa­nted to kill you, I prob­a­bly would have stabbed you in the throat two nights ago. And if, for some re­ason, I thought you were sud­den­ly a threat, I prob­a­bly would have Bàpo crush your skull in while you were sta­ring at me.”

Ru­te­jìmo felt some­thing lo­o­ming over him. Mi­káryo’s horse stepped over his head. Ru­te­jìmo didn’t even feel a whis­per of hair or bre­eze of move­ment as the horse con­ti­nued past him, a­ro­und the fire, and then set­tled on the gro­und next to Mi­káryo.

She didn’t look up as she held out an u­n­fa­mil­iar, red fruit for him.

The horse took it and chewed nois­i­ly. Ru­te­jìmo couldn’t tell if it was sta­ring at him or some­thing else. Like his mis­tress, his eyes only had the fa­i­ntest of white rings a­ro­und the large, black pupils.

Mi­káryo le­aned over to an open bag and speared more meat on the end of her we­apon. She held the we­apon a­gainst the rock with her boot. She pulled out an­oth­er fruit, sliced it in quar­ters, and shoved the four parts on the po­int.

Ru­te­jìmo fo­und the co­u­rage to speak, sur­prised that he could find words while his body shook in fear. “What do you want, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Mi­káryo?”

She smiled at him. “Your lit­tle war­rior girl is an id­iot, isn’t she?”

“Chi­mípu?”

Mi­káryo nod­ded and said, “I re­mem­bered her name, but she doesn’t de­serve it right now. No mat­ter how fast she runs, she’ll nev­er catch a Pa­bi­n­kúe at night. She was a fool to leave you alone.”

“She was—”

The woman held up her hand. “Lis­ten, Jìmo.”

Ru­te­jìmo was un­com­fort­able with her us­ing the fa­mil­iar form of his name, but he was too afraid to say any­thing.

“I don’t know what they teach the clans up here, but the night is a very da­n­ge­rous place to be alone. There are things out there that hunt lone fools.”

“I-I wasn’t sle­e­ping.”

“You were go­ing to stay up all night, jump­ing at every noise?”

“Um….”

Mi­káryo shook her head. “You are yo­ung”—she gri­nned sud­den­ly—”and very stu­pid. But I ex­pect that of you. You’re pa­thet­ic. But your lit­tle war­rior girl, I’d be tempt­ed to teach her a les­son.”

He i­nhaled sharply.

“Not you, Jìmo. I have some­thing more im­por­tant to do than fol­lo­wing chil­dren bare­ly out of their di­apers a­ro­und the desert.”

“What?”

“Your fri­end, Tsub­àyo. He’s rid­ing Pa­bi­n­kue Ry­achu­i­kùo.”

“The horse?”

“Were you dropped on your head? Of course, the horse.”

Ru­te­jìmo flushed hot­ly. He wa­nted to stand up and fight, but he knew he would die.

Mi­káryo watched him, a slight smile on her lips.

Fi­nal­ly, Ru­te­jìmo re­ga­ined con­trol of his tem­per. “Yes, he is rid­ing, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Mi­káryo.”

“I thought so. I can smell him in the wind, and he is mov­ing too fast to be on foot.”

“The Shi­mu­sògo are—”

“He’s not one of your clan, is he?”

Ru­te­jìmo hesi­tat­ed, but then shook his head.

“So, tell me, Jìmo. Can he dis­ap­pear into shad­ows?”

He gasped, then nod­ded.

“Did you ever see him dis­ap­pear in one shad­ow and then not be there when you,” she snort­ed, “ex­cuse me, your war­rior girl went af­ter him?”

An­oth­er nod.

“Only one horse though, right?”

“Yes, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Mi­káryo.”

“Call me Káryo, Jìmo.” It was her fa­mil­iar name, only used with chil­dren and close fri­ends.

He shook his head. “No, I-I couldn’t.”

“Suit your­self. I don’t e­njoy call­ing any­one great. Kiss­ing ass is for the vil­lages and cities, not for trav­el­ers in the dark. The fight be­tween night and day doesn’t mean any­thing out here, does it? Not when Mi­fúno can keep se­crets….” Her eyes glit­tered as she fa­vored him with a pre­da­to­ry smile.

Ru­te­jìmo tensed up, feel­ing like prey. There was some­thing in her green eyes that forced him to stare into them. It was a sul­try, smol­de­ring look that brought a heat through his body. It sank down into his groin, and sud­den thoughts blos­somed in his head. He blushed hot­ly and turned away to hide his ex­pres­sion.

Mi­káryo chuck­led and re­laxed. “Don’t wor­ry, boy, you have a long way to go be­fore I con­sid­er rid­ing you.”

Ru­te­jìmo whim­pered and clamped his jaw shut as he tried to tear his thoughts away from the sud­den ideas she gave him.

She laughed, a bo­o­ming noise that was out of place for her sle­nder body. “You are too easy, Jìmo. You also need to re­lax a lot more when you grow up. Oth­er­wise, you’ll rot from the in­side.”

He stared at the gro­und, un­able to an­swer or look back.

Mi­káryo said noth­ing, and he lis­tened to her eat­ing. His stom­ach rum­bled at the smells.

She broke the si­lence af­ter a few min­utes. “He’s a Pa­bi­n­kúe, you re­al­ize.”

“Tsub­àyo?” Ru­te­jìmo turned back to her, but kept his gaze avert­ed.

She gru­nted in agre­e­ment. “He rides one of the hors­es and he can step through shad­ows. There is no doubt he is rid­ing the spir­it of my clan.”

He fi­nal­ly lo­oked up at her. “Then why don’t you just take him? Then he would leave us alone.”

An­oth­er smile. “The same re­ason your clan is watch­ing from a dis­tance. I want to see his me­asure. I want to know what type of man he’s beco­ming.”

“And if he isn’t the right”—he gulped—”type of man?”

She lift­ed up her we­apon. “You are at that wo­nder­ful crux of be­ing a man and a boy. No one ever says you have to live through your rites.”

A strange thought drift­ed through Ru­te­jìmo’s mind. He i­mag­ined Ka­ra­wàbi’s death, but it was his broth­er cut­ting the te­enag­er’s throat. He shook his head to clear it. “No, he couldn’t,” he whis­pered be­fore he raised his voice for her. “Mi­káryo? Did you kill Ka­ra­wàbi?”

“Ka­ra­wàbi? I don’t know him, but I haven’t killed any­one in months.”

The im­age came up a­gain, and Ru­te­jìmo force it out of his mind. Desòchu would nev­er kill an­oth­er mem­ber of the clan.

Mi­káryo added more meat to the end of her ta­zágu and set it over the fad­ing flames.

Ru­te­jìmo yawned, the ex­haus­tion drag­ging him down. He bli­nked and tried to stay awake.

When the meat was done, she picked up her we­apon and held it out to him, po­int first. “Here.”

Ru­te­jìmo stared at her in sur­prise.

“Take it. A boy like you needs food. Maybe when you grow up, you won’t be so help­less.”

“T-Thank you, Great….” he trailed off at her glare. “Thank you, Káryo.” He slipped the meat off, the heat se­a­ring his fi­ngers.

She gave an ap­prov­ing nod.

Ru­te­jìmo nib­bled on his meal. It was juicy and rich in fla­vor, but he couldn’t place the type. It tast­ed like roast­ed snake. In a few sec­onds, he was lick­ing his fi­ngers clean. “Thank you,” he said in a qu­iet voice.

Mi­káryo chuck­led, her gaze nev­er leav­ing him. She had a strange smile on her lips.

“What?”

“Oh,” she said, “when you a­ren’t pe­e­ing your­self, you are al­most a­dorably pa­thet­ic.”

Ru­te­jìmo blushed. “I don’t mean to.”

“I no­ticed. I’ve watched you try­ing to be brave for a while now. The boy I thought I saw ear­li­er would have been co­we­ring in a tent or a­gainst the rocks. But you are pre­tend­ing to be a war­rior, stand­ing guard over your­self.”

“Um….”

“That’s a com­pli­ment, Jìmo.”

“Oh. Thank you, Káryo.”

“Good boy.” She smiled a­gain and speared a piece of fruit with her we­apon. She lift­ed it to Ru­te­jìmo, who took it. It had a sweet taste with a hint of spices.

The horse stood up, took a few steps, and sank back down be­hind Mi­káryo. She le­aned back a­gainst his side and crossed her arms. “Go to sleep, Jìmo. We’ll watch over you.”

“Why?”

“Beca­use you can’t guard your­self while you sleep.”

“No, why… why didn’t you kill me? Why are you help­ing?”

Mi­káryo smiled and reached up to stroke her horse’s mane. “Beca­use, a long time ago, I was also yo­ung and stu­pid. I thought I could take on the sun and hold back the light. I couldn’t and I failed.” A sad smile crossed her face. “If it wasn’t for a kind soul, I would be just bones on the rocks. I’m just re­turn­ing the fa­vor, Jìmo. Noth­ing more.”

She po­int­ed to the stand­ing tents. “So sleep. You’ll wake up safe in the morn­ing. I pro­mise.”


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 25
             
            
        


        Lessons Taught


        
Chil­dren in the desert have a spe­cial place, be­yond the wars of night and day.
—Ki­mi­chyu­fi Ga­rèki

Ru­te­jìmo woke to the smells of a wood fire and co­o­king meat. He snapped open his eyes and stared up at the u­n­fa­mil­iar tent above him. For a mo­ment, he didn’t know where he was, but as the events of the night drift­ed through his mind, he re­mem­bered crawl­ing into Pi­dòhu’s tent. He rolling on his stom­ach and pe­ered out of the gap be­tween the tent flaps.

It was still night, but bare­ly. There was a sharp edge where sun­light be­gan to reach over the hori­zon, but the desert re­ma­ined in shad­ows. The air was crisp, and he felt the bite of the night’s cool­ness a­gainst his skin.

He crawled out and stood up. He breathed in the ex­ot­ic scent of wood and fol­lowed it to a camp­fire.

Mi­káryo had her back to him as she crouched over the flames. She had stripped down to a lo­in­cloth and a black top that wrapped a­ro­und her chest. She bal­anced on the balls of her feet, which she had dug into the sand. Black tat­toos cov­ered her en­tire body, ex­cept for a bare patch ce­n­tered on her spine. The u­nmarked area of her skin was in the shape of a horse head. She had fresh wo­unds across her back and arms that he hadn’t no­tice the night be­fore. Dark-gray ban­dages wrapped over them, but there were bright-crim­son stains in the ce­nter.

Even with her inju­ries, he re­mem­bered the look she gave him over the fire. She was ex­ot­ic, and he had be­come pa­i­nful­ly aware of her fe­mi­nin­i­ty and strength. A strange tin­gle ran along his skin, an u­n­fa­mil­iar sen­sa­tion. And then it was gone, leav­ing be­hind only a po­und­ing heart­beat.

She lo­oked over her shoul­der at him, her eyes dark and a smile across her brown lips. “You a­ren’t ready for that, Jìmo.”

“I-I—”

“You should just stop talk­ing,” she said wry­ly. “You’ll just em­bar­rass your­self.”

Ru­te­jìmo sighed. “Sor­ry, Great Pa­bi­n­kue—” He hesi­tat­ed at the glare ghost­ing across her face. “Káryo.”

“Good. Now, come over here and eat. You need to eat. Ta­chìra will be ris­ing in a half hour”—she ges­tured to the brighte­ning hori­zon—”and he and my clan don’t al­ways see eye-to-eye.”

He inched for­ward as she spoke and lo­oked at the hunks of meat siz­zling on both of her ta­zágu. It was the same meal as the pre­vi­ous night, but far bet­ter than the ra­tions or the meat from the al­chem­i­cal bag.

“Eat so I can have my we­apons back.”

Grab­bing a wo­oden board, he eased the meat from the spike and sat back. “Káryo?”

Mi­káryo stood a rod away, wrap­ping the long black cloth a­ro­und her body. She had one foot up on her horse as she cov­ered her leg. “Yes?”

“Why are you do­ing this?”

She lo­oked back at him, shook her head with a smile, and re­turned to dress­ing. “You keep ask­ing that. Do you not like the an­swer?”

“No, but you’re a clan of the….”

“Oh,” she said, “you want to know why the evil murde­ring and steal­ing as­sas­sin of the night is help­ing the no­ble war­rior of light and jus­tice?”

Ru­te­jìmo blushed hot­ly. “I’m not a no­ble war­rior.”

“And that,” she said in a whis­per as she strolled clos­er, “is why I’m help­ing you.” She reached down and caught his chin with her fi­ngers.

His heart thumped, and he felt the burn of em­bar­rass­ment se­a­ring his cheeks.

“You are ut­ter­ly help­less. Pa­thet­i­cal­ly, in fact.” She smiled, one cor­ner of her lips curl­ing with her a­mu­se­ment.

Ru­te­jìmo’s emo­tions turned to a sharp a­nger.

Mi­káryo chuck­led and re­leased him. She bo­u­nded back to her horse, the long cloth trail­ing be­hind her. When she reached her mo­unt, she braced her foot on his flanks and drew up the fab­ric. “Your lit­tle war­rior girl should have nev­er left you.”

“She was go­ing af­ter Pi­dòhu.”

“But you don’t leave your clan alone. Es­pe­cial­ly not one as clue­less and vul­ner­a­ble as your­self.” She ges­tured to the meat in front of him.

Get­ting used to her i­nsults, Ru­te­jìmo grabbed the food and be­gan to eat.

“I al­most didn’t come down here,” Mi­káryo chuck­led, “but let’s say the de­ci­sion was made for me.”

“By who?”

She ges­tured to­ward the rocks. “Fin­ish eat­ing first. And then wake up your war­rior girl.”

“Chi­mípu? She’s here?” He start­ed to stand up.

“Eat, then wake her up,” com­ma­nded Mi­káryo.

He dropped back down. “Yes, Káryo.”

Gri­n­ning, she moved to her oth­er leg. Her hands were sure and grace­ful as she cov­ered her body. By the time she fin­ished dress­ing in the dark cloth, Ru­te­jìmo was lick­ing the last of the juices from his fi­ngers.

Stand­ing up, he hur­ried to­ward the tents just as Chi­mípu came a­ro­und the boul­der. He stopped. “Mípu?”

Chi­mípu glanced at him, then at the boul­ders. Her face was pale. “I’m sor­ry, Jìmo, I couldn’t save Pi­dòhu.”

He cocked his head, try­ing to fig­ure out the prop­er re­spo­nse, but she wasn’t done.

“And I failed you.”

“What? No, you were de­fend­ing your clan.”

Chi­mípu glanced back a­ro­und the boul­ders, in the di­rec­tion Mi­káryo had po­int­ed ear­li­er. She turned back. “I shouldn’t have left.” With­out an­oth­er word, she pushed past him and he­aded to­ward the fire.

Cu­ri­ous, Ru­te­jìmo he­aded back a­ro­und the rocks. His feet scuffed along the gro­und as he walked. He didn’t see any­thing un­til he came a­ro­und the far edge, but he smelled blood. A tremor ran down his spine as he inched for­ward, pe­e­king a­ro­und the last rock.

Be­hind the boul­der was the largest snake he had ever seen. It was over a hun­dred feet, maybe even two chains. The crea­ture’s jaw was larg­er than his head. One of the fangs had been snapped off but the oth­er was bu­ried in the gro­und. The black, u­n­se­e­ing eyes seem to stare at him.

Along the side, in the fleshy un­der­bel­ly, he could see where Mi­káryo had been carv­ing out hunks of the dead snake, his di­nner and break­fast. Foot­steps marked the sand and rock. He could see swaths carved out from the charge of Mi­káryo’s horse and even Chi­mípu’s foot­prints as she went out to in­vesti­gate it.

“Don’t.”

He jumped at Mi­káryo’s voice.

She con­ti­nued, “Don’t say any­thing to your war­rior girl. No re­ason to beat a corpse I’ve al­ready killed.” She pat­ted him on the shoul­der. “I think she fig­ured out the les­son.”

Mi­káryo walked past him. She made no noise in the sand as she passed, just the black shad­ow of a body flo­wing along the gro­und. She knelt down at the jaw of the snake and forced it open. She kept pulling un­til there was a mut­ed crack.

Ru­te­jìmo jumped at the noise. He cle­ared his throat to cov­er his em­bar­rass­ment. “What did she learn?” He didn’t want the an­swer, but had to hear it.

“If you leave the weak alone in the dark, there is a good chance you’ll come back to a corpse.” Mi­káryo glanced at him, her eyes hard.

Ru­te­jìmo shiv­ered. “I should thank you, shouldn’t I?”

She tore the snake’s fang out of its mouth. Blood slug­gish­ly ran from the ga­ping wo­und. Hold­ing it with both hands, she slammed it down re­pe­at­ed­ly on a rock un­til the tip of the fang snapped off. She snatched the tip from the gro­und and walked over to Ru­te­jìmo hold­ing it. She pressed the fang and a length of leather into his palm.

He stared down at it. His throat was dry.

“But you, Jìmo, are a bit too slow for lessons like these. So,” she said as she fold­ed his fi­ngers over the fang, “wear this un­til you learn your place in your clan. You are like a wo­u­nded rab­bit out here, and if you don’t grow up, you’ll be a vul­ture’s di­nner be­fore long.”

Ru­te­jìmo stared into her eyes for a long mo­ment. “Thank you, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Mi­káryo.”

She left him to his thoughts.

He walked a­ro­und the snake twice, try­ing to re­mem­ber the fear from be­ing so close to death, and then re­turned to the dy­ing fire.

Chi­mípu had fin­ished eat­ing and left Mi­káryo’s two ta­zágu on the emp­ty board. She was pulling down the tents and te­a­ring apart Pi­dòhu’s frame, mov­ing with rapid speed, and ke­e­ping her back to Mi­káryo. When she did look back, it was to glare at the Pa­bi­n­kúe woman.

“So, lit­tle war­rior girl—” drawled Mi­káryo.

Chi­mípu stiff­ened.

“—do you re­mem­ber which di­rec­tion you were ru­n­ning blind­ly in the dark?”

With a nod, Chi­mípu fin­ished pack­ing Ru­te­jìmo’s pack. She tossed it aside and start­ed on her own.

“Do you know where Pa­bi­n­kue Bàyo will be tonight?”

“I can find him,” snapped Chi­mípu.

“I have no doubt a­bout that. But, for Jìmo’s sake, I rec­om­mend that you head to a set of Wind’s Teeth a­bout thir­ty le­a­gues in that di­rec­tion.” She po­int­ed to the south. “There is a large arch a num­ber of chains in length and maybe a chain or so in height. He’ll be there.”

Chi­mípu glared at her. “How do you know?”

“Some gen­er­a­tions back, the Pa­bi­n­kúe lost a bat­tle there, and a lot of our blood was shed on those sands. He doesn’t know it, but he’ll be drawn there. The spir­its al­ways re­turn to their blood.”

“Why should I trust you?”

Ru­te­jìmo o­pened his mouth, but Chi­mípu si­lenced him with a glare.

“You don’t or you do”—Mi­káryo shrugged—”I don’t care ei­ther way. But, if you leave Jìmo alone in the dark a­gain, who is go­ing to save him?”

He flushed, but forced him­self to re­main silent.

Chi­mípu stalked to­ward Mi­káryo. “Are you thre­a­te­ning him?”

Mi­káryo se­emed u­nper­turbed. “No, lit­tle war­rior girl, I’m not. I have no i­n­ter­est in you, Jìmo, or Pi­dòhu.”

“Then why do you still want a sac­ri­fice?” Chi­mípu dropped her hand down to her knife.

“Pa­bi­n­kúe doesn’t want you any­more, girl. I want Tsub­àyo. He has rid­den my spir­it, and I can­not ac­cept any­thing else.”

“That isn’t what you said!” The knife drew out an inch from the sheath.

“Things cha­nge like the winds of the desert. I wa­nted blood for my sis­ter’s death, but now Pa­bi­n­kúe de­mands what is hers. When it comes down to it, my clan’s needs will al­ways be more im­por­tant than my own.”

“You can have him,” Chi­mípu said.

Mi­káryo smiled broad­ly. “I will, but I’d like to know if I’m cut­ting his throat be­fore he reach­es home or not. So, go get your lit­tle Pi­dòhu back and show me the man Tsub­àyo will be­come.”

“And you’ll just fol­low to kill us?”

“No,” came the re­ply, “I won’t. This is some­thing be­tween the chil­dren of the clans, not the el­ders. I’ll watch like the ones watch­ing you, laugh­ing at Jìmo and wo­n­de­ring who will come out on top.”

Ru­te­jìmo stared down at the fang in his hand. He closed his fi­ngers over it and felt the sharp edges cut­ting into his palm.

Chi­mípu sighed and grabbed her pack. Sli­n­ging it over her shoul­der, she said, “Ru­te­jìmo, it is time to go.”

He gru­nted and walked a­ro­und Mi­káryo. At her amused snort, he gave her a guilty look but then knelt down to gath­er up his belo­n­gings. When he got to his pack, he dis­creet­ly lo­oked in­side for his stones. He fo­und them wrapped in some cloth at the bot­tom. He also took half of Pi­dòhu’s but left the re­ma­i­ning with Chi­mípu’s rocks. He added the tooth to the cloth and shoved every­thing into his pock­et.

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked over the emp­ty camp­site and then turned to the woman who had saved him. He pe­eked at the fu­ri­ous Chi­mípu and then gave Mi­káryo a deep bow.

Mi­káryo smiled and bowed back. “Safe jour­neys, Jìmo.”

He turned and caught a glare from Chi­mípu. Blu­shing, he stepped back.

Still gla­ring, Chi­mípu turned and in­spect­ed her route.

“War­rior girl.” Mi­káryo walked over to her, her ta­zágu in her hands.

Chi­mípu stepped back, her hand on her knife.

Mov­ing faster than Ru­te­jìmo could see, Mi­káryo swung the ta­zágu.

Chi­mípu par­ried with a ring of met­al.

“Your we­apon is a boy’s toy.”

Ru­te­jìmo flushed. Mi­káryo glance at him, then gri­nned. “An im­ma­ture boy’s toy at that.” She flipped the ta­zágu over and ha­nded it to Chi­mípu hilt-first. “War­riors need real we­apons, not toys.”

Chi­mípu stared at the u­nmarked blade. “This is name­less.”

“Yes, but my oth­er has per­son­al sig­nif­i­cance. And you need a we­apon for the co­ming days.”

The te­enage girl’s jaw tight­ened. “I’m a­bout to fight so­me­one cla­imed by your clan.”

“So?”

“Are you telling me to kill him?”

“No,” Mi­káryo said, “I’m giv­ing a lit­tle girl a real we­apon beca­use she is a­bout to be fight­ing not only for her life, but for two oth­ers. How she uses it is en­tire­ly on her soul, not mine.”

Chi­mípu paled, still sta­ring at the we­apon.

“Take it as a gift. No oblig­a­tions, no pro­mis­es. And, if you kill so­me­one, name it Shi­mu­sògo, not Pa­bi­n­kúe.”

Sheath­ing the knife, Chi­mípu took the we­apon. “Thank you, Great Pa­bi­n­kue Mi­káryo.” The mus­cles in her neck tight­ened as she spoke.

As the sharp po­int slipped from Mi­káryo’s fi­ngers, her body dis­solved into shad­ows. Dark­ness flo­oded across the camp­site and po­ured into the dark spots formed by the rocks and boul­ders. It passed over Ru­te­jìmo with a wave of cool­ness, and then Mi­káryo was gone.

Chi­mípu stared down at the we­apon, her fi­ngers tight a­ro­und the hilt.

“Mípu?”

She lo­oked up. Then to­wards the di­rec­tion of Tsub­àyo. “Come on, Jìmo. We have to save Pi­dòhu.”

He was afraid she was go­ing to say “kill Tsub­àyo,” but even though she hadn’t he knew it was in her thoughts.
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        Preparing for Battle


        
Death should nev­er be pla­nned light­ly.
—Ko­r­mar Proverb

With­out hav­ing to drag Pi­dòhu, Ru­te­jìmo ran as fast as he could. He stopped feel­ing the blis­ters on his hands and the ache in his back. His fears and self-doubts dis­ap­peared un­der the com­fort­ing speed and clo­seness to the clan spir­it. There was noth­ing but him, Chi­mípu, and Shi­mu­sògo.

Even though he didn’t have Ta­te­shyú­so’s shad­ow over him, he felt nei­ther the op­pres­sive heat nor the sand a­gainst his feet. The heat was there, he knew it, but it didn’t sap his strength or steal his breath. His feet nev­er slipped on sand or rocks.

A­head of him, Chi­mípu ran in si­lence. He knew she could go faster, but she was pac­ing him as she ran along with Shi­mu­sògo. No doubt, Mi­káryo’s lessons were burn­ing on her mind. He felt re­lieved that she wouldn’t leave him, but also felt guilty that she couldn’t run as fast as her pow­ers would take her.

Be­fore he knew it, they were slo­wing. He saw no sign or sig­nal, but the wind no lo­nger ripped along his skin, and the dépa grew hazy with every step. As he shift­ed from a run into a jog, the spir­it dis­ap­peared from sight.

Chi­mípu jogged for a few chains be­fore co­ming to a stop. She was breath­ing light­ly, and her limbs glis­tened with a thin she­en of sweat. A tri­an­gle of sweat also so­aked the col­lar of her shirt. As she strode up the slope of a dune, she had a set to her jaw that fright­ened Ru­te­jìmo.

She reached the top and crouched down. Her knee scrunched on the sand. Ru­te­jìmo jo­ined her, kneel­ing as they pe­ered over the dune.

A quar­ter mile away was the stone arch Mi­káryo had de­scribed. It was on the thresh­old of a mo­u­n­ta­i­nous re­gion, with sharp-edged cliffs and ragged rocks. The arch was on a rocky hill. The ne­arest side of the hill was sandy but be­hind it was a gen­tle slope lead­ing up to the cliffs. As the wind blew, it kicked sand into ed­dies that dis­ap­peared be­neath the shad­ows of the out­crop­ping.

The arch was larg­er than he i­mag­ined, stretch­ing a few hun­dred feet across the sands and re­a­ching a­bout a hun­dred feet at its peak. Both ends were steeply sloped to the gro­und; he would have been hard-pressed to climb ei­ther end. In the shad­ow of the arch, he saw the sil­ho­uettes of more rocks. He had no doubt they would be sharp and jagged.

Ru­te­jìmo whis­pered to Chi­mípu, “Do you know where Dòhu is?”

She nod­ded silent­ly. Her fi­nger was rock-steady as she po­int­ed to one end of the arch.

He fol­lowed her ges­ture, frown­ing as he fo­cused into the shad­ows. He spot­ted Pi­dòhu af­ter a few sec­onds. The in­jured boy was curled up in the shad­ows, clutch­ing his leg and rock­ing back and forth. Ru­te­jìmo thought he saw a pud­dle un­der­neath Pi­dòhu and he felt sick to his stom­ach.

“He’s hurt,” Chi­mípu whis­pered back, “and bleed­ing.”

“Where is Bàyo?”

She ges­tured to the rocks un­der­neath the arch. “Hid­ing and wait­ing. It’s a trap. He knows we’re co­ming.”

“What do we do?”

“He hurt Dòhu. I’ll kill him.” She lift­ed her at­ten­tion to the sky. “But I need to get start­ed. There is only a­bout thir­ty min­utes of sun­light left, then he gains pow­er as I lose it.” She stood up.

Ru­te­jìmo grabbed her arm to stop her. At her glare, he shook his head. “No, not you, we. We need to stop him.”

She gru­nted and knelt back down. “Jìmo, I have to do this. It’s my”—she gulped—”duty.”

“Your duty to kill… stop Tsub­àyo. But that doesn’t mean I can’t help.”

She glanced at the stone arch, then back at Ru­te­jìmo.

“Come on, Mípu. Dòhu is our fri­end, and af­ter every­thing, I can’t give up on him now.”

A smile quirked her lips. “Grew some balls last night, didn’t you?”

Ru­te­jìmo blushed.

“With the night bitch? Did you do any­thing else?” Her voice was sharp and prob­ing.

He thought of Mi­káryo cro­u­ching over the flames, near­ly naked. He shook his head sharply even as the blush grew hot­ter. “No.”

She stared at him for a long mo­ment, then sighed. “Good. Stay away from her. She’s evil.”

De­spe­rate to cha­nge the con­ver­sa­tion, Ru­te­jìmo po­int­ed to the rocks. “So let me help.”

“Okay, but pro­mise me some­thing. If you have a chance, you grab Pi­dòhu and run. Just run. Don’t turn a­ro­und, don’t try to look for me.” She le­aned next to him, her breath warm on his face. “All that mat­ters is sav­ing Pi­dòhu and you.”

His heart thumped loud­ly. Gulp­ing, he nod­ded.

“I’ll”—she glanced to­ward the arch—”catch up as soon as I can.”

He said noth­ing as he watched the storm of ex­pres­sion across her face. There was doubt and a­nger, but also fear. He could tell she was still strug­gling with her du­ties as the clan war­rior, a fight­er, to pro­tect him. But the fear was some­thing else. Guar­di­ans died pro­tect­ing the co­uri­ers. She was al­ready his guar­di­an, and there was a very real pos­si­bil­i­ty she would die that day.

There was noth­ing he could say. She was on her own path, and he was on his own. He rest­ed his hand on his pock­et, feel­ing the fang stick­ing through the fab­ric.

She would al­ways be bet­ter than he. The re­al­iza­tion hurt, but he fi­nal­ly ne­eded to ac­knowl­edge it. He closed his eyes and sighed. “Tell me what to do, Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu.”

It had been eas­i­er to bare his throat to her knife.

Chi­mípu’s eyes wi­dened with sur­prise. Then she gave a sin­gle nod with­out lo­o­king at him. She hesi­tat­ed for a mo­ment, then po­int­ed to the arch. She spoke in a tense voice, her body trem­bling with her emo­tions. “When we were prac­tic­ing fi­ring rocks at bird’s nests, you we­ren’t very ac­cu­rate be­yond two chains. You can run a chain in a­bout two sec­onds from a dead sprint. That means you need to stay a­bout a chain or so away and fire rocks at Tsub­àyo. When you have a chance, grab Dòhu and run. You’ll only have thir­ty, maybe forty sec­onds.”

“That isn’t a lot of time.”

“He won’t give you much. He can come out of the shad­ows in a charge. He doesn’t need to ac­cele­rate, which is why he put Pi­dòhu there.”

“You want me to wait here?”

“No, he’ll fig­ure it out if you just stand there wait­ing.” She turned and dumped her pack on the gro­und. “We’ll start by us­ing the packs for sling­shots. Pull every­thing apart and make as many shots as you can.”

Ru­te­jìmo nod­ded and dropped next to her. He emp­tied his bag out on the sands be­fore sort­ing every­thing into four piles of equal weight and size. Once fin­ished, he turned his at­ten­tion to his bag. Us­ing his co­o­king knife, he tore out long strips of can­vas and wrapped the fab­ric a­ro­und each pile to cre­ate four im­promp­tu pro­jec­tiles.

Chi­mípu added six shots from her own bag to the pile. She raised on her knees and shrugged out of her shirt. U­nderneath, the white band a­ro­und her chest was sta­ined with dried blood and grime. She tore her shirt in half and bra­ided it to­geth­er into a sling that could take the strain of fi­ring their im­pro­vised shots.

Her mus­cu­lar body was slick with sweat, and her skin was dark. Ru­te­jìmo pe­eked at her, but he didn’t feel the same at­trac­tion that he had for Mi­káryo. Te­a­ring his at­ten­tion away, he pulled off his own shirt and formed a sec­ond sling.

When they fin­ished, he le­aned back on his heels. Ten shots from the packs and two slings didn’t look like a lot. He wasn’t sure if he could use them, but he felt de­ter­mi­na­tion ris­ing in­side him. He had to help. Even if he missed, he would be a dis­trac­tion.

“Mípu?”

“Yes?” she asked as she lo­oked back over the dune.

“Are you go­ing to kill him?”

Her jaw tight­ened. “Yes.” She toyed with the ta­zágu, trac­ing along the spike where a name would be. She glanced at him. “Do you…?”

He shook his head. “No. That’s your choice, Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu.”

A mus­cle twitched in her cheek. She fi­nal­ly lo­oked at him, tears shimme­ring in her eyes. “But I don’t know if I can. I keep thi­n­king a­bout it. He kid­napped Dòhu and he tried to kill me. But, when I i­mag­ine stab­bing him”—her hand tight­ened on the hilt of her we­apon—”I feel sick.”

He reached out and rest­ed his hand on her shoul­der. The mus­cles un­der­neath bunched up for a mo­ment, then she rest­ed her palm over his wrist.

Nei­ther said any­thing for a long mo­ment.

She broke the si­lence as she stood up, let­ting his hand slip from be­tween her palm and shoul­der.

He pulled back and stared up at her, fright­ened but de­ter­mined to do his part.

“Come on, Jìmo. It is time to fight.”

“Yes, Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu.”

She ges­tured to the ten shots at their feet. “And don’t miss.”


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 27
             
            
        


        Pabinkue Tsubàyo


        
It takes only a sin­gle word to ruin a sur­prise.
—Ral­ador Markin, A Girl’s Se­cret

Ru­te­jìmo came slid­ing to a halt along the flat patch of sand Chi­mípu had po­int­ed out. It had a thin crust over the top and, when he stopped, it cracked from his weight. He sank into it and felt the soft­er sand be­neath cli­n­ging to his bare feet. Some of the pro­jec­tiles spilled out of his arms and hit the gro­und in a se­ries of thumps.

He glanced over his shoul­der and watched Chi­mípu cir­cle a­ro­und to the far end of the arch. A plume of sand and dust rose be­hind her, bil­lo­wing out and adding to the haze from a light bre­eze rip­pling across the desert. She straight­ened into a line and spri­nted for the arch, her body blur­ring as she ac­cele­rat­ed for an at­tack.

Bile rose in his throat, and he turned away sharply. As much as he hat­ed Tsub­àyo for what he did, kid­nap­ping Pi­dòhu and killing Mi­káryo’s sis­ter, he couldn’t bear the thought of se­e­ing the te­enag­er’s death. Ka­ra­wàbi’s corpse still ha­u­nted him. In the last few days, he had re­al­ized he didn’t have the taste to even i­mag­ine killing so­me­one.

He lo­oked back just as Chi­mípu reached the arch. From their plan, she would draw Tsub­àyo out of the dark­ness and into the sands where he didn’t have shad­ows to hide in. Ru­te­jìmo i­mag­ined Chi­mípu watch­ing the shad­ows war­i­ly as she ap­proached. Her ta­zágu gli­nted in the sun­light as she held it ready to strike.

As she came in, the shad­ows bulged out and Tsub­àyo came bar­rel­ing out of the dark­ness on the back of his horse. He crouched low on the black an­i­mal with a spear in his hand. They moved as a sin­gle crea­ture. Ru­te­jìmo didn’t know where Tsub­àyo had got­ten a spear un­til he re­al­ized it was Tsub­àyo’s knife tied to the end of a tent pole, crude but no doubt ef­fec­tive.

Tsub­àyo’s horse lashed out at Chi­mípu, teeth snap­ping on air.

She dodged to the side. Her mo­men­tum blast­ed her through the sand as she plant­ed her foot on one of the fall­en rocks. The im­pact stopped her in­stant­ly, and the rock cracked in half from her speed. Be­fore the sand set­tled down, she kicked off, rolled back­ward into a jump, and la­nded on her feet. Sand rose in the air as she dove un­der­neath the horse and ac­cele­rat­ed away from the arch, but at a far slow­er rate than her top speed.

Tsub­àyo charged af­ter her. As he and his horse ran along the dunes, he read­ied his spear to at­tack.

Feel­ing guilty for not re­spond­ing faster, Ru­te­jìmo grabbed the sling and a shot. He set the bun­dle in the ce­nter of the sling, made sure it was se­cure, and then spun on his heels. He could feel the shot tug­ging away from him, but he wasn’t mov­ing fast e­nough. Try­ing to re­mem­ber the sen­sa­tion from when he prac­ticed ear­li­er, he threw him­self into each ro­ta­tion.

When Shi­mu­sògo ap­peared at his feet, his spin ac­cele­rat­ed, and the sand rose up in a vor­tex a­ro­und him.

Be­tween the ro­ta­tions, he saw Tsub­àyo reach Chi­mípu and at­tack. His spear slashed out in a wide swath. It left a faint blue haze as it cut through the air.

Chi­mípu ducked at the last minute, and the blade nar­row­ly avo­ided her. She spun on her heels and grabbed at the shaft. She missed but ya­nked her ta­zágu up be­fore Tsub­àyo’s back­swing struck her.

Ru­te­jìmo felt him­self get­ting up to speed. With a grunt, he re­leased the end of the sling, and the shot rock­et­ed across the sands. The speed tore up the gro­und, suck­ing sand and dust be­hind it in a long trail as it cracked through the air.

He stum­bled as he watched it. It flew straight, but it would miss. Swe­a­ring, he fum­bled as he grabbed an­oth­er shot. He jammed it into the sling and vi­o­lent­ly spun up to speed.

The first shot slammed into the gro­und a rod be­hind Tsub­àyo. Nei­ther Tsub­àyo nor Chi­mípu would have no­ticed the miss, but the im­pact la­unched shrap­nel and sand every­where. A cloud of rocks and camp­ing sup­plies blos­somed out.

In the rain of sand, Tsub­àyo ducked a­gainst the horse, and the equ­ine spun on his forelegs. The crea­ture’s back legs snapped out and caught Chi­mípu in the chest. The im­pact hit with an ex­plo­sion of air.

Chi­mípu rock­et­ed out of the cloud, fly­ing back­ward. She hit the gro­und on her feet and le­aned back to dig her hands into the sand, go­u­ging out a long line as she slowed. As soon as she came to a stop, she shot for­ward a­gain, hold­ing her spiked we­apon with both hands.

Tsub­àyo spri­nted back for the shad­ows. He reached them and dis­ap­peared just as Chi­mípu caught up to him.

Chi­mípu raced into the dark­ness of the arch, her body ig­nit­ing in gold­en flames. But, as the light peeled back the dark­ness, Tsub­àyo was gone. She con­ti­nued un­der the arch and came out the oth­er side, the wind howl­ing a­ro­und her as she cir­cled a­ro­und it in a wide loop.

Tsub­àyo stepped back out of the shad­ows a few feet away from Pi­dòhu. A cru­el smile was on his face as he lo­oked a­ro­und. He stopped when he met Ru­te­jìmo’s gaze and then gave a lit­tle wave as if they were fri­ends.

With a snarl, Ru­te­jìmo fired the shot in his sling.

Tsub­àyo shook his head. Just be­fore the shot hit him, the horse stepped back, and Ru­te­jìmo missed. It hit the rock near Pi­dòhu and ex­plod­ed, sho­we­ring him in rock dust.

Pi­dòhu co­wered a­gainst the rock, and his wail rose up over the thuds of falling stones.

Ru­te­jìmo gasped and cri­nged. “Sor­ry,” he said, even though Pi­dòhu couldn’t hear him.

The shad­ows swelled be­fore peel­ing away from Tsub­àyo. From the back of the horse, Tsub­àyo yelled out cheer­ful­ly, “Don’t hit Dòhu, Jìmo!”

Pi­dòhu con­ti­nued to cry out in pain. Even in the shad­ows, Ru­te­jìmo could see him clutch­ing his bro­ken leg as he tried to cow­er a­gainst the rocks.

Guilt slammed into Ru­te­jìmo, and he wiped the tears from his eyes. He wasn’t a war­rior, he couldn’t fight.

Chi­mípu jumped through the dark­ness as a translu­cent dépa ap­peared over her body. The flames a­ro­und her be­came blind­ing­ly bright as she la­nded on the back of the horse. She slashed with her we­apon, a blow a­imed for Tsub­àyo’s throat.

Tsub­àyo’s spear flashed. He par­ried Chi­mípu’s at­tack but slid across the horse’s back, near­ly slip­ping down its neck. Only a fran­tic grab of the mane kept him se­ated.

Chi­mípu screamed in rage as she swung at his face, pu­n­ching him across the jaw.

The horse re­ared up. Tsub­àyo flowed with the move­ment, but Chi­mípu tum­bled off. With a jump the crea­ture lurched for­ward, la­nded on its front legs, and kicked hard.

The world ex­plod­ed a­ro­und the two fight­ers, a large cloud of sand burst­ing out with blind­ing speed. Chi­mípu’s glo­wing body was flung back across the stone arch and slammed into the far end. Even with the thu­nder rolling across the sands, he heard the dull crack of the im­pact.

Her flame died out as she fell to the gro­und in the dark­ness, dis­appe­a­ring as the sand rained down a­ro­und her.

Ru­te­jìmo gasped. He fum­bled with the shots at his feet. One slipped through his fi­ngers and he swore vi­o­lent­ly. He glanced up at the bat­tle.

Tsub­àyo stalked Chi­mípu, and his horse stepped eas­i­ly a­ro­und the rocks.

Whimpe­ring with frus­tra­tion, Ru­te­jìmo grabbed a shot and set it in the sling. He threw him­self into a spin as he stood up. He put every­thing he could into mov­ing and he felt the pow­er rip­ping through his limbs.

He re­leased the sling and grabbed a sec­ond shot with­out slo­wing. Wrap­ping it into the sling, he spun vi­o­lent­ly and fired be­fore the first at­tack hit.

Both pro­jec­tiles tore across the gro­und. To his sur­prise, both of them were burn­ing with light as they shone like two stars rac­ing across the desert. He could feel the crack of air as they stre­aked at Tsub­àyo’s back.

He held his breath while he watched the shot. It left his lungs in a moan of de­spair when the first only clipped Tsub­àyo’s ear be­fore rock­et­ing past the arch and into the rocks be­yond.

Star­tled, Tsub­àyo jerked in the op­po­site di­rec­tion and stum­bled into the path of the sec­ond. The world se­emed to slow down as the sec­ond pro­jec­tile punched into the side of the black horse and ex­plod­ed.

The horse stum­bled as it stag­gered back.

Tsub­àyo a­gain grabbed the crea­ture’s mane to keep his bal­ance.

Chi­mípu burst into flames as she la­unched her­self out of the dark­ness. Her scream of rage echoed as she grabbed Tsub­àyo with both hands. She tore him off the horse and threw him out into the sun­light.

Tsub­àyo scram­bled to his feet, but Chi­mípu raced past him. For a mo­ment, Ru­te­jìmo thought she had passed him, but then he saw that she dragged Tsub­àyo by his arms. Tsub­àyo’s head bounced on the sand as she crest­ed a dune.

Shi­mu­sògo ap­peared in front of Chi­mípu, al­ready spi­n­ning in a cir­cle. Chi­mípu grabbed Tsub­àyo’s arm with both hands and wrenched him into a spin of her own.

Tsub­àyo’s scream rose in waves as he was pulled out from her arm, his legs flail­ing a­ro­und help­less­ly. Ru­te­jìmo fo­und it hard to fo­cus as Chi­mípu con­ti­nued to ac­cele­rate, spi­n­ning Tsub­àyo like a sling­shot. Their bod­ies blurred as a vor­tex of dust sur­ro­u­nded her.

She re­leased him.

Tsub­àyo cried out as he sailed across the sands. The air howled a­ro­und him, rip­pling as he hit the dune. He struck the first dune on his shoul­ders, and the im­pact flipped him over. He bounced off and hit the sec­ond, and then the third. The fourth dune ex­plod­ed as Tsub­àyo crashed into it and rolled over the far side.

“Jìmo! Get Pi­dòhu!” Chi­mípu spun on her heels and raced back to the far end of the arch. She blurred as she rushed through. On the oth­er side, she was hold­ing the ta­zágu. She came into a wide cir­cle as she charged af­ter Tsub­àyo.

Gasp­ing, Ru­te­jìmo scram­bled back to his feet and spri­nted for Pi­dòhu. The air rushed a­ro­und him as he cov­ered the dis­tance in a few sec­onds and came to a slid­ing halt in front of Pi­dòhu. “Dòhu!”

Pi­dòhu lo­oked up with tears in his eyes. His hands were bloody as he clutched his leg. The sharp ends of his bones stuck through his fi­ngers. The cop­pery stench sur­ro­u­nded him as he shook. “J-Jìmo.” He gave Ru­te­jìmo a pa­ined smile. “I can’t say how hap­py I am to see you.”

Pant­i­ng, Ru­te­jìmo knelt down next to him. “Yeah, me too.” He lo­oked over Pi­dòhu. “Um, I don’t know if I can safe­ly car­ry you.”

“I’ll take the pain if it gets me away from Bàyo.”

“You should call him Tsub­àyo; he isn’t a fri­end any­more.”

“Yeah,” Pi­dòhu gro­aned, “but I’m hav­ing trou­ble re­mem­be­ring through the agony.”

With a grim smile, Ru­te­jìmo inched clos­er and slid his hands un­der­neath Pi­dòhu.

Hot air struck the back of Ru­te­jìmo’s neck. He froze as a horse ex­haled a­gain. He could feel the threat, and his body be­gan to shake. Lo­o­king up, he saw Pi­dòhu sta­ring over his shoul­der.

“J-Jìmo?” whis­pered Pi­dòhu.

Ru­te­jìmo gulped, his body tens­ing pa­i­nful­ly. “I’m a­bout to get hurt, a­ren’t I?”

A soft whim­per es­caped Pi­dòhu’s throat. He gave a lit­tle nod.

“Sands,” mut­tered Ru­te­jìmo. He ya­nked his hands from Pi­dòhu and lurched to his feet. He felt the horse la­u­n­ching for­ward and dodged to the side.

The horse’s teeth snapped on emp­ty air.

Ru­te­jìmo saw a flash of move­ment in the dark­ness. Dread filled him as he picked out the sha­dowed im­age of a sec­ond horse just as it kicked out with its back legs. He had a chance to i­nhale but then the hooves hit his chest.

The world ex­plod­ed into agony as his ribs cracked and his vi­sion blurred into white. He clutched as his chest, try­ing to think through the pain. Ru­te­jìmo could feel the wind whistling a­ro­und him but it took him a heart­beat to re­al­ize he wasn’t to­u­ching the gro­und.

He tried to i­nhale to yell out, but his lungs wouldn’t work. The world flew past and the desert be­came a blur of sand and rock. He tried to move, but every twitch e­nded in agony.

Ru­te­jìmo hit the sand hard, and the im­pact felt like rock a­gainst his skin. It tore the flesh along his back and arms be­fore he bounced off and flew in a low arc to slam hard into the gro­und. The im­pact grat­ed his cracked ribs into each oth­er, and he would have sobbed at the agony if he could make a so­und. He tore at his chest, try­ing to force his lungs to work.

Sand crunched as so­me­one walked up to him. “Did you know,” asked Tsub­àyo with a dry chuck­le, “that I fo­und more hors­es? Very u­se­ful, be­ing able to com­mand them with­out words. They’ll do any­thing for me, in­clud­ing wait in the shad­ows for an id­iot go­ing for a crip­ple. Though, I was ho­ping that Mípu would get to Dòhu first. The look on her face would have made this all worth it.”

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked up with sur­prise. He gaped but he couldn’t draw in a breath. He clawed at his abdo­men as he crawled back.

Tsub­àyo stepped down on Ru­te­jìmo’s foot and pi­nned him. “But I don’t have time to chat.”

He lift­ed the spear and held it with both hands.

Air rushed into Ru­te­jìmo’s lungs, and he could breathe a­gain. He gasped for breath but couldn’t look away from the spear poised to strike.

The flam­ing shot hit Tsub­àyo squ­are in the back, thro­wing him over Ru­te­jìmo. It ex­plod­ed in shreds of can­vas and bed­ding. The spikes for the tents clipped Ru­te­jìmo as they slammed into the gro­und.

A sec­ond, third, and fourth shot hit Tsub­àyo in rapid suc­ces­sion, each one ex­plod­ing as they picked Tsub­àyo off the gro­und and tossed him like a peb­ble.

Stu­nned, Ru­te­jìmo scram­bled to his feet and stared as Tsub­àyo hit the sands one last time. Every time Ru­te­jìmo i­nhaled, he could feel sharp pains in his chest, but se­e­ing Tsub­àyo laid out gave him a fierce joy.

Be­hind him, Ru­te­jìmo heard the rush of both Chi­mípu and a horse charg­ing to­ward them.

Tsub­àyo picked him­self up, stum­bling back as he clutched his head. “I’m end­ing this.” His eyes flick­ered to the side.

Feel­ing a prick­le of fear, Ru­te­jìmo fol­lowed the gaze. Tsub­àyo had fo­cused on Pi­dòhu. In the dark­ness above the in­jured te­enag­er, the shad­ows bulged out as the sec­ond horse stepped from the dark­ness.

Ru­te­jìmo jerked. “Mípu! Save Dòhu now!” Even as he yelled, he knew she couldn’t turn a­ro­und fast e­nough.

In the shad­ows, the horse stood over Pi­dòhu and lift­ed a hoof. It was poised to crush his head.

Pi­dòhu lo­oked up, his eyes white in the shad­ows.

Mov­ing in­stinc­tive­ly, Ru­te­jìmo reached out for Chi­mípu. “Spin!”

She grabbed his wrists, and he spun with all his might. Her mo­men­tum tore through him, and he felt mus­cles rip­ping and his ribs grind­ing into each oth­er as he brought her a­ro­und in a tight cir­cle.

Work­ing by in­stinct, he re­leased her and she shot out in a flash of light for the horse and Pi­dòhu, mov­ing faster than he had ever seen her move. It was like fi­ring a sling­shot, but us­ing her as the am­mu­ni­tion.

The first horse, the one charg­ing Ru­te­jìmo, slammed into his side. The im­pact blast­ed him across the sand.

Ru­te­jìmo screamed out in pain as he flew through the air, but then he hit the sand hard, and the im­pact drove the air out of him a­gain. He flailed on the sand, try­ing to get pur­chase.

A hoof slammed down on his left fo­rearm, and he heard bones crack. A heart­beat lat­er, the pain tore through his sens­es, and he couldn’t help but scream in agony. His en­tire body spasmed as he curled a­ro­und the hoof, try­ing to move the mas­sive weight off the grind­ing bones.

A high-pitched squ­eal cut through his pan­ic. Ru­te­jìmo jerked and lo­oked over his shoul­der as the sec­ond horse dropped to the gro­und. A blood spray arched high into the air be­fore splat­te­ring down. It flailed its legs as it strug­gled to get back up.

Chi­mípu stood over Pi­dòhu, guard­ing him. Her ta­zágu dripped with blood as she snarled. Her body flick­ered with flames as she kept the po­int of her we­apon a­imed to­ward the crea­ture’s throat.

Tsub­àyo let out a growl and swung him­self onto the horse pi­n­ning Ru­te­jìmo. “Come on, let’s save Ry­achu­i­kùo be­fore she kills him.” He chuck­led as he lo­oked down at Ru­te­jìmo. He spoke in a low voice. “But your pre­ci­ous Mípu won’t be able to save him from Ga­ni­fúma.”

Ru­te­jìmo froze when a mem­o­ry slammed into him. Mi­káryo had named Tsub­àyo’s horse Pa­bi­n­kue Ry­achu­i­kùo. He glanced down at the horse un­der­neath Tsub­àyo. It was male and couldn’t be Ga­ni­fúma, a fe­male’s name. With a start, he re­al­ized that Tsub­àyo had said hors­es, and Ru­te­jìmo al­ready knew there were more.

He gasped and snapped his head a­ro­und. The shad­ow next to Chi­mípu be­came sud­den­ly thre­a­te­ning, and he i­mag­ined se­e­ing some­thing mov­ing in the dark­ness. Pan­ic tore through him. He i­nhaled be­fore yelling as loud as he could. “Run!”

Chi­mípu’s head jerked as she lo­oked at him.

“Run, damn it, run!”

Tsub­àyo sighed and shook his head. His horse kicked out, catch­ing Ru­te­jìmo un­der the chin and slam­ming him back into the gro­und.

There was an ex­plo­sion of move­ment and a howl of wind from near the arch.

Ru­te­jìmo lift­ed his head, but his eyes we­ren’t fo­cus­ing. He saw a light burn­ing across the desert, mov­ing away from him faster than he could ever run. He knew that she car­ried Pi­dòhu.

His thoughts e­nded when Tsub­àyo’s horse kicked a­gain.
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        The Offer


        
Over the cen­tu­ries, the clans have spe­cial­ized not only in their pow­ers but what ser­vices they of­fer the world.
—Jas­tor, A Tac­ti­cal Analy­sis of Kyōti Pol­i­tics

Ru­te­jìmo woke up cry­ing. He could feel the tears ru­n­ning down his cheeks and his chest shud­de­ring with every gasp­ing sob, but he couldn’t fig­ure out how to stop. It felt as though his body was dis­co­nnect­ed from his mind and he could only lis­ten to him­self as he piti­ful­ly cried.

He tried to lift his hand to wipe the tears from his face, but noth­ing hap­pened. He slumped for­ward and winced as he felt bones grind­ing. Gasp­ing for breath, he con­ti­nued to sob as he tried to fo­cus on his chest. It rose and fell with his ragged breath­ing, but so­me­one had bound his arms to his sides with rope.

There was only one per­son who would have tied him up: Tsub­àyo.

With a strug­gle, he lift­ed his head and lo­oked a­ro­und him. His eyes were blurred from the tears, and a fire in front of him bli­nded him. He slumped back, hit­ting his head a­gainst rock, and lo­oked up. It took a mo­ment for him to fo­cus on the stars and not the pain of hit­ting his head.

Mov­ing helped with his cry­ing, and he man­aged to calm his ragged breaths. He gulped to ease his dry throat and lo­oked back down at his bind­ings.

Tsub­àyo had tied ropes a­ro­und him: one a­ro­und the pec­torals and be­low his shoul­ders, an­oth­er at his waist, and two on his legs. They dug into his sides, and the pres­sure gro­und his ribs to­geth­er. Mor­bid­ly, he fo­cused on his arm. A bru­ise had al­ready formed on the skin and it was swollen. He con­cen­trat­ed on mov­ing his fi­ngers, but stopped when pain shot up into his shoul­der.

Me­mo­ries of Pi­dòhu’s bro­ken leg flashed through his mind, of the ragged wo­und and blood pool­ing un­der­neath. His breath quick­ened, and he le­aned to the side, lo­o­king for signs of an open wo­und. When he saw no pud­dles of blood or stains on the sand, he let out a sob of re­lief.

“Please tell me you are done bab­bling,” grum­bled Tsub­àyo.

Ru­te­jìmo pe­ered across a fire at the te­enag­er on the oth­er side. The shad­ows cast Tsub­àyo in re­lief, high­light­ing the scar tis­sue on the side of his head. He had bru­ises and cuts on his face. Only a tiny arc of Tsub­àyo’s glare was vis­i­ble through Tsub­àyo’s swollen right eye.

“W-What?” Ru­te­jìmo’s voice was bro­ken and raspy.

Tsub­àyo shook his head. “You’ve been mo­a­ning and bab­bling for the last six hours. I thought if I hit you in the head a­gain, you’d shut up, but I was afraid of killing you.”

Ru­te­jìmo gro­aned through a pierc­ing he­adache and the agony of his bro­ken bones. “Did Mípu get away?”

“Yes, and she took my sac­ri­fice with her.”

“Sac­ri­fice?” He let out a sigh. “Pi­dòhu got away?”

“Yeah, which means you’ll be Pa­bi­n­kúe’s sac­ri­fice. You a­ren’t re­al­ly worth more than that.”

He tensed. “Mi­káryo?”

Tsub­àyo let out a groan as he stood up. “You said three nights, but she hasn’t shown up. I’ve been awake all night wait­ing for her.” He sighed and stretched. “The strange part is that I’m not tired at night. It feels”—he smiled—”good. And I see things I nev­er saw be­fore. The desert is alive, Jìmo, but you’ll nev­er find out.”

“She won’t….” His voice trailed off with the feel­ing that he shouldn’t say any­thing.

“Won’t what?”

“I hope she kills you,” he fin­ished un­com­fort­ably.

“Well, if she doesn’t come be­fore the sun ris­es”—Tsub­àyo pulled out his knife—”then I’ll make sure it will be your last.”

Ru­te­jìmo stared at the blade through the flames. It was named, but Tsub­àyo had scraped off the runes for Shi­mu­sògo. It was one more sign that Tsub­àyo had turned away from the clan. In the blade, he saw the light of the ris­ing sun re­flect­ed in the met­al. It was less than an hour be­fore morn­ing.

“Have no fear, Jìmo. I’ll cut your throat nice and clean. I’ll even give you a chance to see Ta­chìra one last time.”

Me­mo­ries slammed into Ru­te­jìmo, and he choked back a fresh sob. “Did you kill Ka­ra­wàbi?”

“Wàbi?” Tsub­àyo frowned. “What are you talk­ing a­bout? I don’t care what that slow-wit­ted rock is do­ing. He would have just slowed me down.”

“He’s dead.”

Tsub­àyo hesi­tat­ed, and then he shrugged. “The world is bet­ter with­out him.”

“Why? We were all clan.”

“You are an id­iot, Jìmo, but you didn’t lis­ten. In­stead of go­ing with me, you ran back to Mípu like a lit­tle baby boy. Maybe Mi­káryo’s sis­ter would be alive if you hadn’t a­ba­n­doned me.”

“I didn’t a­ba­n­don you, Bàyo.” Ru­te­jìmo shift­ed and cri­nged at the pain. “Shi­mu­sògo didn’t a­ba­n­don us. I can run. Have you seen—?”

“Yes, you can run. But I fo­und some­thing bet­ter.” He ges­tured to the three hors­es stand­ing just out­side of the cir­cle of flames. One of them had fab­ric wrapped a­ro­und its chest; it was sta­ined crim­son from Chi­mípu’s at­tack. Each time it i­nhaled, it strug­gled to breathe. An­oth­er, the mare, le­aned a­gainst the in­jured horse while the third rest­ed on the gro­und.

“There is pow­er in the herd. I can feel them in my head. It’s a song,” Tsub­àyo’s voice grew dazed, “and it’s beau­ti­ful. Bet­ter than ru­n­ning in the sun or that piti­ful life we had in the val­ley. No, as soon as I’m done with her, I’m go­ing to take my lit­tle herd and I’m go­ing to run. I don’t care a­bout Shi­mu­sògo or Pa­bi­n­kúe.”

“And,” said Mi­káryo as she stepped out of the dark­ness, “what if Pa­bi­n­kúe won’t let you run?” Her voice was tense and thre­a­te­ning, but didn’t rise above a low tone.

Be­hind her, her horse cir­cled a­ro­und the light, mov­ing with the same shad­owy si­lence it al­ways did. The oth­er three hors­es lift­ed their heads as Mi­káryo’s mo­unt ap­proached them.

Tsub­àyo hissed and bran­dished his knife at her. His foot scraped sand as he pre­pared for an at­tack.

Mi­káryo cir­cled the flames af­ter him with a grim smile on her face. The dark fab­ric wrap­ping her body shift­ed with her move­ments, but didn’t even make a rus­tle of noise. She held her left hand a­gainst her side, and Ru­te­jìmo no­ticed she had the ta­zágu half-hid­den in the folds of cloth.

Tsub­àyo con­ti­nued to back away from her. “What do you want?” Sweat glis­tened on his brow as he stared at her.

“Oh,” Mi­káryo said, “I’ve been liste­ning to you scre­a­ming into the dark for a few hours now. Well, you have my at­ten­tion, boy. What do you want?”

Tsub­àyo stepped over Ru­te­jìmo’s legs. He waved the knife at him in a dis­mis­sive ges­ture. “You de­ma­nded a life. There he is.”

Mi­káryo didn’t even look at Ru­te­jìmo. “That boy? He’s pa­thet­ic. He peed his own pants when I first met him.”

Tsub­àyo chuck­led. “So­unds like Jìmo. He was al­ways the we­ak­est next to Dòhu… Pi­dòhu.”

Ru­te­jìmo flushed in hu­mil­i­a­tion.

“Yes. But,” Mi­káryo said as she stepped over to Ru­te­jìmo, “that would make him a pa­thet­ic sac­ri­fice, wouldn’t it?”

Tsub­àyo clenched the hilt of his knife tighter. “A life is a life.”

“There are many diffe­rent types of lives in the world, boy.” Mi­káryo strolled af­ter Tsub­àyo. She moved with an u­nhur­ried grace, her body sway­ing as she stalked af­ter him. “And I’m thi­n­king that Pa­bi­n­kúe would be great­ly i­n­ter­est­ed in the”—she smiled—”rich­ness of your life.”

Tsub­àyo stepped back and shook his head. “No, not me. Take him.”

Mi­káryo stopped. She fi­nal­ly lo­oked at Ru­te­jìmo. But he didn’t see com­pas­sion in her eyes, only a cold, cal­cu­lat­ing look.

His stom­ach clenched at her dark eyes, the pupils hid­ing the whites com­plete­ly. There was death in Mi­káryo’s gaze, and he wo­n­dered if the com­pas­sion she showed ear­li­er was just a lie. Sto­ries of the clan of night rushed through his mind, and a soft whim­per rose in his throat.

She glid­ed across the sands and knelt, one knee on ei­ther side of his. Her eyes lo­oked over him and he wa­nted to crawl away from her cru­el gaze.

“You,” she said in a whis­per, “are a­dorably pa­thet­ic, Jìmo.”

He gasped and his eyes wi­dened as he stared at her.

“But keep lo­o­king fright­ened. Oth­er­wise, I’ll have to gut you.”

He whim­pered.

“Just like that,” she said with the barest hint of a smile.

Ru­te­jìmo gulped, try­ing to ease the tight­ness in his throat. He trem­bled as she reached out and touched his leg. Her skin was cool and dry a­gainst his he­ated flesh.

“You have a fever.” She trailed two fi­nger­nails up his leg.

He squirmed and she chuck­led. He stared in shock as she pressed a­gainst his stom­ach, then up to his ribs. At the pres­sure, he hissed be­fore she could reach his bro­ken rib.

“That hurts?”

He whim­pered and whis­pered, his voice crack­ing. “A-And my arm.”

“Pa­thet­ic.” She le­aned into him as she stood up.

Ru­te­jìmo froze when he felt the brush of her lips a­gainst his, but then she was turn­ing away from him. He blushed hot­ly as he stared at her, u­nsure of what to say or what to do.

“He’s too weak for Pa­bi­n­kúe. My sis­ter was worth twice him.”

Tsub­àyo snarled. “Then kill the bas­tard.” He heft­ed his knife.

Ru­te­jìmo tried to push away, but his feet just dragged through the sand and rocks. Every move­ment sent agony cours­ing up his arms and along his ribs. He ached from the in­side all the way out, but the murde­rous look in Tsub­àyo’s eyes al­lowed no com­pas­sion.

Tsub­àyo cir­cled a­ro­und the fire.

Mi­káryo lo­oked up sharply. A frown ghost­ed across her face, and then she smiled broad­ly. “Tsub­àyo,” she said. She lo­wered her head, and the smile dropped from her face. “You have oth­er con­cerns to wor­ry a­bout.”

“Like what?”

“As much as you pre­tend that Pa­bi­n­kúe doesn’t talk to you, I know you can hear her. That song? That’s her. Your love­ly hors­es that are co­ming to you? Those were my sis­ter’s.”

Tsub­àyo froze, his blade only a few feet away from Ru­te­jìmo. He lo­oked over his shoul­der.

“Yes, the woman you killed. So­me­one has to lead her herd, and we have a job to do. The Ki­do­kūku clan should have that scor­pi­on of theirs ready to move to­mor­row, and we must be ready.”

Tsub­àyo turned back to Ru­te­jìmo. He gripped the knife tighter, sta­ring at Ru­te­jìmo.

“We have a job, Pa­bi­n­kue Tsub­àyo,” Mi­káryo said as she stepped clos­er, “and your lit­tle piss­ing match with Jìmo isn’t go­ing to help any­one.”

Tsub­àyo spun on his heels, bran­di­shing his knife. “I won’t go with you! I am not Pa­bi­n­kúe!”

Mi­káryo chuck­led. “We’ll find out in a­bout an hour.” She turned and he­aded to­ward the edge of light.

He shook his head. “An hour!? What’s in an hour?”

She only smiled as she dis­ap­peared into the dark­ness.

Tsub­àyo’s feet thud­ded the gro­und as he stalked to­ward where she had stood. “What’s in an hour!? Damn it! What’s in an hour?”

“Kill Jìmo,” her voice drift­ed from the dark, “and you’ll find out so­oner. Oth­er­wise, in an hour, you’ll be Pa­bi­n­kue Tsub­àyo or dead.”

“Come out!” Tsub­àyo yelled, “And tell me what is go­ing on!”

There was only si­lence, ex­cept for the hiss and pop of the flames.

Tsub­àyo spun back to Ru­te­jìmo. He stormed over, his knife fla­shing.

Ru­te­jìmo cri­nged away, but he couldn’t move fast e­nough to avoid Tsub­àyo as he crouched in front of him. He felt the cool blade on his neck, the sharp edge press­ing a­gainst his del­i­cate skin.

“I should kill you right here.” He pushed hard­er, and Ru­te­jìmo felt the flesh part­ing. A trick­le of blood ran down his neck.

Ter­ror po­u­nded in Ru­te­jìmo’s ears. His heart slammed a­gainst his chest, every beat drew agony from his cracked ribs and bro­ken arm. He gulped and tried to put on a brave face, but he wa­nted to beg for mer­cy.

There was no com­pas­sion in Tsub­àyo’s gaze. There was nev­er love, but now Ru­te­jìmo only saw ha­tred in the dark eyes. The knife pressed hard­er a­gainst his neck, and more blood drib­bled down.

“Damn it!” Tsub­àyo ya­nked away the blade as he whirled to look in the di­rec­tion Mi­káryo had tak­en. “What did she mean!?”

Ru­te­jìmo gasped for breath, fight­ing back the sobs that thre­a­tened to rise up.

Tsub­àyo turned back to Ru­te­jìmo. “You’re lucky. You’re go­ing to live long e­nough to see the sun.”
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In the end, only the blood on the gro­und me­asures a woman.
—Chi­rodimu Fu­nìgi, Qu­e­en of the Chi­rodí­mu (Act 3, Scene 12)

The wait for su­nrise was ex­cru­ci­at­ing. The false dawn re­fused to be­come any­thing more than a ra­zor-thin line of light along the hori­zon. The dunes re­ma­ined black waves in the ocean of sand. It was as if time had be­come fixed in place and he was fro­zen be­tween the grains falling through an hour­glass.

His body, on the oth­er hand, re­fused to stop sha­king. The cracked ribs and bro­ken arm throbbed pa­i­nful­ly. If he re­ma­ined still the bones didn’t grind to­geth­er, but then, so­oner or lat­er, a mus­cle would twitch and fresh waves of pain ripped through him. He suf­fered; it was the only thing he could do.

Ru­te­jìmo wa­nted to run. He wa­nted to scram­ble to his feet and just shoot out in any di­rec­tion. Even if he could so­mehow lo­o­sen the ropes, the hors­es would catch up with him. If he had sun, he could out­race them, but Shi­mu­sògo’s pow­er came from Ta­chìra and, with­out the sun, there would be no mag­ic.

He whis­pered a prayer to Ta­chìra and Shi­mu­sògo to pass the time. It wasn’t emp­ty words any­more, but hon­est hope that he would see the sun a­gainst his face and feel the dépa rac­ing at his feet.

“Oh, just stop mutte­ring, Jìmo.”

Ru­te­jìmo glanced over to Tsub­àyo. The rites of pas­sage had worn down on all of them and left their mark, but Tsub­àyo showed the bur­den more than even Pi­dòhu. He was thin and drawn. Ru­te­jìmo hadn’t seen him eat or even try to drink. Tsub­àyo’s eyes were dark and i­nset, hid­den in shad­ows, as he glared a­ro­und. Even in the al­chem­i­cal flames, they were only a thin cir­cle of white in the pitch-black gaze.

The only two things that re­flect­ed light were his blades. He had his spear and Ru­te­jìmo’s blade. He toyed with both as he watched his pri­son­er ca­re­ful­ly.

“Mi­káryo,” he said with a hiss, “se­emed rather kind to you.”

Ru­te­jìmo glanced away and shrugged his one good shoul­der. “I guess.”

“I hoped she would gut you right there.”

He had to fight the urge to deny Tsub­àyo’s words. Thi­n­king fu­ri­ous­ly, he lied as smooth­ly as he could. “She is a clan of night; who knows what they do.” He squirmed as a mus­cle twinged in his arm. “For all I know, she was prob­a­bly se­e­ing if I was ed­i­ble.”

Tsub­àyo chuck­led. “Prob­a­bly not. Maybe I just need to give you and Dòhu to her? Chi­mípu, I’m go­ing to kill.”

“You can’t win a­gainst her.”

Tsub­àyo smiled, his face tilt­ing into dark­ness. “Maybe, maybe not. There are a lot of se­crets in these shad­ows.” He ges­tured to the rocks un­der­neath the arch. The out­crop­pings were bare­ly vis­i­ble in the pale light of the al­chem­i­cal fire and the light along the hori­zon that re­fused to bright­en.

“More hors­es?”

He smiled broad­ly. “I can feel them. There are a lot more co­ming.”

“Why not use all of them ear­li­er? You just had the—”

Tsub­àyo’s smile dropped sharply “Shut up!” His voice rang out from the rocks.

Ru­te­jìmo said, “You can’t, can you? It takes skill to keep the herd.”

“What would you know?”

“We live less than a le­a­gue from the Ry­oza­pòti for decades. I’ve seen them care for their hors­es.”

“Ry­oza­pòti is a rid­ing spir­it, not a herd spir­it.”

“What’s the diffe­rence?”

“It is….” Tsub­àyo’s voice trailed off as his lips part­ed for a mo­ment. He shook his head. “It is like be­ing sur­ro­u­nded by fri­ends, but they are close. Like lovers, maybe?”

Ru­te­jìmo thought of Mi­káryo and blushed at the un­com­fort­able feel­ing that rose up in­side him.

Tsub­àyo shook his head a­gain. “It feels good. When I’m rid­ing, I don’t wor­ry a­bout things.”

“All the world just seems to melt away, and you are just mov­ing. The pain, hu­nger, and doubt cease to ex­ist. You are just mov­ing and it feels like you are chas­ing some­thing that loves you with all his heart.”

Tsub­àyo lo­oked at him with sur­prise. “Yeah, but how… how did you know?” He frowned. “You are talk­ing a­bout Shi­mu­sògo?”

Ru­te­jìmo nod­ded. “Pi­dòhu calls it rap­ture. Chi­mípu and I feel it for Shi­mu­sògo. Pi­dòhu feels it for Ta­te­shyú­so.”

“And you think I can feel it for Pa­bi­n­kúe?”

Ru­te­jìmo shrugged with his good shoul­der.

Tsub­àyo stood up. He sheathed Ru­te­jìmo’s knife in his belt. “Maybe, but I’m not go­ing to tell that Mi­káryo bitch that. She thinks she knows every­thing, but I’ll be damned if I’m just go­ing to roll over for her.”

Warmth spread out across Ru­te­jìmo’s body. He lo­oked a­ro­und in sur­prise, try­ing to find the source. His eyes sca­nned along the hori­zon as the first curve of the sun rose up over the hori­zon. Sun­light lit up the tips of the dunes. He gasped as he stared at the sun, he hadn’t been sure he would see an­oth­er su­nrise.

Tsub­àyo spoke with­out lo­o­king at Ru­te­jìmo. “I hate that feel­ing. Every time Ta­chìra ris­es, I get this sick feel­ing in my gut.”

“You can feel it too?”

Tsub­àyo nod­ded.

Ru­te­jìmo glanced up at the arch above him. Thin fi­ngers of light ca­ressed the rock. He thought he saw some move­ment, but it was too hard to make out any­thing in the dark­ness. Sigh­ing, he lo­oked a­ro­und. They were near the ce­nter of the arch. In front of him were the end­less waves of sand, be­hind him the shal­low slope of bro­ken rocks lead­ing up to the cliffs.

“Well, Jìmo, e­njoy the su­nrise. It will be your last.”

Ru­te­jìmo shud­dered at Tsub­àyo’s hard words. He fo­cused on the hori­zon and watched the sun. It was bright as it welled up, stretch­ing into the pale sky. He could i­mag­ine the sun spir­it, Ta­chìra, was lo­o­king at him and se­e­ing him for who he was.

He felt ashamed in the gro­wing light. As much as he tried to do the right thing, he couldn’t see how Ta­chìra would ever for­give him for hurt­ing Pi­dòhu. He was noth­ing but a small sand tick in the desert, a tiny lit­tle thing, and he wo­n­dered if Ta­chìra even knew he ex­ist­ed. It was a hum­bling and de­press­ing thought.

Shi­mu­sògo for­gave him. The dépa had run with him, and he had felt the rap­ture of ru­n­ning. He smiled and re­laxed. If he was go­ing to die, at least he was go­ing to die as a clan mem­ber, not so­me­one who a­ba­n­doned them.

More sun stretched across the sand, pool­ing on the tops of the dunes and si­n­king into the val­leys. As if to make up for freez­ing time, the sun rose quick­ly and soon it was a quar­ter above the hori­zon.

Move­ment caught his at­ten­tion. It was a plume of dust co­ming to­ward him. At the head, he could see a sin­gle ru­nner. He couldn’t fo­cus on her from that dis­tance, but his heart swelled kno­wing she was co­ming.

And then, shad­ows spread out from the dust be­hind her and stretched out. Mas­sive wings sailed along the waves of sand, giv­ing the im­pres­sion of a bird larg­er than the mo­u­n­tain but in­vis­i­ble to sight.

Ru­te­jìmo’s breath caught in his throat.

A flash of pow­er rose from the plume, and a large dépa ap­peared and fad­ed. The move­ment ac­cele­rat­ed, the plume turn­ing into a spi­ral­ing spear of sand as Chi­mípu pulled away and charged.

Ta­te­shyú­so’s shad­ow rushed for­ward and over­took her. Be­hind the shad­ow, wind ya­nked sand and dust from the desert and pulled it into the air. In a mat­ter of sec­onds, it was boil­ing in a mas­sive cloud ru­shing to­ward them.

The air grew tense, and a bre­eze pushed a­gainst Ru­te­jìmo’s face. He stared as the rolling cloud of sand charged the arch, kick­ing up stones and more sand un­til it was noth­ing but a wall of inco­ming storm.

His stom­ach clenched but he was smil­ing. Ru­te­jìmo braced his feet on the gro­und and shoved him­self up the rock. The move­ment sent fresh pains through his arm, but he wa­nted to be stand­ing when the storm hit them.

Tsub­àyo gasped. “What is that? Damn it, it’s Mípu! To the shad­ows!”

The hors­es scram­bled to their feet, but then the storm was on them.

Ru­te­jìmo braced him­self, cri­n­ging as he wait­ed for the blast of air. The air howled a­ro­und him, rip­ping at the gro­und. The sands be­low his feed rum­bled from the fe­roc­i­ty of the winds that tore at the rocks and Tsub­àyo. But, not a sin­gle grain hit his face. Sur­prised, Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked up to see the storm part­ing less than a foot from him. Turn­ing, he saw he was in a bub­ble of calm air. The storm raged at the rock all a­ro­und and be­hind him, but left him u­n­touched.

To the side, he could see Tsub­àyo fight­ing a­gainst the wind. It tore at his face and arms, pu­shing him back with force that ripped the cloth from his chest.

So­me­one grabbed Ru­te­jìmo’s bro­ken arm. He jerked it back with a scream, al­most los­ing his bal­ance. He backed into the wind and felt it te­a­ring at his back. The air shift­ed and he was once a­gain the ce­nter of the calm area.

Burn­ing with glo­wing flames, Chi­mípu stepped into the bub­ble of calm. “Jìmo?”

“Mípu!”

She pulled out a knife and grabbed his ropes. She sliced them away be­fore pulling him into a tight hug. He gro­aned at the pain. “You’re in­jured?”

Ru­te­jìmo whim­pered. “H-He broke my arm. And ribs.”

She ya­nked away. “Sor­ry. I didn’t see any blood.”

“No, but it hurts to move, and I can’t re­al­ly feel my fi­ngers.”

Chi­mípu nod­ded and sheathed the dag­ger. Pulling out her ta­zágu, she toyed with the we­apon. “Pi­dòhu won’t be able to keep the storm up for long, so we need to hur­ry.”

“What do I—”

“Run. Dòhu is safe from Tsub­àyo, but you need to run away from here. I’ll deal with Tsub­àyo.” She turned away from him as she tight­ened her grip on her we­apon.

Ru­te­jìmo stared at her back for a long mo­ment, then he nod­ded. “Be safe, Mípu.”

“Jìmo?” She lo­oked over her shoul­der. “That was very brave of you. Thank you.”

He chuck­led. “I can’t tell you how scared I was.”

“Tonight, you’ll be the one telling sto­ries.”

Ru­te­jìmo bowed. “Be safe, Great Shi­mu­sogo Chi­mípu.” He turned to­ward the storm and stepped into it. He ex­pect­ed it to rip at his face, but the bub­ble of calm spread out. He gripped his bro­ken arm to re­duce the grind­ing and ran. He didn’t need to see where he was go­ing, he just ran.

A mo­ment lat­er, he was rac­ing fast e­nough to feel Shi­mu­sògo, and the pain fad­ed away. A heart­beat lat­er, he was out of the storm and into the sun­light. The light nev­er felt as good as it did in that mo­ment.

He ran just to e­njoy the mo­ment of peace, but he couldn’t leave Chi­mípu. Slo­wing down, he jogged in a wide cir­cle be­fore stop­ping a few chains from the o­uter edge of the sand­storm. The pains in his body came back, throb­bing and a­go­niz­ing, but he couldn’t stay mov­ing for­ev­er.

The cloud was dark, but he saw flash­es of sun­light in the depths. He knew it was Chi­mípu fight­ing with Tsub­àyo. He hoped she was safe a­gainst Tsub­àyo and his herd.

And then he no­ticed there was so­me­one else. They were perched on top of the stone arch, hands held above them. At first, he thought it was Mi­káryo, but there was en­er­gy ris­ing up from the fig­ure. It lo­oked as though waves of heat clung to the form, curl­ing up like smoke be­fore hit­ting some in­vis­i­ble force. His eyes watched the mi­rage-like shim­mers roll along the shad­ow of a mas­sive bird hove­ring above the arch. He had seen it be­fore, but only in shad­ows.

“Ta­te­shyú­so.”

I­den­ti­fy­ing the spir­it, he knew there was only one per­son who could be on top of the arch. Pi­dòhu was bal­anced on the nar­row rock, his legs stretched along the line of stone. He was chant­i­ng with his hands in the air, and the pow­er rose through his fi­ngers as the storm raged be­low him.

“H-How did he get there?” Ru­te­jìmo was sur­prised. Then he re­mem­bered when Mi­káryo had lo­oked up in the dark­ness and made that cryp­tic com­ment. He smiled. It was a clue, one that both he and Tsub­àyo had missed.

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked a­ro­und for some­thing to use as a sling. He didn’t know any­thing else to do. But he couldn’t find any­thing to use as a shot. Frus­trat­ed, he expa­nded his search and jogged a­ro­und.

He had run com­plete­ly a­ro­und the stone arch, over the rocks and back down into the sand, when the howl­ing wind stopped. He skid­ded to a halt and lo­oked down at the bat­tle. The sand from the storm was ra­i­ning down, and Ta­te­shyú­so’s shad­ow was gone. He glanced up for Pi­dòhu.

The boy was still on the arch, but he was slumped for­ward. The last of the haze had fad­ed from a­ro­und him, and he lo­oked thin. For a heart­beat, he was wor­ried that Pi­dòhu had so­mehow passed out, but then the frail te­enag­er lift­ed his head.

Blades cra­shing into each oth­er dragged Ru­te­jìmo’s at­ten­tion down. Chi­mípu was in the ce­nter of a fight, her body sur­ro­u­nded by gold­en flames as her ta­zágu flashed with every strike. She was fight­ing Tsub­àyo and two of the hors­es. The three fig­ures had her sur­ro­u­nded and were la­shing out with spear, hooves, and teeth.

Chi­mípu danced amid the at­tacks. Her body blurred as she grace­ful­ly avo­ided the at­tacks. She missed more than she hit, but there was al­ready blood sta­i­ning the sand a­ro­und them. Ru­te­jìmo couldn’t tell if it was from her or the oth­ers.

Ru­te­jìmo whim­pered and lo­oked a­ro­und. He was near the spot Chi­mípu as­signed him the day be­fore. He spot­ted a dark shad­ow and rushed over to it. It was one of the shots they made from their pack. He dropped to his knees and dug into the sand. He fo­und two oth­er bul­lets and one of the slings.

With a surge of ela­tion, he used his one good hand to load a shot. He strug­gled to push both ends into his palm be­fore stand­ing up. Ta­king a deep breath, he gave a quick prayer to Shi­mu­sògo and be­gan to spin. It was clum­sy, work­ing with one hand, but soon he was spi­n­ning fast e­nough for the dépa to cir­cle him and sand to rise up. He felt the pow­er cours­ing through his body.

He re­leased the shot. It cracked the air as it rock­et­ed to­ward the fight. The can­vas ig­nit­ed in the same gold­en flames that sur­ro­u­nded Chi­mípu. But, as it reached the mid­po­int, he re­al­ized it was go­ing to miss.

“No!”

Chi­mípu stepped into the path of the shot.

He screamed at the top of his lungs. “Watch out!”

She didn’t look up. In­stead, she slammed her foot on the gro­und and spun a­ro­und. It lo­oked as though she was a­bout to throw one of her own shots, but she didn’t have a sling.

He flinched as the shot reached her, but Chi­mípu plucked it out of the air and ro­tat­ed even faster. Her body turned into a col­umn of light and wind. It was just a blind­ing light with a streak for the glo­wing shot and an­oth­er for the dépa sprint­ing a­ro­und her feet.

Chi­mípu re­leased the shot, and it shone bril­li­antly as it rock­et­ed from her hand. It was a­imed for Tsub­àyo, but both of the pitch-black hors­es threw them­selves in front of him. The shot caught the first horse in the chest, and there was an ex­plo­sion of sand and flames.

The shot burst out the far end of the sud­den cloud and kept go­ing. It shot out of sight in a blink. A mo­ment lat­er, a crack slammed into Ru­te­jìmo, a de­a­fe­ning roar of some­thing mov­ing too fast.

The sand from the ex­plo­sion hit the gro­und, but the fight had been i­nter­rupt­ed. In the mid­dle was Chi­mípu, crouched down as she glowed with pow­er. It rolled off her body, ris­ing up in waves of heat and flicke­ring flames.

Tsub­àyo was al­most a chain away, at the end of a large gouge. One of the hors­es was scram­bling to its feet from where it had shield­ed Tsub­àyo with its body.

There was no sign of the oth­er horse, not even blood or bone.

Tsub­àyo swung him­self up on the horse. Blood dripped down his face as he gripped his spear tight­ly.

Chi­mípu stood up with a glare on her face. She stepped for­ward, but Tsub­àyo stopped her by po­int­ing to­ward the arch. She pe­eked over her shoul­der just as two hors­es charged out of the shad­ows.

Ru­te­jìmo let out a groan. He thought she would have killed one of the hors­es, but it so­mehow es­caped. He start­ed for an­oth­er of the shots, but then he saw more move­ment.

More hors­es were boil­ing out of the shad­ows, two, then four, and then six. They came out as a herd, spread­ing out as they charged to­ward Chi­mípu. Ru­te­jìmo stopped co­unt­ing at a dozen.

Chi­mípu burst into move­ment, sprint­ing away in a cloud of dust.

The herd fol­lowed af­ter her, flo­wing along the sand like black wa­ter.

Wind howled a­ro­und Ru­te­jìmo as Chi­mípu stopped next to him. She was pant­i­ng as she gave him a smile. “Thank you.”

“H-How did you do that?”

Chi­mípu shrugged and held up her hands. “I’m ma­king this up as I go. I have no clue, but it seems to work. I saw it miss­ing and thought I would try. Nev­er thought it would do that much dam­age.” She stepped to the side and turned to watch the hors­es rac­ing to­ward them both. “The hors­es are slow, though, and they can’t get be­hind me if they don’t have a shad­ow to e­nter.”

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked for Tsub­àyo a­mong the herd. When he didn’t see the te­enag­er, he lo­oked back to the arch un­til he saw him. Tsub­àyo was rac­ing for the far end. “What is Bàyo do­ing?”

“I don’t know.” Chi­mípu so­u­nded wor­ried.

Tsub­àyo rode past the end, but he came to a halt a few rods away. Re­a­ring up, he turned his mo­unt a­ro­und.

“Mípu? I have a bad feel­ing.”

Chi­mípu clenched her ta­zágu. “So do I.”

With a yell, Tsub­àyo spurred his horse into move­ment. The black mo­unt charged to­ward the end of the stone arch.

Ru­te­jìmo po­int­ed. “Is Dòhu okay?”

“Of course. There is no way….” her voice trailed off as the horse reached the end of the arch.

Tsub­àyo kicked hard, and the horse jumped up the arch. Its hooves struck the side of the stone in a show­er of sparks. In­stead of slid­ing back, the horse held its po­si­tion. It made a small leap and jumped high­er up on the steep rock, climb­ing.

“Sands!” Chi­mípu ex­plod­ed into move­ment. She raced down to­ward the ne­arest end of the stone arch. It was a ste­eper climb, but Ru­te­jìmo thought she was go­ing to try the same thing.

She passed a­ro­und the black herd. The hors­es split in half, spread­ing out as they cir­cled a­ro­und. In­stead of chas­ing af­ter Chi­mípu, they charged into each oth­er. Ru­te­jìmo held his breath as he watched with fas­ci­na­tion. He couldn’t i­mag­ine what they were do­ing.

The hors­es ran past each oth­er. But, as they passed, the ones that were sha­dowed from the sun dis­ap­peared.

Ru­te­jìmo gasped and lo­oked up as the hors­es burst out of the dark­ness to block Chi­mípu.

She raced past them to head to the far end of the arch.

The hors­es raced in a sharp cir­cle and dove back into the dark­ness. They came out in time to block Chi­mípu as she ap­proached it.

Chi­mípu let out a scream of frus­tra­tion and raced back to the first side, but the rest of the herd had cov­ered the dis­tance and blocked it. There was no way she could get on the arch with­out go­ing through a gaunt­let of hors­es.

Ru­te­jìmo whim­pered as he watched her run back and forth, try­ing to get past the hors­es. There was no oth­er way up the arch.

Above, Tsub­àyo was work­ing his way up. His mo­unt was strug­gling, as­cend­ing the stone in short­er jumps as it tried to climb the rock. De­spite be­ing a large crea­ture with tiny hooves, it was ma­king steady progress to­ward the peak. It would be only a few mo­ments be­fore Tsub­àyo had Pi­dòhu.

Pi­dòhu no­ticed Tsub­àyo and crawled back. His bro­ken leg dragged be­hind him as he limped away, try­ing to keep his bal­ance on the rock while avoid­ing the charg­ing horse.

“Jìmo!” screamed Chi­mípu. “Throw me up!”

He stared at her in shock, but Chi­mípu spri­nted in the op­po­site di­rec­tion as she sheathed her ta­zágu. He didn’t un­der­stand what she meant, but then he saw Shi­mu­sògo race past him. De­spite his co­nfu­sion, he knew how to fol­low his clan spir­it. He spri­nted af­ter it, ac­cel­er­at­ing un­til the world blurred.

Chi­mípu had turned a­ro­und and was ru­shing to­ward him. Her own dépa was just as fast as she glowed with bril­li­ant flames. She was faster than he, but they would still meet in the mid­dle of the arch.

And then he fig­ured it out. Be­a­ring down, he pushed him­self to his lim­its. His body ached as he charged for­ward. As he ran past the hors­es guard­ing the end, he threw him­self into a slide. The gro­und tore into his back as he dug through the sand and rock. He skipped across the sand and each im­pact drove the air from his lungs. He strug­gled to pull up his arm and leg to give her a plat­form to jump from.

Chi­mípu reached him and took a small hop. She la­nded on his arm and leg, the im­pact cru­shing him into the gro­und. She was se­a­ring-hot as her mo­men­tum froze a mo­ment.

And with a liq­uid surge that brought gold­en flames cours­ing along his body, he shoved up with both arms and legs. The mag­ic of the clan flowed through him, and he tast­ed feath­ers and blood in his mouth. His world turned into a sin­gle flash of agony as bones gro­und into each oth­er.

En­er­gy flared be­tween them as Chi­mípu flew straight up in an ex­plo­sion of air and flames. The sand howled af­ter her, sucked up by her pass­ing as she rock­et­ed above Tsub­àyo.

Ru­te­jìmo screamed in agony as he was crushed into the desert. The im­pact had dug him into a crater. Every pulse of his heart sent throb­bing pain cours­ing through his body. He sobbed at the agony, try­ing to breathe.

Chi­mípu hit the apex of her flight and came down. She la­nded hard on the back of Tsub­àyo’s horse. She grabbed his fo­re­head from be­hind and slammed her fist into his back. The im­pact so­u­nded like she had struck sol­id bone. She punched Tsub­àyo hard and fast, and the dull thuds drowned out the po­und­ing of Ru­te­jìmo’s heart.

Tsub­àyo slumped for­ward, but then the horse re­ared back.

She lost her grip but grabbed Tsub­àyo’s torn shirt. Bo­unc­ing off the rump of the horse, she scis­sored her legs and kicked up. Re­leas­ing him, she flung her­self up and a­ro­und him to land on his chest. She kicked him hard in the face be­fore grab­bing the mane to hit him a­gain.

The horse tried to clamp its teeth down on her arm.

Chi­mípu ya­nked her hand from the equ­ine’s mouth, and her blood arced into the air. She punched the horse, snatched hold of its ear, and kicked Tsub­àyo a­gain. Grab­bing tighter to the crea­ture’s ear, she re­pe­at­ed­ly slammed her heel into Tsub­àyo’s face.

Ru­te­jìmo jerked with every wet, meaty thud of her foot.

Tsub­àyo tried to par­ry with his spear, but Chi­mípu brought her knee down on it and cracked it in half.

The horse surged for­ward, jump­ing to its front feet and kick­ing out.

She made no noise as she lost her grip and tum­bled off. For a mo­ment, she slid off the side of the rock and her feet were dan­gling over open air. She man­aged to grab the jagged stone edge to stop her fall.

It was a hun­dred feet to the gro­und, and be­low her was noth­ing but sharp rocks.

Ru­te­jìmo strug­gled to his feet, but he couldn’t move fast e­nough. He kept strug­gling, un­able to use his bro­ken arm. The agony was i­n­tense, and the edges of his vi­sion went red with pain.

Chi­mípu lost her grip with one hand. Her arm flung back, but in­stead of try­ing to get a new grip, she ya­nked the ta­zágu from her belt.

Tsub­àyo’s horse stepped up to her and lift­ed its hoof to crush her hand.

She surged up and punched the po­int of her we­apon into the equ­ine’s leg. It pierced through the black flesh and came out the oth­er side.

The horse’s scream would ha­unt Ru­te­jìmo’s night­mares for the rest of his life. It jerked away from the pain and lost its bal­ance. With sicke­ning slow­ness, it tum­bled off the rock and plum­met­ed to the gro­und.

With her we­apon still in the crea­ture’s leg, Chi­mípu was ripped off the stone. She made no noise as she fell af­ter the horse.

Ru­te­jìmo scram­bled out of the crater. Every­thing hurt, but he couldn’t let so­me­one fall a­gain. He raced as fast as he could. His bro­ken arm flopped a­gainst his hip, and the agony tore through him, but he cov­ered the dis­tance in a heart­beat. Slid­ing to a halt, he held out his hand to catch Chi­mípu.

There was only a flash of dark­ness.

The horse slammed into the rocks next to him, a sicke­ning crunch that shook the gro­und. He didn’t dare look at the corpse as he stood up, try­ing to find her. He had missed her, had failed her. His mind kept re­liv­ing her fall, the mem­o­ry of Pi­dòhu’s plum­met from the cliff over­lay­ing the sight of her slip­ping, and he al­most threw up.

A mas­sive shad­ow flashed over him. The air rip­pled, and he saw translu­cent claws re­lease Chi­mípu only a foot above the gro­und. She hit it hard, land­ing on her hands and knees. Pant­i­ng, she froze as she tried to get her breath. Bright blood dripped from her face and it splat­tered on the sand. She was sha­king as she tried to push her­self up, but she stum­bled and slumped back down.

She lo­oked a­ro­und, gro­a­ning as she tried to get up. “Where’s Tsub­àyo?”

Ru­te­jìmo glanced a­ro­und and then, with a sicke­ning feel­ing, lo­oked up.

Tsub­àyo stood on top of the arch, his face lost in shad­ows. He had the bro­ken end of his spear in one hand. “Lo­o­king for me, Mípu?” His voice was cracked and gasp­ing.

Pi­dòhu was only a few feet away, still try­ing to crawl. The new ban­dage on his leg was sta­ined crim­son with fresh blood.

Chi­mípu lo­oked up, a glare on her face.

“I’ll be right down.” The te­enag­er turned and stalked to­ward Pi­dòhu.

“No,” whim­pered Ru­te­jìmo.

But Pi­dòhu wasn’t crawl­ing back. He was on one knee and his hands.

There was a pa­i­nful still­ness in the air. Ru­te­jìmo could hear every foot­step as Tsub­àyo walked over to Pi­dòhu.

“Time to die, Dòhu.”

Pi­dòhu shook his head, but there were no tears or fear on his face. In­stead, there was only de­ter­mi­na­tion. Rip­ples of pow­er rose off him.

Ru­te­jìmo gasped and lo­oked a­ro­und. He stood up and he lo­oked for Ta­te­shyú­so’s shad­ow.

The mas­sive bird was co­ming in from the south, the dark­ness flo­wing across the sands. And, bare­ly vis­i­ble in the dark­ness, was the wind. It wasn’t a howl­ing wall but a sin­gle line of pow­er form­ing a spear of swirling sand and rock.

Chi­mípu gro­aned and tried to push her­self up. “J-Jìmo, I need to get up there.”

Ru­te­jìmo shook his head. “No.”

“Jìmo! You can’t—”

“Mípu”—he gulped—”this is Pi­dòhu’s fight.”

“He can’t—”

“Ta­te­shyú­so’s shad­ow.”

On top of the arch, Tsub­àyo didn’t re­spond to the shad­ow as it rushed to­ward him. In­stead, he lift­ed up his spear and stepped over Pi­dòhu.

The shad­ow washed over Ru­te­jìmo and Chi­mípu. It blot­ted out the arch as the bird spir­it raced past.

And then the wind hit. It was a stream of force that slammed into only Tsub­àyo. The sand tore at his side and ripped his spear from his hand. He gasped and turned into it, brac­ing him­self, but it con­ti­nued to rip at him. Pow­er rip­pled along the stream and it grew stro­nger, blast­ing sand a­gainst Tsub­àyo’s face and body. It tore at his clothes. Rocks slashed past him, and streaks of blood po­ured into the stre­a­ming sand.

“Good­bye, Tsub­àyo,” Pi­dòhu said, his voice clear over the wind.

The in­cre­ased im­pact of the wind so­u­nded like a punch, and Tsub­àyo was thrown off the rock. He screamed as he plum­met­ed to the gro­und on the far side of the arch. The im­pact was the same so­und Pi­dòhu had made when he hit the gro­und, a thud that shook Ru­te­jìmo to the core.

On top of the rock, Pi­dòhu swayed as the wind cut off.

Chi­mípu gro­aned. “Jìmo?”

Ru­te­jìmo surged to his feet. “I’ll get him.”

He was ru­n­ning even as Pi­dòhu tum­bled off the edge. It was a short fall, no more than a rod or two, but Ru­te­jìmo was there to catch him. The im­pact crushed them both into the sands. One of Ru­te­jìmo’s knees cracked a­gainst some rocks. Pi­dòhu slipped from his arms and hit the gro­und, but it was a hard blow on the rocks be­low them in­stead of a fa­tal one.

Ru­te­jìmo slammed face-first into the rocks. He sobbed at the pain, flail­ing with his one good arm as he flipped him­self over. “Dòhu? Dòhu!?”

“Yeah,” gro­aned Pi­dòhu next to him. “You caught me that time. You caught me.”

“Y-Yeah?”

“Did that hurt you as much as me?”

Ru­te­jìmo gasped at the sharp burn­ing cours­ing up his legs. His arm re­fused to move and his vi­sion was blurred with tears. “Yes. Let’s not do that a­gain.”

“Deal. Where is Mípu?”

Strug­gling, Ru­te­jìmo pushed him­self into a sit­ting po­si­tion. Every part of his body hurt. He wa­nted to crawl into a hole and nev­er get out a­gain.

Chi­mípu was twen­ty feet away, cro­u­ching over Tsub­àyo’s form. She had her ta­zágu out and held ready to strike. The po­int was bright on the name­less blade.

“Sands, she’s go­ing to kill him.” He felt the bile ris­ing up. He couldn’t watch.

Ru­te­jìmo, thank­ful for an ex­cuse to look away and pray­ing she would kill Tsub­àyo be­fore he lo­oked back, reached out to help Pi­dòhu into a sit­ting po­si­tion. He let his hand li­nger, de­lay­ing the in­evitable.

But he had no luck. When he turned a­ro­und, she was still poised to strike. Her arm shook with ex­haus­tion. Blood so­aked her shoul­der. She was cov­ered in cuts and bru­ises.

Tsub­àyo grabbed for her ta­zágu.

She snatched his wrist and slammed it down on the gro­und. Their bod­ies shud­dered as they stared at each oth­er, pant­i­ng for breath with ha­tred in their eyes.

The si­lence stretched be­tween them, i­nter­rupt­ed only by their rapid breath­ing. Both of them were glo­wing, but it was the ba­nked fires of the pow­er in­side them. It shim­mered in the air a­ro­und them, rip­pling like a mi­rage.

Ru­te­jìmo was afraid to make a noise. He didn’t want to set off more fight­ing. He just wa­nted it to end. He couldn’t han­dle death right in front of him, not af­ter every­thing else.

Chi­mípu jerked her hand up. “Damn you!” she screamed and slammed her we­apon down.

Ru­te­jìmo jerked and clamped his eyes shut. He wait­ed for the scream or yell, but there was noth­ing. Te­nta­tive­ly, he o­pened his eye, fe­a­ring the worst.

Chi­mípu was crouched over Tsub­àyo, pant­i­ng heav­i­ly. Her shoul­ders rose and fell as sobs tore through her.

“You,” Tsub­àyo laughed from un­der­neath her, “are just as bad as—”

She sat up and slammed him across the jaw with her fist.

Tsub­àyo’s hand reached up to block her.

Chi­mípu knocked his arm aside and punched him a­gain. Tears ran down her cheeks as she struck a­gain and a­gain. The dull im­pacts of her hamme­ring fists shot straight through Ru­te­jìmo. He was hor­ri­fied, but he couldn’t stop her.

The wind rose up a­ro­und them, kick­ing up stream­ers of sand that curled be­tween the two.

A hand pried Ru­te­jìmo’s hand away from Pi­dòhu. “Let me have Great Ta­te­shyu­so Pi­dòhu, Great Shi­mu­sogo Ru­te­jìmo.” The spe­aker was an old woman with a cracked voice.

Ru­te­jìmo gasped and spun a­ro­und. He stared in shock un­til recog­ni­tion dawned. Ta­te­shyu­so Jyo­te­kábi crouched next to him, the old woman’s thin robe do­ing noth­ing to shield her old body from his sight. De­spite her thin build, she was strong e­nough to scoop her hands un­der­neath Pi­dòhu and lift him.

Pi­dòhu lo­oked at him, his face sho­wing his pain. “Ta­te­shyú­so?”

Ru­te­jìmo glanced a­ro­und and saw the rest of the clan co­ming from all di­rec­tions. Plumes of sand and dust bil­lowed as they raced across the sands, their bod­ies blurred with their speed and the heat. He could see Shi­mu­sògo lead­ing all of them, the del­i­cate-lo­o­king dé­pas sail­ing across the gro­und.

He turned as a sob rose in his throat. It was over. The first of the ru­nners reached the two fight­ers.

The wind crashed into all of them, and the dust swal­lowed up Chi­mípu and Tsub­àyo. It sank to the gro­und al­most in­stant­ly, and Desòchu stood there, hold­ing Chi­mípu’s arm as he lo­oked down at her. “E­nough, Chi­mípu.”

Chi­mípu lo­oked up, tears in her eyes and a torn look on her face. “D-Desòchu?”

He nod­ded and held out his hand. “Yes.”

“H-He tried to kill Dòhu and Jìmo. I-I had….” She rose up. “I had to save them.”

“I know,” Ru­te­jìmo’s broth­er said, his voice filled with warmth.

Ru­te­jìmo felt a surge of jeal­ousy. He lo­oked down as the rest of the clan ar­rived. The air crack­led with their pow­er, the clan’s mag­ic.

Ge­mènyo knelt down next to Ru­te­jìmo. “You okay?”

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked up, feel­ing tears in his own eyes. He shook his head.

With a sym­pa­thet­ic look, Ge­mènyo pat­ted him light­ly on the shoul­der.

Ru­te­jìmo winced at the pain.

“Bro­ken arm?”

Ru­te­jìmo nod­ded and let out a whim­per. He felt bro­ken and ex­haust­ed. It didn’t seem real that the clan was there. “And my ribs.”

“And,” said Hyo­nèku as he knelt down on the oth­er side, “you tore up your back. But, that was a nice ma­neu­ver to get Mípu up on the stone. You did good, Jìmo.”

Star­tled, Ru­te­jìmo stared in shock. He hadn’t been ex­pect­ing a com­pli­ment.

Hyo­nèku gri­nned and pulled out a heal­er’s kit. Toss­ing a few rolls of ban­dages over to Ge­mènyo, he ges­tured for Ru­te­jìmo to raise his arm. “Don’t look sur­prised, boy. Now, don’t look at Mènyo, ei­ther; this is go­ing to hurt.”

Ru­te­jìmo felt Ge­mènyo eas­ing his arm up as he wrapped the ban­dage a­ro­und it. As the ru­nner did, he was test­ing the wo­und. Ru­te­jìmo winced at the pain, but kept his mouth shut. He watched as two of the clan ru­nners pulled Tsub­àyo to his feet.

Tsub­àyo’s face was swollen and bru­ised. Blood trick­led down from his nose and one eye. He glared at Chi­mípu and Desòchu. “Now what?”

Hyo­nèku spoke up sharply with­out lo­o­king away from Ru­te­jìmo. “Kill him. End it here.”

As­sent rip­pled through the gath­ered clan.

Desòchu held up his hand. “A­ny­one dis­agree?”

Si­lence.

Tsub­àyo lo­oked back and forth. There was fear in his eyes.

“Ac­tu­al­ly,” Mi­káryo said as she stepped out of the shad­ows, “I might want a say in this.” She was wrapped in dark­ness, but the cloth was pulled back from her head. Her dark tat­toos se­emed to suck in the sun­light as she strolled up to the gath­ered clan.

Growls and hiss­es filled the air, fol­lowed by the rasp of we­apons be­ing drawn.

Mi­káryo lo­oked a­ro­und, u­nper­turbed by the drawn we­apons. “So many threats a­gainst one per­son. Typ­i­cal for the clans of day when they stand in Ta­chìra’s light. I am Mi­káryo and I speak for Pa­bi­n­kúe.”

Desòchu stepped for­ward. “I am Desòchu and I speak for Shi­mu­sògo.”

From be­hind Ru­te­jìmo, Jyo­te­kábi a­n­no­unced, “I am Jyo­te­kábi and I speak for Ta­te­shyú­so.”

Mi­káryo bowed once to Desòchu and then to Jyo­te­kábi. She po­int­ed to Tsub­àyo, who stared at her with a strange com­bi­na­tion of a­nger and hope. “That one is Pa­bi­n­kúe’s, and I’m here to col­lect him.”

One of the oth­er clan adults stepped for­ward. “I say kill both of them. Rid the sands of the night.”

More agreed as they bran­dished their we­apons.

Ru­te­jìmo stared at them and cri­nged un­der the ha­tred rolling off them. He lo­oked at Chi­mípu, who lo­oked torn, and then at Pi­dòhu.

Pi­dòhu clutched to Jyo­te­kábi’s body, his face pale and fresh blood drip­ping from his leg to the sand be­neath him.

Jyo­te­kábi pulled him tight to her body as en­er­gy rip­pled a­ro­und her. Be­hind them, the broad shad­ow of Ta­te­shyú­so sailed across the sand to­ward the two. “Great Shi­mu­sogo Desòchu, Ta­te­shyú­so has no i­n­ter­est in this and Great Ta­te­shyu­so Pi­dòhu needs help. We will meet you at the val­ley.”

Desòchu nod­ded but didn’t take his eyes off Mi­káryo. There was a frown on his face, but un­like the oth­ers, he had no drawn we­apon.

The shad­ow of Ta­te­shyú­so sailed over the clan, leav­ing be­hind a rip­ple of cool­ness. When it passed, Pi­dòhu and Jyo­te­kábi were gone.

Mi­káryo smiled, her lips curl­ing back un­til her teeth were vis­i­ble. “Do you re­al­ly want to spill more blood, Great Shi­mu­sogo Desòchu?”

An­oth­er per­son said, “There are only two of them.”

“Yes,” Mi­káryo purred, “only two of us.”

From be­hind her, the shad­ows of the arch de­e­pened and turned into pitch-black voids. A cool­ness rip­pled from the dark­ness as a horse stepped out in per­fect si­lence. Be­hind it, more hors­es stepped out.

Ru­te­jìmo i­nhaled as he watched the herd walk out of the dark­ness. He caught move­ment to the side and lo­oked. The shad­ows cast by the sur­ro­und­ing clan were also pitch-black. A horse pulled it­self out of a nar­row strip as if it was crawl­ing out of a hole. It moved in per­fect si­lence as it turned a­ro­und.

Ge­mènyo i­nhaled sharply. “Be­hind you!”

The clan spun a­ro­und. As one, they took a dou­ble take at the twen­ty hors­es sur­ro­und­ing them. The black bod­ies were silent but there was no doubt of the threat.

Ru­te­jìmo pushed away from Ge­mènyo and Hyo­nèku and scram­bled to his feet. “Stop!”

Eve­ry­one froze. Mi­káryo smiled and cocked her head as the oth­ers turned to look at Ru­te­jìmo. There were bared we­apons, but Ru­te­jìmo couldn’t stom­ach the idea of watch­ing more blood fall on the sand, not Tsub­àyo’s or any­one’s.

He was the ce­nter of at­ten­tion and he felt ashamed.

And then he saw the cor­ner of Desòchu’s lip curled into a smile.

Ru­te­jìmo gulped and held up his good hand. “P-Please? No more fight­ing. No more blood. Let both of them go.”

Hyo­nèku stood up. “No, kill her!” He stepped away from Ru­te­jìmo with a glare.

Desòchu lo­oked back and forth.

Ru­te­jìmo whim­pered and then fum­bled with his pock­et, dig­ging un­til he fo­und his vot­ing stone. In front of oth­ers, he knew he only de­served to use one. He shook as he pulled it out and held it in his palm. “Please?”

Turn­ing on Ru­te­jìmo, Hyo­nèku hissed, “What are you do­ing? This isn’t a vote—”

A stone hit the gro­und at Ru­te­jìmo’s feet. It was Chi­mípu’s. Ru­te­jìmo stared down at it, a shiv­er cours­ing through his body. He was dizzy and sick to his stom­ach.

So­me­one tossed a hand­ful of stones at Hyo­nèku. More la­nded in front of Ru­te­jìmo, thrown by so­me­one he didn’t see. More stones smacked the gro­und at Hyo­nèku’s feet. They lit­tered the sands in front of him.

Ru­te­jìmo stared down at the two piles. There were far more in front of Hyo­nèku than him.

Ge­mènyo po­ured over twen­ty rocks at Ru­te­jìmo’s feet. He straight­ened up and pat­ted Ru­te­jìmo on the shoul­der. “You have balls, at least.” He chuck­led. “Stu­pid, but you have balls.” He kicked one of his rocks in front of Hyo­nèku be­fore step­ping back.

Si­lence crushed a­gainst Ru­te­jìmo. He wa­nted to crawl away but couldn’t. Fight­ing back his fear, he stood up straight and turned to his broth­er.

Desòchu stood next to Chi­mípu, heft­ing a hand­ful of his own vot­ing stones in his hand. The rocks cli­nked as he rolled them in his palm. With a sigh, he tossed them in the air.

Ru­te­jìmo flinched as they la­nded in the sand at his feet.

“She lives just as Tsub­àyo will,” a­n­no­unced his broth­er.

Tsub­àyo let out his breath in a low gasp. His chest rose and fell as he stared at the rocks.

Hyo­nèku hissed and gath­ered up his stones. He turned his back on Ru­te­jìmo and walked away. The oth­er clan mem­bers came up to gath­er their rocks. Some of them pat­ted Ru­te­jìmo on the shoul­der as they passed, but most moved in si­lence as they fol­lowed af­ter Hyo­nèku.

Ge­mènyo gath­ered up his vot­ing stones and stood. He ha­nded Ru­te­jìmo his sin­gle vot­ing stone.

Ru­te­jìmo took it, u­nsure of what to do.

Ge­mènyo le­aned into him. “Stay as long as you want, but then join us.”

He turned and jogged away. A mo­ment lat­er, the wind rushed as the clan spri­nted off to­wards home.

Ru­te­jìmo turned back. There were only five of them left. Even the hors­es had dis­ap­peared back into the shad­ows.

Desòchu lo­oked a­ro­und, his face grim. He bowed to Mi­káryo. “I re­quest a fa­vor, Great,” he choked on the word, “Pa­bi­n­kue Mi­káryo. He at­tacked my clan as one of yours. May Shi­mu­sògo get clo­sure on the one who a­ba­n­doned us?”

He spoke not as Ru­te­jìmo’s broth­er but as a war­rior of the clan. Ru­te­jìmo felt as if he had just lost his sib­ling.

Mi­káryo chuck­led. She rest­ed her hand on the ta­zágu. She said noth­ing for a mo­ment.

Tsub­àyo lo­oked at her, co­nfu­sion on his face.

She gave a short nod. “Don’t break any bones. We have a long ride.”

Tsub­àyo turned back to Desòchu, co­nfu­sion naked in his ex­pres­sion. “What is she—?”

Chi­mípu’s fist caught him across the face. The smack cracked the air.

Tsub­àyo stag­gered to the side, but Desòchu was there. Growl­ing, Desòchu back­ha­nded Tsub­àyo and threw him back into Chi­mípu’s oth­er fist.

Ru­te­jìmo jerked as the punch caught Tsub­àyo.

Tsub­àyo flailed a­ro­und in an at­tempt to block, but Desòchu’s next strike hit him in the stom­ach, fold­ing him over.

Chi­mípu grabbed Tsub­àyo’s head and slammed her knee into his face. He stag­gered back to Desòchu, who grabbed Tsub­àyo with his right hand and punched him hard across the chin. A tooth flew out across the sand.

Tsub­àyo slammed back on the gro­und. Fresh blood was po­u­ring down his face. He lo­oked up at Mi­káryo. He reached out with a sha­king hand. “Save me!”

Mi­káryo shook her head. “This is a les­son, Bàyo,” she spoke in a hard voice. “This time, try to learn it.”

Chi­mípu grabbed Tsub­àyo and ya­nked him to his feet. He tried to pull back, but Desòchu slammed into his back. They al­ter­nat­ed pu­n­ching and kick­ing him. As they moved, the im­pacts grew lo­uder. Gold­en flames grew a­ro­und Desòchu and Chi­mípu as they at­tacked in per­fect syn­chro­niza­tion.

Ru­te­jìmo was cry­ing. He felt no joy as they bru­tal­ized Tsub­àyo. For all the pain and bul­ly­ing he went through, he couldn’t take it. Sniff­ing and wi­ping at the tears on his cheeks, he stepped back away from the fight.

Mi­káryo caught his eye. She gave him a small nod of ap­proval, then blew him a kiss.

The beat­ing con­ti­nued with bru­tal ef­fi­ci­ency. The strikes rocked the air as Tsub­àyo cried out, i­nter­rupt­ed only by the so­und of fist on flesh or the so­und of a kick slam­ming into him. He was help­less a­gainst the Shi­mu­sògo war­riors as they took their reve­nge for Ru­te­jìmo and Pi­dòhu.

Bile ris­ing in his throat, Ru­te­jìmo turned and fled.
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        A Year Later


        
Du­ring clan cel­e­bra­tions, nu­di­ty is nei­ther a taboo nor sex­u­al. It is fre­edom of con­straints when vi­ewed in pub­lic.
—Cul­tur­al Diffe­rences in Prac­tice

The val­ley cel­e­brat­ed the birth of Shi­mu­sògo, a tra­di­tion that had been car­ried out for twen­ty-sev­en gen­er­a­tions. A bo­nfire burned bright­ly, kick­ing stars of em­bers high up into the air.

A­ro­und the flames, half the val­ley danced with wild a­ba­n­don. Dark flesh glis­tened with sweat from the heat. No one raced or spri­nted, but eve­ry­one e­njoyed mov­ing with noth­ing but their own feet. Shi­mu­sògo wasn’t ne­eded that night; he was the one be­ing cel­e­brat­ed.

Ru­te­jìmo smiled sad­ly as he sat on the roof of the shrine house. He had a bot­tle of spir­its in one hand and he had stripped down to a pair of shorts. The snake tooth hung a­ro­und his neck. He wore it al­ways even though Desòchu and Chi­mípu for­bade it. Nei­ther could ac­cept what Mi­káryo had done, but Ru­te­jìmo re­fused to for­get the woman who saved his life. Chi­mípu even a­ba­n­doned the ta­zágu, and it was Ru­te­jìmo who named it.

Down by the fire, Chi­mípu spun from part­ner to part­ner, mov­ing with a war­rior’s grace. She caught Pi­dòhu and flung him a­ro­und, laugh­ing loud­ly as her dark red hair swirled in a cres­cent.

Pi­dòhu laughed just as loud­ly. He was stripped down to a lo­in­cloth, his skin shimme­ring in the light of the bo­nfire. He grabbed her and spun her a­ro­und twice be­fore bri­n­ging her close. Ru­te­jìmo could only see him limp­ing if he was lo­o­king for it.

They we­ren’t lovers, but Ru­te­jìmo knew they had shared a bed at least twice. Chi­mípu was a war­rior; she would nev­er mate. Just like Desòchu.

On the oth­er side of the flames, Desòchu po­u­nded on the drums. He was naked from a dare and laugh­ing as one of the women tried to get a bot­tle of spir­its to his mouth. He snaked one arm a­ro­und her and kissed her be­fore re­leas­ing her. He re­turned to the drums, smack­ing the top with a wild beat that shook the air.

Ru­te­jìmo couldn’t call him broth­er any­more. He was Desòchu just as Chi­mípu was her­self. They were things he would nev­er have a­gain, but he had fi­nal­ly ac­cept­ed it. He was Shi­mu­sògo now.

“You,” Ge­mènyo said as he sat down next to Ru­te­jìmo, “are sup­posed to be naked and danc­ing a­ro­und like an id­iot.”

“Why a­ren’t you?” Ru­te­jìmo shot back.

“Eh, can’t taste my pipe with all that laugh­ter.” He drew on the pipe and let out a long cloud of smoke. “Be­sides, that’s the last bot­tle of the good stuff.”

Ru­te­jìmo ha­nded it over with a smile. “E­njoy.”

Ge­mènyo drained a quar­ter of the bot­tle be­fore hold­ing it up over his head.

Hyo­nèku took it and drank be­fore he sat down on the far side of Ge­mènyo. He let out a sigh and ha­nded the bot­tle back to Ru­te­jìmo.

Ru­te­jìmo took it, toy­ing with the ex­pen­sive glass. It was from Wa­mi­fuko City and a gift from a thank­ful clan. It was Ru­te­jìmo’s fourth co­uri­er de­liv­ery, and Chi­mípu had giv­en him the hon­or of hand­ing the sealed mes­sage over to the gra­teful man.

“So,” asked Hyo­nèku, “why are you sulk­ing, Jìmo?”

“I’m not sulk­ing.”

“Sit­ting in the dark on the shrine? So­unds like sulk­ing.”

“No.” Ru­te­jìmo watched the danc­ing. There was so much joy in the clan and he felt it, but there was some­thing still ha­n­ging in his thoughts. “I’m just….”

He felt them lo­o­king at him. He turned, then rolled his eyes be­fore smil­ing. “What?”

“You tell us,” said Ge­mènyo.

“Just… thi­n­king.”

Hyo­nèku said, “A­bout what? Sour thoughts are for old men like us, not a boy like you.”

Ge­mènyo smacked his fri­end. “I’m not that old.”

“You’re thir­ty-sev­en,” snapped Hyo­nèku, “and if you keep suck­ing on that pipe, you’ll be dead be­fore me, old man.”

Ru­te­jìmo chuck­led as he lis­tened. He knew the smile dropped from his face, but he couldn’t tear his thoughts away from the dark spi­ral they fol­lowed.

Ge­mènyo tapped him on the thigh. “Even the dark­est thought can’t sur­vive open air.”

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked at him. “Can I ask you… both of you some­thing?”

“Of course.”

“Who killed Ka­ra­wàbi?” He knew the an­swer, but he wished it wasn’t true. Ru­te­jìmo didn’t dare ask Desòchu, for fear of kno­wing.

Hyo­nèku i­nhaled sharply.

Ge­mènyo drew on his pipe and let the smoke out in a long stream­er. “Damn, boy, I hoped you would nev­er ask us that.”

“It was Desòchu, wasn’t it?”

The guilty looks told him the an­swer.

Le­a­ning for­ward, Hyo­nèku pe­ered at him. “Lis­ten, Jìmo, there is—”

Ru­te­jìmo held up his hand. “Desòchu pro­tects the clan, even from it­self, right? And if Ka­ra­wàbi had stayed, he would have been po­ison to that.” He ges­tured to the cel­e­bra­tion be­low.

Nei­ther said any­thing, so Ru­te­jìmo con­ti­nued. “He was a bul­ly and cru­el, just like Tsub­àyo. I re­mem­ber when Ge­mènyo tried to tell me to be a bet­ter man and Chi­mípu told me that Mènyo helped her too. All of you were try­ing to guide us, we­ren’t you? Some of us just we­ren’t liste­ning very well.”

Ge­mènyo nod­ded slow­ly.

“And”—Ru­te­jìmo sighed for a mo­ment as he re­mem­bered Ka­ra­wàbi’s corpse—”if Tsub­àyo hadn’t been cla­imed, his bones would have been ble­a­ching in the sand some­where.”

An­oth­er nod.

Ru­te­jìmo tilt­ed back and lo­oked up at the dark sky. He re­mem­bered Mi­káryo on the op­po­site side of the flames. She had start­ed a doubt that con­ti­nued to grow in­side him. For a year it had been feste­ring, and he couldn’t hold it in any­more.

“How close was I?”

He tensed as he wait­ed for the an­swer, un­able to look at the oth­ers.

“Damn, boy,” whis­pered Hyo­nèku.

Ru­te­jìmo felt the tears in his eyes. “It would have had to be Desòchu, wouldn’t it?”

Ge­mènyo rest­ed his hand on Ru­te­jìmo’s shoul­der. “I’m sor­ry.”

A tear ran down Ru­te­jìmo’s cheek. “How close?”

“We had al­ready de­cid­ed.”

Ru­te­jìmo’s stom­ach lurched. He tight­ened his grip on the bot­tle un­til his knuck­les ached.

“But then you and Tsub­àyo he­aded to­ward that horse clan. We couldn’t get close e­nough with­out start­ing a fight with them. We were go­ing to end it the next day, but then you he­aded back.”

Hyo­nèku said, “None of us be­lieved it. You did the right thing. And when we saw you ba­ring your throat to her, we de­cid­ed that you de­served a sec­ond chance.”

“I’m glad we gave you one. You fi­nal­ly grew up and be­came a good man.”

Ru­te­jìmo smiled grim­ly. He lo­oked back down at the cel­e­bra­tion. His broth­er was danc­ing with his grand­moth­er, pulling her into cir­cles as they bo­u­nded a­ro­und the fire. There was no a­nger in Desòchu’s face. He was just hav­ing fun and rais­ing eve­ry­one’s spir­its. He would pro­tect the clan with his life.

Ge­mènyo le­aned into him. “What are you go­ing to do? Kno­wing that?”

Ru­te­jìmo drained the bot­tle and set it down. He ges­tured to Chi­mípu and Desòchu. “Noth­ing. They pro­tect the clan and will do so for the rest of their lives. The only thing I can do to hon­or that is… run.”

“Shi­mu­sògo run,” said Ge­mènyo and Hyo­nèku.

Ru­te­jìmo smiled. “Shi­mu­sògo run.”

They sat in si­lence, watch­ing the cel­e­bra­tions and lost in their own thoughts.

Ge­mènyo broke the si­lence. “Nèku, your daugh­ter is try­ing to sneak into the shrine.”

Ru­te­jìmo lo­oked a­ro­und to see Ma­pábyo cre­e­ping along the shad­ows to­ward the front door. Her bare feet rose and fell in qu­iet move­ments as she kept to the shad­ows cre­at­ed by the light spilling out the door. She had a bag in one hand and clutched her dress with the oth­er. She was trem­bling like a leaf as she he­aded for the u­n­guard­ed door.

Hyo­nèku sighed. “Damn. I’ll get her.” He start­ed to get to his feet.

Ru­te­jìmo held out his hand to stop Hyo­nèku and stood up. “No, let me.”
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