A great many things could trouble a poor raku, and always on the forefront of Riki’s thoughts were that of his whole clan’s fate. It seemed a great burden to place on one who was barely twenty years of age, who someday would lead the raku of the Hill of Birds—perhaps even unite all the clans!—against the reynar, so the tribute could cease and the veil could come down from the mystic’s tower, and things would go back to “the way they were”.
Riki felt fortunate that the raku were patient, because Riki did not have memory of the way things were, and he was not eager to spark a war he had no clue how to win for a prize he could not grasp.
Some said that the reynar and the raku could never reconcile, because of their differences. And indeed, the reynar were tall and thin and moved with—what they said was—an air of grace; their tails thick with fluff had a single patch of white on their tips. The raku were comparatively stout, with ringed tails and black masks—”raccoons” the reynar sometimes said. The raku called the reynar “foxes” right back—though only out of earshot. Riki did not know if those words had any other meaning than their use as an insult, but it was nonetheless further indication of bad blood.
Despite everything, the raku continued as they always had, growing and gathering food, hunting for meat and leather, cutting trees and chipping stone, a portion to themselves and a portion as tribute. And it came about that the raku hunters of the Hill of Birds had in their possession a hot spring—not a rarity among the slopes surrounding the valley, but Riki had made it their own, and they stopped by it often to rest and take time for themselves apart from the endurance that hunting and waiting demanded.
He lazed in the sparkles of sunlight that escaped between the green and gold leaves in the canopy, his nose twitching, whiskers shaking with it. Riki was built thick and tall even for a village raku, with broad chest and arms, dense with muscle. Still drying out his fur from his bath, he wore nothing except the thin leather cord around his neck, wrapped three times, which held a single silver charm, tiny and shaped like a scroll case with tiny, almost imperceptible runes etched on its surface under a protective layer of glaze.
Riki lay sprawled over the vines and branches, hands behind his head, verdant eyes half-open. The gurgling of the hot spring muffled the voices of the other hunters below, and the warm steam carried the scent of mountain flowers through the thick woven vines and branches where Riki reclined. His thoughts passed to pleasant things, of food with friends and quiet embraces with lovers. He was sure of the secret to peace, and that was to take the moments of leisure when they came, and leave behind the worries of the outside world.
He could only be certain of that peace so far as he felt secure, but he felt secure with his hunters—and to that extent, his whole tribe, which he loved like his own life. Why go out in the shadows when one could stay where it was warm and safe, where the roko loved you and you always had food and rest to spare?
The bed of vines shook, and Riki opened one eye the rest of the way to catch Aiko climbing up to where he was, his fur slicked and dripping with water. He grabbed hold of one of the farther vines and, propping himself on all fours, shook so that the water sprayed off.
“Hey!” Riki said, shielding his face. “Some of us were already dry!”
“That’s your fault for leaving too early!” Aiko said, and he leaped forward.
Riki grunted as the young raku landed on him knees first. He grappled Aiko, twisting an arm around his head and biting his ear. Aiko laughed and ground his wet face into Riki’s broad chest. Riki couldn’t help but smile and laugh too. They wrestled with each other, until Riki had a firm enough hold to flip Aiko underneath and plant him against the vines—wrists pinned under Riki’s grip, body squeezed by Riki’s strong legs, straddling him.
Aiko blushed coyly. His one-ringed tail wagged somewhere underneath Riki.
Riki’s trustbond with Aiko ran deep, and so Riki could easily glean emotions pouring off of Aiko—that barely-bridled energy conflicting with his exhaustion. Riki still had some of that energy himself; undoubtedly it became rarer with age, but he was hardly old.
Aiko himself was quite lithe and strong. From a distance his small frame gave the impression he was soft like over-buttered potatoes, but up close, etched under the white and silver of his summer fur, his solid musculature was subtle, but evident. Perhaps he’d never be as strong or as bulky as Riki—or even as his own sister—but Aiko was far from a weakling.
Riki found him absurdly attractive. That was probably why they were lovers.
He leaned in and kissed Aiko, keeping him pinned and under his control. Aiko loved that as well, as though he demanded to be tamed; he kissed Riki back, and quite soon they lost themselves in their affection for one another, between the kisses and love bites, the mingling of a wet body against dry. The force eroded; the coyness subsided. Their hands and mouths soon reached elsewhere as they pleasured one another to climax, and afterwards they laid again under the canopy, panting for breath, that inner desire spent.
Every act of lovemaking was a reinforcement of that trustbond—it was not required, certainly; Riki didn’t think he had the energy for that many intimate relationships even if they or he wanted. But it was one of the most enjoyable ways of establishing the trustbond, which by now with Aiko had been built so rock-solidly he didn’t think it could possibly wear thin.
The trustbond placed them in each others’ minds as well—they could not read thoughts, though Riki knew of those who could, but they could certainly feel the emotion, the pleasures and the pains, even sprawled again several feet apart from each other, relaxing in the warm rays. Their trustbond doubled up the feeling of strumming-blood post-coitus.
Sometimes it was hard for Riki to think like himself when he was so wrapped up with his lover’s feelings. That Aiko felt so safe and secure with Riki doubled down on Riki’s feelings of security. The steam of the hot springs whipped through the air, up through the pores of the canopy; Riki was in charge but it was only with the trust of others did he really feel at peace now, that this here was a bastion in a world that was oftentimes too difficult to face alone.
The vines shuffled, and Riki opened one eye to see Aiko hovering over him.
“What, again?” Riki asked.
“No,” Aiko said, laying his head on Riki’s chest, “do you ever think things will be fixed between us and the reynar?”
Riki sat up. “Well I was trying to forget about it when you came up here.”
“That must be why it crossed my mind,” Aiko said. “Well, that and every time we have sex, I keep seeing flashes of mystic Kiti.”
Riki flushed hand and covered his nose shyly. “Aww, I’m sorry about that, love—”
Aiko put both hands up. “You love her, that’s obvious. But unless we actually deal with the reynar . . . Am I going to keep feeling that, like there’s a piece of you missing?”
Riki’s pointed ears flattened out, and he cast his glance aside. It was always hard to talk about Kiti—certainly, the others understood, and in a way Aiko did too, but it was not as though he were holding back his affection. He honestly did love Aiko. But that “holding out for someone else”—it must have seemed to the young raku as though Riki’s life were somehow now unsatisfying.
But how could that be? Riki could love his situation and be at peace, but only if he ignored the fact that Kiti was waiting in the Mystic’s Tower, and they were unable to become mates because of the issues with the reynar.
Aiko wasn’t wrong. There was a piece missing.
“Riki?” Aiko turned his head back.
Riki kissed Aiko on the cheek. “It’s going to happen. Maybe not today or tomorrow but sooner than we want it to. We’ll be able to make our own demands, the veil on the tower will come down, and we won’t have to work for our enemies! But . . . I don’t know if I’m ready. And I guess that makes you feel like a holdover, like you’re a substitute until I get what I really want.”
“Riki!” Aiko chided.
Riki was so startled by the tone, he fell onto his back again, vines crunching under him.
“You know very well I love you and want you to be happy! I would gladly go to war for you—”
“Don’t say things like that—”
“—and I’d happily die for you!”
Riki his his face under his hands and groaned. “No, Aiko! I don’t want anyone to die for me!”
“But you’re our—”
“By blood I’m your chief, but that doesn’t mean I’m some kind of unfeeling and distant commander. I’m not happy to see any raku die!”
“But what if it came down to that?”
Riki stared up at him. “I don’t want to talk about this, Aiko. I want to relax.”
“What did we train for, then?”
Riki left an eye open, focusing it on Aiko, his arms spread wide as he paced back and forth on the woven vines.
“Maybe I just like seeing you show off,” Riki said. “You have a cute butt, gotta keep it in shape.”
“Oh what, this?” Aiko swished his hips, his one-ringed tail sweeping with it. “This butt has a magic all its own!”
Riki twirled a finger in the air. “Let me see from another angle.”
“Like this?” Aiko cartwheeled. He stopped halfway, holding himself up by his hands, back to Riki, one-ringed tail dangling over his head. Aiko stretched his legs apart and wiggled his toes in Riki’s direction.
Riki pursed his lips and sat up again. Although he liked the view Aiko gave him, it was entirely too much fun to tease him as well. “Now see, you’re using magic to do that,” Riki said.
“You can’t prove that,” Aiko said.
“Mm-hmm, and why didn’t the vines creak under you?”
Aiko looked at his hands as though he hadn’t noticed his body left no indentation in the woven vines. “Cause I’m a featherweight, you’ve said so yourself.”
“Maybe—” Riki said, and he rolled back—woody vines creaking under as he did so, and he flashed Body of Leaves in his mind’s eye. Runes lit up like they were etched in fire, visible to Riki somewhere in the imperceptible blackness outside the range of his eyes. And his body lightened at once, and as he came out of his roll, he also stood up on his hands, arched back facing Aiko, tail flopped over his own head. Hefting his own body under the effect of the magic was like holding a small bundle of twigs over his head—unwieldy to be sure, but so simple a task it could be performed thoughtlessly.
Half of the magic training was simply to memorize sets of runes exactly as they were without mistakes. The runes were to be exact, any less and they would fizzle out—and that was the best case scenario. There were many reasons that mystics tended to live secluded in towers.
Once Riki recalled and held onto the flare of the runes though, they stuck easily, so there was no danger of them suddenly morphing in his head—focus was all that was needed
Riki split his legs as well, matching Aiko’s stance.
“Yeah I’m pretty sure,” Riki said.
“Well if it was magic, could I do . . . This?” Aiko shifted his stand and raised one hand off the ground.
“Uh, you can only do that with magic,” Riki said. He matched Aiko’s pose again.
“You don’t have to make it so hard to impress you!” Aiko said. He lifted himself up to the edge of his fingertips. Riki tried this as well, though he visibly had to struggle—Body of Leaves only cut his weight to a fraction of what it was, and while he was stronger than Aiko, he was still heavier.
Aiko wagged his one-ringed tail, its tip brushing the point of each ear. He grinned at Riki with a wide display of his teeth.
Riki rested his hand down back on the flat of his plam again. Then he reached over and shoved Aiko with his foot.
Aiko spun his up-arm in circles to maintain balance, but he fell over onto the bed of vines with hardly a sound. He cast a wicked glance at Riki, then rolled over and pounced him, this time his body suddenly gaining discernible weight as he collided with Riki. The vines, thick as they were, strained with a heavy groan.
Riki yelped, and he squirmed under Aiko’s grip. Riki twisted around to grab Aiko’s ankles, and he flashed the same runes as Aiko—Grounding Point. It makes one much heavier—harder to move, yes, but every movement brought with it more force and momentum. Riki had trained for long periods of time under the stress of additional weight, and with his arms so solid they could not be wrenched apart, the grabbed Aiko around his midsection and flipped him over, back into the bed of vines.
Aiko landed harder than intended.
The vines crackled under Aiko’s enormous weight, and suddenly a portion of the bed split, more vines unable to hold up the weight without support of the others, and the remaining vines giving way faster, and before Aiko came to rest, he’d broken through, dragging Riki with him.
Riki yelped, reflexively releasing Grounding Point, but Aiko did not—and so Riki was dragged down with him, until Aiko’s ankle slipped from Riki’s hand, too heavy to hold up with his grip.
Having played often with shifting his own weight, Riki had observed a long time ago that heavier and lighter bodies, while they moved horizontally with different degrees of effort, always fell at the same speed. They did, however, differ significantly in terms of their impact at the end.
“Aiko, release—” Riki shouted as he dangled, his own ankle tangled in a twist of vine.
It wasn’t fast enough. Aiko struck the hot spring below with an enormous splash.
Riki covered his eyes, reflexively, wincing. He was suddenly in a panic. He struggled to pull himself free, but it would do no good—it took so long to loosen his ankle, and even then, he had nowhere to go but down. He could lighten his own weight again—
But the point was moot. The other four hunters were down there, and they were far quicker to act. By the time Riki caught another glimpse of the pool below, Aiko’s sister Deiko had already pulled his half-conscious body from the water and began treading him to shore. She was larger and stronger than any of them—Riki included. She often seemed to take control of these situations, and look impressive if by accident. Nevertheless, she was only a half-decent swimmer and took great effort to pull Aiko from the deep end, keeping his head above the water.
“Spirits, it’s hot down there!” Deiko muttered, “Riki, what did you do? I’m the only one who’s supposed to treat him like a punching bag!”
Deiko was not even looking at him at that moment. Riki thought of calling out, sorry, that was my fault, but could he even say that? He didn’t know how badly Aiko had been injured in the fall. What if he hit his head?
“Oh spirits . . .”
Riki slowly made his way to the tree trunk which the vines sprang off of—only some of the ones in the center had snapped, they could be reformed . . . Riki moved down the footholds carefully into the water below. The steam had fogged over his vision; he rubbed his eyes and coughed.
“Spirits, what have I done . . .”
“Over here, bring him over here!” Riki’s aunt Urai said, kneeling on the dry ground, dampened by the water streaking off her tail and belly. She began unwinding her leather necklace, which had on it a dozen different charms. Urai rarely let the fact she was often pregnant for three out of four seasons of the year—as this was her seventh child, she had little intention of slowing down or giving up hunting. And so she had three duties—the hunter, the healer, and the mother. How she managed to live the lives of three roko so easily, Riki would never know.
With some effort, Deiko trawled through the deep end of the hot spring until her feet caught rock, and she hefted Aiko over the stones surrounding the pool, laying him carefully in front of Urai.
While Urai looked over the boy, Deiko turned to Riki, who had not moved from his rock, waist-deep in the hot spring.
She pointedly swatted her wet tail in Riki’s direction. “You want me to carry you too?”
Riki lowered his ears. His heart hurt. Deiko must have sensed it, because she stopped her impolite jabs, and her expression softened.
“He’ll be okay,” Deiko said. “No blood in the water.”
“Thank the spirits . . .”
Taking a deep breath, more to relax himself than in preparation for a dive, Riki hopped in the spring, getting his fur wet all over again, and he paddled to the other end.
“Spirits of heaven!” Lare, Riki’s mentor, shouted, “What happened to him?!” He had arrived as well from the far end of the clearing, hobbling on his peg leg with great exaggerated steps. The old Raku would almost certainly have felt the same shame coming off Riki as Deiko had—the only difference was he didn’t care. Riki presumed that came with age, and Lare had plenty of age etched into the gray patches of his muzzle, spotting everywhere that was not the dark of his mask.
“We were playing,” Riki said, pulling himself up and standing with the water to his waist. The pangs of guilt returned sharply, and lowered his ears. It had seemed okay at the moment—they’d played in the woven vines dozens of times before and they’d always been perfectly strong and stable. Though he’d never flashed Grounding Point while up there . . .
“Oww—” Aiko moaned as awareness returned.
“Aiko! Aiko, I’m sorry,” Riki said, leaning over one of the great rocks that lined the hot spring.
Deiko sat on the rock just beside Riki and leaned over Aiko. “How many fingers am I holding up?” 
“You’re not holding up any fingers, dummy,” Aiko moaned.
“Nuh-uh, I had three up behind my back,” Deiko presented her hand to Aiko.
“That’s not funny, sis,” Aiko said. Although, he let out a small chuckle anyhow. It seemed to ease things, and the vice around Riki’s heart loosened just a bit more.
“Hush,” Urai said, holding a charm steady in her hands. Her eyes seemed to focus past Aiko. “You have a broken shin, just below the knee. It didn’t snap through, thank the spirits—but we should compress it to make sure it seals properly.”
“I’ll hold him,” Deiko said.
“Sis!” Aiko protested, “I can do it just fine . . . I think Riki needs you more anyhow.”
Riki sighed deeply, and buried his face in Deiko’s side, which squished since it was still slick and wet. Deiko held onto Riki’s head gently and stroked him between the ears.
“You okay?” She asked Riki.
“No . . .” Riki said. His face was already hot and wet, he could not tell if he had been crying. It wasn’t right for a leader to cry, but he rarely felt like the leader anyhow. What good was it? He was just going to get the ones he loved hurt . . .
“Riki, I’m fine,” Aiko said between grunts of pain, “I’m just . . . ARGH!”
Aiko fruitlessly gripped at the ground as Urai shoved the sections of his leg together with both hands. Lare knelt down to him, grabbing one of his hands and holding it tight. Despite his protestation, Deiko took the other, Riki still clutched in her other hand. Aiko held on and gritted his teeth.
Urai held one of the charms between her finger—she knew exactly what they all were, despite them only having slightly varying shades to each roll of metal they’d been etched on. Holding onto Aiko’s leg, she cast it. The only outward effect this had was that Aiko relaxed at once.
“Did you get it?” Lare asked, looking to Urai.
Urai swapped to the other charm quickly, and cast her gaze into Aiko’s leg again. “It’s sealed most of the way, it should heal just fine without a splint.”
“Thank the spirits,” Lare said. Then he pinched Aiko’s ear and lifted him up to sitting, Aiko yelping in protest all the way. “What in their name were you thinking?!”
“Yeah!” Deiko said. She turned and seized Riki’s ear, yanking him down so she could shout at him, and Riki yelped as well. Since Deiko was easily larger and stronger than Riki, this had much the same effect, as Riki also doubled over in pain from the firm twist Deiko gave it.
“Ow, ow!” Aiko said, “We were playing around! I’m sorry!”
“Don’t tell me you’re sorry, boy!” Lare said, “That’s some reckless behavior! Did you use magic to do that?”
“Yes—” he croaked.
“Why?!”
“Lare stop it! Please!”
“Lare, let him go!”
Riki’s voice seemed to carry far beyond what it was capable, filling the whole clearing, and even the birds ceased their noise for a moment after.
Any concern Riki had evaporated, and now he was annoyed. But he didn’t lash out—although the others all stared at him, Riki was trustbonded with each of them, and he felt the emotion they all wore—concern.
Riki and Lare had the sort of relationship that echoed in the treatment he’d just given Aiko—always criticizing, always bothered by young roko’s attitudes. He meant it with the best of intentions, and Riki loved the old bastard deeply.
But he could not endure seeing Aiko get the same treatment he himself received. He stared down Lare.
“I’m sorry,” Lare said. He backed away and paced, suddenly uncomfortable with himself.
“Riki,” Urai said, “We all feel you. It’s okay.” She helped Aiko to his feet.
“That doesn’t mean you have to be so hard on us,” Riki said. “The problem was solved—it’s okay now! But you’re treating it like we burned the forest down or something!”
“Fooling around costs you,” Lare said, staring away from the group. “You only have so much healing—and you know that! What if you need it for a real emergency? You’ve wasted it on a triviality!”
Riki climbed all the way out of the hot spring, watter draining off his fur and leaving a trail as he walked over to Lare. “Lare, please, Aiko understands, I understand, you don’t need to keep laying into him!”
Lare sighed. He stood up, his peg leg starkly contrasted against the underbrush. Riki tried to not let it occupy his mind.
“I hoped you’d take this seriously,” Lare said, “but you play around—”
“They’re still kids, Lare.” Urai said, hefting her full weight off her knees and standing up.
“We are not!” Aiko protested as Riki lifted him to his feet and held onto him.
Urai held a finger to him. “To me and Lare, you are kids. Children not so much anymore, but young nevertheless.”
“Isn’t that the problem?” Lare said, “Always leaving war to the young roko, too blunt and dumb to realize how costly their errors are—”
“War?” Riki said, “Why is this about war? We’re not at war! Not yet, anyway.”
“He’s right, Riki,” Deiko said, climbing out of the spring. “This isn’t something we can put off thinking about and you two still fool around like—well, kids.”
“What are you so high and mighty about?! You’re the same age as Riki!” Aiko said.
“Yes, but I’m more mature than both of you put together.” Deiko flicked Aiko’s nose. He grabbed it with both hands and fumed at her.
“Spirits of earth!” Riki said, throwing his hands into the air, “Why does every argument we have now just come back to war?”
Deiko, Urai and Lare all spoke in unison, surrounding Riki with his back to the spring as they all leaned in. All three of them said some variation on the same thing:
“Because you’re the chief, and at some point, you’ll have to start acting like it!”
“Stop!” Riki held both hands up to the hunters leaning in on him and Aiko. “I got it! I get the point! I know you’re concerned! But right now, while we’re here, I just want to have a good time with all of you and relax without having to think about war!”
The bushes beyond the clearing rustled.
The five hunters paused, all heads and ears pointed at the noise. The noise had been distinctly larger than that of a chilchilla or squirrel, more leaves displaced. And it happened again, and Riki’s ears flickered toward it; some dozen yards away, along with muffled voices.
“Weapons,” Lare whispered, barely louder than the wind.
Riki turned; his pole axe lay propped against a gathering of woven baskets by the trunk of an old and heavy tree. The weapon was fairly old and made of fine steel, all in one piece, as it had been formed and often repaired by the raku mystics. Riki quietly lifted it from its place, just barely rustling the dry and fallen grass, as he took up position in the corner of the clearing.
Somehow, Lare arrived first, despite his handicap;he held a spear, also steel, forged much the same way as Riki’s; between them they held the best weapons Bird Hill had to offer. (Obviously, farming tools were far more important.)
Aiko and Deiko both wielded obsidian swords—or, they were called swords but were more like edged clubs, with chipped obsidian lining them. Aiko’s was the same size as Deiko’s but appeared far too large in the hands of the young raku. Deiko’s was exactly right for her size, though, since she never handled a weapon with finesse, most of the obsidian blades lining her sword were chipped to the surface.
The hunters all moved around the source of the noise in an arc, Lare, Deiko and Aiko with their weapons readied, backs to the clearing and the hot spring far behind them. Riki focused his ears and, hearing nothing, sniffed the air.
“Reynar,” he whispered.
He was aware at that moment of the sinking feeling that had passed between the whole crew, because regardless of the power of their weapons, they would very likely be useless. Not because the reynar were any more powerful than the hunters were, but . . .
“Put your weapons down!” cried a shrill voice from the woods.
“Spirits!” Lare said, twisting a thumb in his ear. “Whine like a child do you, reynar?”
“I am not just any reynar! The voice came again, “I am—”
An arrow loosed, but from behind the hunters, and threaded between them into the woods, before it landed in a tree. The voice yelped, and swore.
“Urai!” Riki said, turning to his aunt. Her bow was already notched with another arrow, four more gripped in the draw hand. “Do you want us to get in trouble?!”
“My finger slipped,” Urai said. Her voice dripped with insincerity. “Hands are still wet, you know.”
“—they shot me!” the voice protested, muffled as he was turned away from the group. “Those ingrate raku shot me!”
“The arrow did not even hit you, master Karu,” said another voice.
And then Xiro appeared.
“Karu! Prince Karu! I know that name!”
Riki turned again. The last hunter, Xiro, had not payed a bit of attention to Aiko’s fall or the commotion afterwards. He paced by the hammock in the far rear of the clearing, where Riki had last saw him sleeping and nearly forgot about him.
Although Xiro was strange and often “the other one” in their group, Riki knew full well that if Xiro was paying attention, then everyone ought to pay attention.
“Did he say prince?!” Deiko winced.
“Haven’t heard a reynar yet who didn’t think themselves royalty,” Aiko muttered.
“Spirits,” Xiro continued mumbling to himself, “I thought I heard that name before, that was his mother, Kosiko died from blood rot . . . but his uncle is the chief of the Ghost Clan!”
As Xiro began mumbling a number of reynar family relations remembered from pieces of conversations, Riki’s expression sank further. There were two clans of the reynar. There was the Forest of Honey, who if they wanted to make an example of a raku, they would merely string them up by their ankles for a day and a night.
The Ghost Clan were not that nice.
“Oh hell . . . Weapons down! Weapons down now!” Riki commanded everyone.
Lare lowered his spear, as did Deiko her sword and Urai her bow. Aiko kept his sword raised up.
“Aiko!” Riki said.
“I’m not afraid of the Ghost Clan!” Aiko boasted.
Lare stepped over and swatted the back of Aiko’s head. Aiko winced and lowered his weapon.
“Ow! What! I thought you wanted a war!”
“I don’t want a war,” Lare said, “I think it’s inevitable. And if you continue to play fool, then its outcome will also be inevitable.”
“Our weapons are down,” Riki stated toward the trees. They still held onto their weapons, of course—as Lare said, they did not have a death wish—only with the tips planted in the ground. “Come out and state your business.”
The bushes rustled again, and two reynar appeared out of the trees before the hunters. One was short, the other quite tall, and both wore cloaks that surrounded their shoulders and hung to the ground, their ruddy-orange paintbrush tails poking out the backsides. The smaller one’s cloak was covered in bramble, slightly torn near its hem. The tall one had his hood up, and his long black-nose muzzle poked out from the shadows it cast over his face.
The short one, sharp in appearance with pointed ears, and pointed nose, and pointed teeth, regarded the raku’s weapons with disgust, his lip turning up as though he’d stumbled upon a forgotten game kill.
“What’s the meaning of this, anyhow?!” the short one demanded, “Sixo, why are these raku allowed to carry weapons? Which one of you shot an arrow at me?!”
“I can show him,” Urai said, taking aim again.
“Urai—” Riki held a palm out to her. He turned to the short one. “I am deeply sorry, young master. We didn’t expect a representative of the Ghost clan to be so . . . Erm . . .”
“This far out in the valley,” Lare said before Riki shoved his tail in his mouth. “You must have traveled a day and a night. Where are you camped?”
“Hah! I’m no fool to wag my tongue so loosely—” the young one stated, “my uncle has given me an entourage that I might have an excursion into the hills. I can have anything I want out here!”
“His family kicked him out of the house,” Lare interpreted for the group.
“Shut your muzzle, old man!” Karu stammered. “Out here now, MY word is law . . . And I have the full force of my uncle should you try and take it away from me!”
Riki would have probably shrank, but he did not. He hated this reynar, though he hated them all, and he would not let them see him cower.
Even as he acquiesced to their every demand.
“And what are you doing here, within sight of the Hill of Birds?” Riki said.
“We’re in sight of the Hill of Birds?” The prince said to his retainer, who pointed with his hand leaving his cloak only to the wrist. The prince squinted beyond the slope into the valley; between the trees, indeed, the village was visible, with its wood-and-thatch huts and plumes of smoke rising into the air. Beyond it, fields of green took on the surrounding hills, covered in barley and potato crops.
“That’s the hill?” The prince almost giggled. “That’s it?!”
“And what’s wrong with our village!?” Aiko demanded, taking a step forward, his arms flexing and grip twisting on his sword handle. Riki warily kept an eye on him.
“It’s so crude, like this camp right here,” Karu threw his arms out toward the arrangement the raku had, which barely consisted of the hammock and a few baskets of salted and smoked food. “I have a hard time believing you could live like this . . . I would have to cut down these trees to build a proper bath house.” Karu bit his thumb. “In fact, I think I’m going to.”
“What?!” Riki exclaimed in unison with the other hunters—save Xiro who was still far in the back, paying no attention.
The taller one spoke at this point, his voice distinct and harsh, not unlike Lare’s—but of course with that unmistakable reynar accent. “What my master has not seen fit to inform you, is that while he is taking his, erm, leisure out here in the southern point of the valley, that the amenities of home will be provided him for his comfort. Of course, as part of the peace agreement between our clans, you raku will uphold your end? For the sake of the peace, of course.”
“What end?” Aiko asked, though in Lare’s direction. Since Lare was the oldest, he was quite often tasked with knowing the details of everything the younger ones could not bother.
“He wants us to let the prince walk all over us,” Lare said, “And we’re going to let him do that because he can, if he feels sufficiently provoked, force us to do anything, include razing our village to the ground if so need be.”
“You don’t need to act so violated,” the tall reynar said. “The safety of the prince is my concern, I’m only asking it be your concern as well.”
“And it’ll make me feel safe—” Prince Karu said, pointing his finger to the earth, “If I get this spring!”
There were much more things to the camping site than just the essentials Riki kept in a small divot in the rock—the vines overhead had been deliberately braided, a spotting nest had been cleared in the tops of the trees. Here and there they had notched footholes for climbing . . . It was not entirely fashioned by hand; it was, as the prince said, crude, at least compared to the workmanship of a good weapon. But the clearing had come to be only after years of the plants being pulled and the space curated, vines pulled out to give overhead cover, to keep spying hawks from roosting and to keep the sun from beaming too strongly between the trees on clear afternoons.
It had not occurred to Riki in a very long time how much he loved this place. And suddenly . . .
“Okay!” Deiko said, stepping forward, weapon still down but sizing up her full height to the small reynar. “There are literally dozens of hot springs on this mountain. We have been in this spot for years, and you will kick us out of it . . . Why?!”
“Because . . .” Karu said, “I want it. This is the largest one closest to my camp . . . What, do you think a prince of the Ghost Clan would accept second best, even from raku?!”
As Riki feared, Deiko took a swing at the prince. There was very little Riki could do in such an instance—Deiko could easily outfight every single one of them from sheer force of will alone, and her body was so rock solid that holding her back did nothing.
The prince backed away toward a tree, curling his tail around himself, hands over his head. The tall reynar had instead, stepped in and blocked the swing with a black spear that had appeared from nowhere. The weapons clanged, and another obsidian edge of Deiko’s sword chipped.
“Ah, spirits of earth,” Deiko mumbled.
“That was very unwise,” the reynar said. “Weapons down now. On the ground. And get in a line.”
Deiko scoffed, but did so, throwing her sword on the ground, where it clattered and another obsidian edge chipped, but she did not care. Riki’s followed hers, as well as the others, all at the feet of the tall retainer.
The prince laughed, his voice breaking recklessly. “You see, you’re all cowards!” He brushed himself off, and tripped over the hem of his own cloak. “Sixo, help me up.”
After this, the prince inspected the weapons which had been thrown to the ground, walking in front of the line which all the hunters took up. Riki peeked down the length, surprised to see that Xiro had paid attention to the order and stood at the very end of the line, though fidgeting rather than standing steady like the rest of them. When the prince passed in front of Xiro, he stopped, and took a second look, from head to toe. Xiro stood uneasily with his hands clasped behind his back. He looked away, towards and empty spot on the ground between the rocks and trees.
“Where is your weapon, hunter?” Karu demanded.
“Xiro doesn’t carry one,” Riki said, “and I would not continue to press if I were you.”
The reynar eyed Xiro, who looked away, shaking with a great crescendo of anxiety. To his credit, Karu cut off his inquisition and instead strolled to the pile his retainer had gathered.
“Such ungratefulness . . .” Karu muttered. “My uncle gives you such mercy and you pay it back with such faithlessness. Not content with your . . .” He pinched the canvas hammock between his fingers and rubbed it, “. . . Crude lives . . . Not willing to follow even the most simple of instructions from your masters . . . But I’ll let you get away with this insult if you pay me some additional tribute.”
Riki sighed deeply. “And what . . . I hesitate to ask . . . Do you desire, princeling?”
“One of your females,” The prince said, as though expecting hit words to hit as hard as Urai’s arrow did into the tree. “To serve my comfort.”
Riki turned his hands out and gestured to Deiko and Urai. “Have your pick.”
“What—” The prince had clearly not paid a bit of attention to the two as he’d passed them. Even without clothing, Deiko tended to appear masculine at first glance, and although Urai was clearly a mated mother, she would not register as “suitable” to a young and likely needy upstart. The reynar prince’s eyebrows danced and his lips fluctuated, trying to form words, to think of something to say about these choices.
“This is humiliating,” Deiko said, though her tone edged more toward flat observation than offense.
“Of course it’s humiliating—” Karu finally got out, “you should know your place under our heels, raku.”
“It’s not that, it’s because I can’t find you the least bit intimidating. Tell me, how would you have your way with me? Would you like me to nurse you and tell you a bedtime story?”
“I didn’t even want either of you! I wanted the pretty one, over here—”
Karu then walked over to Xiro who, yes, was quite pretty, softer than all the other hunters save perhaps for Urai.
“What?” Xiro said.
“Yes, you!” The prince grabbed him by the hips and let his eyes linger over Xiro’s chest, which could have possibly passed for a flat-chested female. “You’re very soft and clean, with supple curves . . .” He traced a finger over Xiro’s shoulder.
Aiko squirmed with his paws clasped over his mouth, trying terribly hard not to burst into a fit of laughter. Deiko stood, one finger clasped in her teeth, looking on with a grin. Lare rolled his eyes. Urai looked worried. Riki wasn’t sure what to feel.
And poor Xiro was baffled, he couldn’t even form any more words. Even apart from the fact Karu was a reynar, Xiro wasn’t even remotely interested in sex—there was something about the way his senses operated that made it either unpleasant or unsatisfying.
Xiro was also the only one between the hunters who had been wearing a loincloth, Riki realized.
“What, can’t you believe your luck?” Karu twirled a finger in Xiro’s chest fur as he leaned in closer. His other hand moved over Xiro like he was trying to will sensuality to his fingers, though he moved them clumsily. “You could be the first part of my harem—oh and don’t worry about the ugly mask that mars your face, beautiful, we have makeup for—”
He stopped, his hand having found its way into Xiro’s loincloth. He moved his hand around more, as though he didn’t expect to find what he did.
“Uhm,” Xiro said, though he didn’t get any farther. His fingers fidgeted into a knot.
Aiko burst out into a fit of giggles, as did Deiko. Riki tried to stifle himself, but the humor ran dry—Riki winced as Karu backed up, his face twisting in fury.
Then the prince exploded.
“Shut up! Hell and demons! You raku are all the same, so ugly and ungrateful! You think insulting me in funny, a prince of the Ghost Clan? I could have your hands and feet cut off, your tongues and your eyes gouged out! I could have you cut in half, connected only by your entrails, and line you up along the sides of the highway! Get out of here . . . And leave your weapons! Go before I have you all executed for this insult!”
Aiko had stopped laughing, as did Deiko. The humor had passed, and the reality sank in; this reynar was the new boss. Watching him make a fool of himself was all too brief; he has far too much power for it to stick.
Lare was already unwinding the hammock when Riki and the others turned to gather the few things the camp had.
“Stupid foxes,” Aiko muttered.
“It’s always the way of things,” Lare said, resignedly, “Little tryants think themselves the biggest fish in their pond. Take comfort, boy . . . they’re also the only ones worth catching on a hook.”
