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Some day.
Verdant eyes half-lidded, Riki dozed in aimless reverie.
Often it was said, “think of beautiful things and you will have beautiful thoughts.”
Riki lazed sprawled over the vines and branches, in the sparkles of sunlight that escaped between the green and gold leaves in the canopy. His nose twitched, whiskers shaking with it. Still drying out his fur from his bath, he wore nothing except the thin leather cord wrapped three times around his neck, which held a single silver charm.
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 opened his eyes, brow furrowed in concern, to recall with consternation that the outside world would not go away.
The veil was still up, the tributes in place, the reynar still held the raku under their heels. And here he was taking his time, lounging and thinking about food and sex like some kind of animal.
“Spirits of heaven, but I like good food and stunning bodies!” He muttered to the air, sitting up. “What roko in their right mind would not?”
“I like food,” said Aiko. His head popped up from behind the attachment of the vines. “But you need to be more specific about the bodies.”
“Yours will do nicely,” Riki said, twirling a clawed finger. “Come up.”
Aiko did so, pulling himself onto the woven vines, gray fur still slick from the water. It darkened all his features, save for the cream white of his belly fur, which glistened in the sun and seemed to glow like the stars. His eyes were nearly lost in the black mask on his face, though when he wiped away the water they appeared like the white moon and its reflection.
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, but that would be an unfair comparison; Riki was thick with muscle in contrast, and almost as tall as the average mystic. Aiko was small, and didn’t even have a proper number of rings on his tail, just one on the very tip.
Riki hummed with some contentment as he watched the young raku, though it was still not enough to stop the problems tugging at the edge of his conscience. His muzzle twisted automatically to a frown.
Aiko caught this, and cocked his head at Riki’s apparent disinterest.
“What, do you expect a dance?” Aiko said, twisting his hips in Riki’s direction.
“Hmm, maybe,” Riki said distantly.
“How about this one?”
Aiko grabbed hold of one of the farther vines and, propping himself on all fours, shook. Water sprayed off his body in a torrent.
“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.
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 held onto his friend tight, and let out a heavy sigh, trying to settle in again.
“Is something the matter?” Aiko asked.
The question, when asked by another roko, was often laced with a certain knowing. Aiko did not merely guess, although Riki’s body language made it super obvious, but the two were deeply trustbonded. Aiko’s emotions flowed off the young raku and mingled with Riki’s own.
Riki sensed in Aiko a mix of anxiety, contentment, and a little hunger and neediness. But then again, Riki was feeling all of those same things, so he could have been mistaken.
But having Aiko here, in his arms, made Riki already feel less alone.
“Nothing different than usual,” Riki said.
“Do you miss Kiti?”
“Well . . .”
“Yeah that’s a dumb question,” Aiko admitted, “You always miss her.”
“Hey.” Riki nipped and tugged Aiko’s ear, “I have you.”
“I know that,” Aiko said, flicking the other one. “So what is the matter?”
“The end of the world,” Riki said, only a shade darker than one would say, “what’s for dinner.”
“That’s kinda heavy,” Aiko said. “Let’s reduce that.”
“Then the end of our lives in this valley.”
“Okay, better,” Aiko said. “Now, to a problem we can actually solve.”
“Well, you can’t solve it either,” Riki said.
“Oh come on. I’m behind you every step of the way.” Aiko smiled warmly. “Or in front of you, or under you, as the case may be.”
Riki smiled too.
“Well every day that passes, the inevitable draws closer,” Riki said. “Everyone in the village expects me to bring things back to the way they used to be.”
“Cause you’re our chief!” Aiko added on.
“I’m not the chief,” Riki added.
“Well nobody else is the chief, and you’re in line to be the chief, and there isn’t any condition by which anyone else could be the chief . . . So yeah, you’re the chief.”
“I’m . . .” Riki sighed, his ears flattening out. “That’s all part of the problem. I never knew my parents much, really I only had aunt Urai and her mate. I barely remember anything from before when the tribute started. You don’t remember a thing about that time.”
“Well no,” Aiko said, “But a lot of the rest of the clan does.”
“Right!” Riki said, “And I’m the one who is supposed to bring back the thing that I’ve never experienced for everyone else.”
Aiko pursed his lips and tilted his head. “Oh, huh. I think I see what you mean. But you’re not alone in this, Riki, nobody’s expecting you to do that by yourself.”
“It’s still on my head,” Riki said. “The whole workings of an entire clan come down to me doing exactly the thing I’m supposed to do at the time I’m supposed to do it. But I’m almost twenty-one and I’m still not sure what I’m expected to do, except defeat the reynar.”
“But don’t you want that?” Aiko asked. “I mean, an end to the tribute means that we’ll have more food and things to go around, and you’ll get to finally matebond with mystic Kiti.”
“And that will require a war.”
“Of course!” Aiko exclaimed. “That’s what we trained for.”
Riki twisted his lips, unsure.
It was one thing to know what a war was, it was another thing to convince himself he was prepared for it. But what was a war? It was a meeting of two sides who had irreconcilable differences, the only resolution to which was open violence and destruction until one surrendered. Of course, it was not for the reynar that Riki worried; he loathed them just as much as any red-blooded raku. But he did not fool himself with imagined glories, destroying the foe and seeing them routed, because the chance of any of any war ending in their victory was as narrow and fragile as spider silk.
The reynar were shrewd to limit the warmaking capacity of the raku. That made things harder, given that the entirety of Riki’s army was in the grove with him and Aiko. That was six altogether. And the only reason they could stay a group was the allowance for a small band of hunters, so that’s what they called themselves.
Only six.
There were others . . . a few. They always told themselves that if things came to open war, they could count on the raku of Cradle Woods. They were the only raku clan not subject to the tribute, and fletched bows openly; his aunt’s own weapon was one of their making. But they did not want to give up their lives as free roko any more than the reynar. As much as they were united by blood, blood only had value so long as it stayed in one’s body.
Aiko chewed on the scruff of Riki’s neck. “You know very well I love you and want you to be happy! I would gladly go to war for you—”
Riki winced uncomfortably. “Don’t say that—”
“—and I’d happily die for you!”
Riki buried 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, yes! 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 looked at him. There would be a war, whether Riki wanted one or not. And there wouldn’t be anyone else to give the command when it came, because Riki was the chief. Riki had trained himself and his friends intently in preparation.
And although they talked as though it were but done, they were not prepared. Perhaps it would not come today, or tomorrow, but it signaled its approach from the horizon like a smoke fire.
“I didn’t want to talk about this, Aiko,” Riki said, “I want to relax.”
“I don’t blame you!” Aiko stood up. “I’m not eager to die either.”
“No, you just boast that you would.”
“But I don’t count on it!” Aiko swished his hips, his one-ringed tail sweeping with it. “I’d much rather think about all the things we’ll have when we’ve fulfilled our duty. Say, maybe we could reverse the situation, make the reynar pay us tribute instead. Have them play in our sports they know nothing about and laugh when they mess up and bite the dirt.”
“We don’t have any sports like brick-ball,” Riki said. The game played in the reynar city of Xichitaitan was not actually called brick-ball, that was just the raku term for it—derived from the ball’s ridiculous weight. The real name for the game was something more like “Glorious Battle Of The Sun” but Riki was unfamiliar with the old tongue.
“We could make one up,” Aiko said. He paced around in a circle, stroking the palm of his hand under his chin as he considered. “It wouldn’t actually have any rules, we’ll just say that the rules are so complex they couldn’t possibly comprehend them. We paint the arena with random important-looking diagrams. Then we throw the ball around, and penalize them every time we want to and make up some worthless citation why they’re being penalized.”
“And if they demand to know why we’re not penalized when we do the same thing?” Riki asked, bemused and leaning back on his elbow.
“Well we’re not being penalized because we always fulfilled the correct conditions,” Aiko said matter-of-factly. “The diagrams clearly show it. ‘It’s okay if we step on the meridian with the ball in hand because the runner passed through the clemency zone.’ Obviously.”
“Obviously,” Riki said. “No sirs, you didn’t get a mark because the clemency zone moved to the tri-hex on the other side of the field when the wind shifted.”
“You have to grip the ball with only two fingers on each hand when passing through the outer holy channel.”
“It’s the third triad of the season and the black moon is sixteen degrees above the horizon. With no further explanation.”
“Of course not,” Aiko said, “Because it is all so obvious.”
“Obviously.”
They both giggled.
“Of course,” Aiko said, his expression shifting back to exasperation, “it wouldn’t be such a big deal if they let us play that stupid game with magic. Their warriors get to.”
“But we do play it with magic.” Riki rubbed his elbow. No roko could possibly hit that ball high enough without magic to back them up, he was certain.
“It’d be completely different if we were allowed to play with magic,” Aiko declared. “We could show off!”
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. The maneuver was magical only in the ease that Aiko performed it—and that his body left no indentation in the woven vines.
“You do that anyway,” Riki snorted. “It just makes you look like a featherweight!”
“Then I can do the opposite!”
Aiko jumped with a twist in the air.
Riki, at first, just smiled bemusedly, until the implication of “opposite” pierced his mind. His expression shifted to alarm, right when it was too late to stop Aiko.
“Aiko, don’t!” Riki scrambled and leaped for him.
Aiko hit the vines with a great weight, and with a crackle, the bed split. Vines snapped, 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. Riki grabbed onto Aiko’s midsection and was dragged down with him.
“Uh-oh,” Aiko said.
Vines scraped past Riki as Aiko’s body pulled him through the gap. He popped out on the other side, high in the air, the lines of trees all around pointing directly to the hot spring pool below.
Having played often with shifting his own weight, Riki had observed a long time ago that heavier and lighter bodies always fell at the same speed. They did, however, differ significantly in terms of their impact at the end.
Riki yanked himself down to Aiko with the hot steamed air rushing by, and balled around the small raku with his whole body. Then, he flashed the runes for Body of Leaves. Runes lit up in his mind’s eye like they were etched in fire, visible to Riki somewhere in the otherwise-imperceptible void outside his range of vision.
Riki rolled to take the brunt of the impact with his back, but Aiko’s weight unbalanced them; his body turned down to face the water. Riki struggled again to rotate while there was still time.
He shouted in desperation, “Aiko, Body of—”
They hit with a tremendous splash.
For a moment, orientation was lost to Riki, replaced with the sear of hot water, the rush of bubbles, and the rapidly diminishing light. They stopped suddenly when Riki’s shin struck a protruding rock on the bottom. It hurt nearly as much as the impact with the water
Forgetting himself, Riki nearly inhaled, but the thick bitterness of the water stopped him before he breathed any in. He hadn’t time to take a breath.
Aiko looked up at him, but could barely open his eyes either. They’d come to a stop—Riki release his grip. His vision blurred—it was too hard to keep his eyes open in water this hot! The pain wasn’t helping much either.
Floating around in the depths of the pool, one leg useless to paddle with, Riki struggled to find purchase with his hands. But he could not push off whatever he found—he’d almost certainly just strike his head, and inhale the water, and then were would he be?
Riki squeaked. He didn’t have enough breath to do anything else. He clawed around desperately for something, anything.
Two arms wrapped around him, and water rushed past. Riki blinked, his eyes searing less, and the light in the water grew bright again.
They surfaced together, Riki sputtering and coughing, spitting out whatever specks of water had burned in his lungs. Again the arm wrapped around him, pulling him toward shore.
Though his vision was still fuzzy, he knew that arm too thick and strong to be anyone other than Aiko’s sister.
“Deiko!” Riki coughed again. “You can stop squeezing so hard!”
“You’re not hurt, are you?” Deiko said, not releasing her grip in the slightest.
“Yes I am!” Riki sputtered.
“Spirits of earth!” Deiko swore.
Deiko often looked impressive in these situations, even if by accident—she herself was only a half-decent swimmer, but made up for it by simply intimidating the water out of the way.
She tossed Riki on shore—which at the pool consisted of a series of large smooth stones, and Riki collapsed on his back like a rag doll.
“What hurts?” Deiko asked.
“Where’s Aiko?” Riki asked.
“He surfaced before you, coughed about as much too. The others got him.”
Riki took a few breath again; his throat still burned but his lungs finally felt clear enough to take in gaping lungfuls of air. Fortunately none of his ribs fractured in the impact—he’d had broken ribs before, and that sensation was far from pleasant to breathe through.
“Are you alright?” Deiko asked, cupping Riki’s head with her hand.
Riki looked up at her, her eyes darkened by mask and shadow, yet her mouth underneath glowed with the white fur, pursed in concern.
“I uh . . .” Riki said, trying to blink his mind clear, “I think I hit my leg.”
“Which one, this one?”
“AAH!” Riki jumped sitting up, but Deiko shoved him back down.
“It’s that one then?”
“You sure have the gentle touch of a loving parent,” Riki said, glaring. He coughed again, and swallowed.
Although he was outright bothered at Deiko’s complete lack of bedside manner, she did not have a gentle nature and Riki didn’t expect her to develop one. As with all the hunters, Riki was deeply trustbonded to her, so he knew she wouldn’t take any of his jabs with unintended offense.
Besides, she certainly felt the brunt of Riki’s distress. Trustbonds had a way of complementing emotions—Riki’s distress generated concern from those he bonded with. Deiko’s eyes and hands were all business as she searched through Riki’s fur for any additional cuts or bruises.
“You didn’t flash Self-heal, did you?” Deiko asked, “You know what happened when Aiko did that—”
Riki winced. They had to re-break the leg so it could set properly. “Pretty sure I didn’t.”
“Urai’s coming.”
Riki craned his head back. His aunt waddled toward them, her rotund belly proceeding her. Although her gait was awkward, she carried it with solid determination that Riki’d never seen in any other pregnant raku. Urai was often pregnant for three out of four seasons of the year—This was her seventh child, she had little intention of slowing down or giving up hunting.
Urai knelt on the dry ground beside Riki, dampened by the water streaking off her tail and belly. She began unwinding her leather necklace. Unlike the other hunters’ necklaces, hers bore a dozen different charms and glinted in the spotty sunlight.
“Oh, dear,” Urai said, leaning over and examining Riki’s leg. “It’s like the time you fell out of the tree by the mill.”
“That was . . .” Riki hazarded a guess, “ten years ago? I think I’ve done a bit of growing since then.”
“You do grow up so fast,” Urai said, “Bigger and more drastic injuries await you.”
Riki was several years older than any of Urai’s children, as she had taken him in before she’d mated Kusugi nearly fifteen years ago. In many ways, Riki was her eldest child, though the family bond, he was sure, felt far from normal. He never referred to Urai as his mother, or Kusugi as his father, and they never insisted he do so. Perhaps it was because he was the chief-to-be, and Urai was just the sister of his father.
He’d always meant to ask her if she’d held back. If she didn’t want to be seen as presumptuously raising the chief as her own, even though someone had to do it. But it hardly seemed the time.
Urai held a charm steady in her hands. Her eyes focused into Riki’s leg. “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 straight.”
“I’ll hold him,” Deiko said.
“Deiko,” Riki said, rolling his eyes at her, “I’ve had a leg set before, I don’t need—GAH!”
Riki fruitlessly scraped at the ground as Urai shoved the sections of his leg together with both hands. Deiko shoved down on Riki’s shoulders, pinning him against the ground.
“I got it, Deiko,” Riki growled through gritted teeth.
“Just making sure,” Deiko smiled at him.
Urai held one of the charms between her fingers—she knew exactly which each one was, despite them only having slightly varying shades to each roll of metal they’d been etched on.
Riki felt a burning sensation as Urai cast the magic into him. The main drawback to healing was that the energy for healing could not be traded or exchanged—in order for Riki to be healed, the energy was drawn from his own body.
Despite the localized burn, the pain fell away gradually, and Riki relaxed, his body melting against the warm stones.
Urai swapped to the other charm quickly, and cast her gaze into Riki’s leg again. “It’s sealed most of the way, it should heal without a splint.”
“Did you hit your limit?” Deiko asked.
Riki tapped his teeth together. “No,” he said. If he’d cast Self-heal, he almost certainly would have; the purpose of Urai’s many charms were to localize the healing—it was more efficient that way.
Deiko lifted Riki up to a sitting position and hugged him tight. Riki winced a bit—still bruised on his back, as the healing hadn’t touched it.
“Thank you,” Riki whispered. He was too frazzled to fully enjoy the feeling of Deiko pressing into him, but it was hardly a rare opportunity.
Urai leaned in as well and embraced Riki from the other side, having to lean over her own belly to do so. He’d found comfort in those arms often over the years, tended to by the fire when he was ill and healed more often than he could recall . . . Riki put an arm around her as well.
“Thank the spirits you’re okay,” came Lare’s gruff voice from behind.
Then the old hand seized Riki by the ear and yanked him out of the embraces.
“And just what in their name were you two doing up there?!” Lare shouted.
“Ow!” Riki said, standing up with the pull. “Spirits, old man! What, do you want me to throw Aiko under the cart wheels? He made a mistake and I was trying to save him!”
Lare let go. “Fool reckless behavior it is.” He pointed up, to the hole still left in the woven vines up above. “That was done with magic. Not either of you could have punched a hole in that without Grounding Point.”
“Lare, stop shouting at Riki!” Aiko said, running up to them. He was still wet, but had a soaked linen towel wrapped around his shoulders. “It was my fault, okay? I was showing off.”
“Showing off.” Lare snorted. “Riki should have stopped you.”
“So, what, neither of us are allowed to have fun? Is that it?” Riki asked, his ears lowered.
“Not with something as dangerous as magic. Why do you think mystics live in a tower? It’s not because they like the isolation.”
The old raku, trustbonded with Riki just like the others, certainly felt Riki’s shame—the only difference was Lare didn’t care. Riki had long since gotten used to it, but he could never convince himself the barbs didn’t sting as he could with Deiko or Aiko’s teasing; Lare was something different altogether. An old warrior, used to ignoring the pleas of the trustbond, forced out his frustrations instead. Riki presumed that attitude 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.
Neither Deiko nor Urai intervened on Riki’s behalf, instead looking up with a mix of frustration and pity.
“Lare, I understand,” Riki pleaded.
Some of Riki’s emotions finally pushed through, and Lare’s face softened.
“This is for your own good, hon!” Lare said, putting his arms around Riki. “You’re almost the chief, and there aren’t gonna be simple times ahead, you know! You need to start putting your mind to serious matters!”
Riki groaned, exasperated.
“Now that’s the kind of attitude I’m talking about!” Lare snapped.
Riki forced himself to not bare his teeth, instead squeezing his eyes shut. “I don’t want it bearing down on my head day in and day out!”
“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!”
“We don’t have an emergency yet—”
“Or what if you got an injury that couldn’t be healed? Then it won’t just be my words pounding at your ears!”
Riki winced again, pulling back. He didn’t have to look down at Lare’s peg leg to know the sort of injury he referred to. Sometimes Riki forgot the old raku was crippled, but he’d been missing the lower right leg for so long, he seemed to get along fine without it.
But he didn’t. You never recovered from an injury like that, you just learned to cope.
“As much as I like to hear you two bicker like an old mated couple,” Deiko said, standing and putting her arms around them, “I think Riki’s been your protege for long enough that he’s heard basically everything you’ve had to say.”
Lare scoffed. “You kids are always like that!”
“Don’t lump me in with him!” Deiko protested.
“Now what’s this about you still thinking of me as a kid?” Riki said to Lare. “I mean we’ve been lovers long enough I’d think you’d seen in me some sense of maturity.”
“You’re still young!” Lare said, “I can’t know if you understand it until you start acting like you understand it! I appreciate your youthful enthusiasm, but you are the chief and at some point, you’ll have to start acting like it! You can’t whittle away your hours when there’s all the possibility of war—”
“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, we’re okay! And 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.
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The noise displaced more leaves than would a chinchilla or squirrel. It sounded 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 realized he hadn’t seen the six member of their group, Xiro. It would be like Xiro to wander away and return clumsily without announcing himself, though Riki wanted to believe that Xiro was better than that. Besides, Lare had been tending to Xiro earlier, surely he would have said something?
Riki focused his ears and, hearing nothing, sniffed the air.
“No,” he whispered, “Reynar.”
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.
Aiko muttered, “haven’t heard a reynar yet who didn’t think themselves royalty.”
“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 just think it’s inevitable. And if you continue to play a 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. Out here I am unconstrained by the laws of the city!”
“His family kicked him out of the house,” Lare interpreted for the group.
“Shut your muzzle, old roko!” Karu stammered. “Out here, my word is law . . . and I have the full force of my uncle should you try and defy it!”
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, Sixo, spoke, his voice distinct and harsh, not unlike Lare’s—but 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 swung at the prince. There was little Riki could do—Deiko could outfight every single one of them from sheer force of will alone, and her body was so solid that holding her back would accomplish nothing, even if someone of Riki’s formidible girth tried.
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 this time. 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 on 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 heed 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 a cursory 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, “comfort girls have to be suitably humble.”
“It’s not that, it’s because I don’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. The entertainment was all too brief; he had far too much power to be their jester.
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.”
