3
The hunters walked downhill back to the Hill of Birds. The forest thinned on their approach and the air smelled drier—not one of the hunters remained the slighted bit wet by the time they reached the fence line, and the dust once again covered Riki’s feet.
They did not have many things to carry back from the hot spring, as most things could not be carried; Riki held onto a mass of linens, Urai and Deiko both carried wicker baskets ties to their backs, and Aiko and Lare shouldered the large sleeping hammock—everything besides the weapons they left behind.
Some houses were built here outside the village proper, in the earthy-smelling farm fields that the hunters passed by on the well-trodden footpath—mostly toolsheds, with some sleeping quarters. All the granaries and other food storages were behind the walls of the hill. Every raku who lived this close to the hill always went back to the village for meals—save the hunters, though for reasons entirely their own. The fields on this side were rich with green and yellow leaves of various potato plants and barley. Half would go to the reynar clans.
Riki waved to a pair of clan farmers, on sharpening her tools and the other drawing water out of the irrigation channels. They waved back with enthusiastic smiles. Even though Riki could not hope to recall the names of every clan member, they all recognized him. He would soon be the chief, he would lead them into prosperity!
Riki tried his best to smile back genuinely, though he was sure his attempt came out more like a grimace. It likely didn’t occur to the two farmer that the hunters had their weapons seized.
“I still think we should have cut the prince’s throat,” Aiko said.
“Would have been easier,” Deiko said.
Riki scoffed, but he felt a genuine smile encroach his face. “How’s that song go?
Call for the elders
And call for the chief
We’ve a head in a basket
Of a fox and a thief—”
Aiko and Deiko instantly picked up on the tune—they sung in a round, the other two beginning their lines after Riki’s.
“We found him in the granary
His hands were filled with food
Too fat to make the window
And too heavy for the roof
We broke ten ropes and fifteen more
To get him up the stairs
The clans have sent their messengers
They say he isn’t theirs
We rolled him off a wooden plank
A rope was fastened on
But when he dropped his head popped off
And landed in the lawn!”
They sang the lines round and round, faster and faster until Aiko broke out in giggles, and then they all burst into fits of laughter.
“Would you listen to yourselves?” Lare scolded. “Have any one of you killed a roko before?”
Riki turned, walking backwards as he addressed the older raku. “Lare, it’s just a song. Yeah it’s a bit petty, but spirits know what else we’re supposed to do!”
“Besides, it’s just a reynar,” Aiko said. “Who cares about reynar?”
“Just reynar?” Lare spat, his teeth barely opening away from each other. “That doesn’t change a thing. Spirits of Earth! They’re still flesh and blood and talk to you; s’ hard enough for someone who’s not used to it to kill an animal, but killing roko never gets any easier, and it doesn’t matter the color of their fur or the length of their nose or how many rings they got on their tail.”
“That was our place!” Riki stopped and threw the cloths he carried on the ground. “And each one of us hurts enough from what the reynar took, and they take still! We’re allowed to vent, aren’t we?”
“Now boy, now . . .” Lare dropped the hammock where it was and hobbled over. He gently took Riki by the shoulders and squared him up. “I don’t mean to tell you not to be angry. I worry about you. I worry about all you young ones. Sometimes I don’t know whether you’re serious or you’re just venting, but I know how these things go—reynar do us an injustice, the young raku get themselves riled up with songs and stories and start thinking of those as a shield, when they’re not anything but words. I don’t want to see you get yourself killed over a chunk of land. And I especially don’t want you getting ME killed over a chunk of land. I got a lot more living to do!”
“Weren’t you just going on about how I need to be ready for war?” Riki asked.
“My point is you’re not ready. You need to get ready. Acting now with those images of raku superiority burning in your head like magic runes would be the worst thing you could do. It’s not enough to just hate the reynar.”
“But we’re going to have to do something,” Deiko said, setting down her burden and approaching, looming over the two males as she often did. “You don’t win a war maturity. It takes tactics and foresight.”
Lare scoffed. “Everything takes tactics and foresight, not necessarily violence. There was a saying we had in the old army, that the pinnacle of skill is not to win every battle with force but to subdue the enemy without fighting.”
“And look where trying that got the rest of us!” Riki snapped.
Lare winced, tail tucked under his legs. Riki hadn’t meant his words to hurt so much, but past failure haunted everyone of Lare’s age. He stepped away so they wouldn’t see the tears well in his eyes, though they all felt the sudden shift of emotion regardless, and turned their heads down to keep from further worsening the wound.
Deiko stepped away to speak with Aiko about matters. Urai passed Riki on her way and put a hand on his shoulder. She shifted the ration basket around her shoulders again to keep it from slipping—it heeded her walk far more than her pregnancy did, as much as her belly stuck out in front of her.
“I need to get back to Kusigi,” she said. “Come over when you’re ready, the kids would like to see their big brother.”
“Oh hell . . .” Lare broke into open sobbing, his head collapsed against the fence lining the road.
“And take care of him,” Urai said, “Young raku and old aren’t any different, not really.”
Urai continued up the road, and Riki sat in the grass with his old master. At first he took his hand, then pulled Lare close to his chest when it wasn’t enough. Lare was an old roko but hardly objected when Riki cradled his head like a child.
“Lare, I’m sorry,” Riki said. “That was unfair of me.”
Lare’s emotional impulses eased, and the trustbond balanced them out again. Lare relaxed into him, and Riki relaxed too.
Lare bit his lip. He brushed his hands over his grayed muzzle before letting out a deep sigh. “You’re right. We should have been more forceful. Sat on our tails too long. Cost us so much . . .” He choked up.
Although the trustbond didn’t give any insight into Lare’s thoughts, Riki could glean from his words the things he hadn’t considered—how many friends Lare had lost in the war. Trustbonded! Lovers! Lare had spoken of them on occasion, but it did not strike Riki until that moment how much the failure weighed on him. No children, not of his own at least—Lare had never himself been mated to a female—but perhaps it was better he hadn’t any more to lose.
“Would have cost us a lot either way,” Riki said. “We can do better.”
“We need to.” Lare sniffed and sat up next to Riki is the untrimmed grass. “Can’t afford to lose anymore. Especially to the little tyrant. But keep it between your ears, this isn’t about hating him better than he hates us.”
“Hey, I understand,” Riki said, putting his hands up.
“No, I don’t think you do,” Lare said, squinting at him.
“Okay, I don’t understand, but for your sake I’m going to try.”
Having sensed the release of tension, Deiko approached, Aiko following behind.
“I was just thinking,” Deiko said, “losing our weapons one thing, and we’ll have to come up with replacements, but we should be more concerned with the Ghost Clan setting up camp so close by. Whether or not we can afford to replace our weapons, the village is going to be mighty curious about reynar movement in this part of the valley.”
“We already know, don’t we?” Riki asked. “The young prince is an idiot. He doesn’t seem the type to hide his intentions. And his intention was clear: to make for himself a summer house away from Xichitaitan.”
“I’m not convinced,” Lare said, pulling his good leg up and curling his arms around his knee. “Even if you accept that the prince is just looking to seize some value and pointlessly lord his power over the raku, if the installation is permanent, then it wouldn’t it prove invaluable? The prince might be feeble but he still has family.”
“Spirits,” Riki mumbled. He stood up. “We need to scout their camp. Deiko, are you good for that?”
“I’ll need to make another sword,” Deiko said, setting the basket down for a moment, “Just in case, shouldn’t take more than. Lare, do you know where they’re hiding the obsidian today?”
“I’ll show you,” Lare stood as well, bracing himself and climbing up the fence until he could balance on his peg leg. “I could help you get some decent blades from it this time.”
“I am perfectly capable of chipping the stone myself!” Deiko protested.
“Well sure,” he said, “if you want to make a lot of dart heads at the same time.”
“I want to go spy on the reynar!” Aiko said.
“If you do, it’d just be with your sister,” Riki said.
“Oh right,” Aiko said. “Nevermind.”
Deiko flicked him in the ear. He swatted her hand away, his ear twitching reflexively.
“Xiro could go,” Aiko said, “He doesn’t need a weapon, and he’s got that ridiculous memory of his.”
“What do you think, Xiro?” Riki asked, looking around for him.
Then they all turned their heads. Xiro was nowhere in sight.
“Um, did any of you see Xiro leave?” Riki asked, grinning sheepishly.
“He was right behind me,” Lare said, “But I stopped paying attention well before we passed the tree line.”
Deiko folded her arms. “I hate it when he does that,” she said.
Lare sighed, then lifted his end of the hammock again. “That boy. Never know if he was eaten by a giant chinchilla or is taking a leak.”
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After Riki and the remaining hunters returned to the village, the raku of the village indeed beleaguered them with questions about the movements of the reynar. At the borders of the northern farms they said, companies of reynar, possibly armed but none of the farmers saw for sure. They were too timid to approach. Express with worry, mothers and fathers held onto their children and told them there was nothing to fear, the hunters had it in hand.
Riki could do nothing at the time but tap his nose and agree, even if he didn’t feel it. Others more closely trustbonded with the chief-to-be saw through his front of confidence, though they understood why. He had to be.
They had spoken with the elders, of course, and received assurance that they would address the rumors of reynar encroachment until Deiko returned from scouting. But on learning the hunters’ weapons had been seized, the elders showed Riki the shed in which metals were kept. There remained, dirtying the bottom of a single basket, ingots the size of pebbles, hardly enough to make even a handful of nails.
They could, if they had to, order away iron from the farming implements with which to remake Riki’s axe and Lare’s spear. But Riki could not. It was the hunters’ food, too.
There was also the matter of Urai’s bow.
“It’s several days out to see your cousins in Cradle Woods,” She explained as Riki helped with the bathing of her youngest children in the chilly river. “You know them . . . they’d be livid we lost another bow of theirs so quickly after the last. It’s not easy to make a bow you know, at least one with a decent draw.”
“I still don’t understand,” Riki said, pinning a wriggling Eita down with one hand so Urai could scrub her ears. “Why is it kin would be so reluctant to help kin?”
“Pride, I suppose,” Urai said. “It is a tenuous peace they keep, even without paying the reynar tribute. So all the raku come to them and say, ‘we need bows, we need weapons, the reynar won’t let us have any.’ On one paw, that sounds very much like paying tribute anyway, doesn’t it? ‘Let us all impose ourselves on Cradle Woods, they’ll pay our portion of tribute for us.’”
After the gong for dinner sounded, the hunters met again at their usual table in the dining hall, less two. Deiko had not returned from scouting, and Xiro had not returned from wherever-it-was he had gone. There was no scarcity at dinner, at least not today; there did always seem enough food for everyone, a little honeyed wine and more than enough beer.
Although he was hungry, Riki barely touched his barley-and-potato mash, sweet smell of the sheep butter not enough to entice his appetite. The worry now consumed him, that same worry that had picked at his thoughts back at the hot spring now seemed so much more imminent, and still he was not ready to commit. He also worried for Xiro, and though that worry often proved unfounded, one of these days Xiro would not find his way back, and what then? And what if Deiko did not come back—they’d be even less prepared now than before.
Riki wondered if maybe he never ate again, he could make up for the iron. Not that he could—he would have to rely on a sword, if he could make one. But he’d not trained with it nearly as much as the axe.
Aiko offered him a small dish of wine, and Riki took it to see if it would prompt an appetite, but it only echoed in his empty stomach. Aiko stayed with Riki even after the dining hall cleared out and the wood dishes were tossed in the basins for washing.
Riki was startled by a hand on his shoulder.
“Are you going to eat that?” Deiko asked of the remaining bowl of porridge sitting in front of Riki, before taking it anyway and downing it in a single swallow. “Gyeh, cold.”
“So you made it!” Riki said, his ears perking. Deiko looked like she’d dirtied herself again, her whole body caked with dust and dirt. She excused herself to the other side of the room, to at least wash off her hands and face.
Aiko sat up and shook himself awake, having fallen into a stupor by an excess of beer. “Hey, sis,” he said, yawning and brushing down his stuck-up fur with his fingers.
Deiko disappeared again and returned, sitting across from the two with a bowl of the potato and barley mash, swimming in butter. It was not a regular bowl, but a mixing dish, and heaped high, with a large cup of mildly-cold beer. She immediately began downing both.
“The reynar did not make that trip easy, let me tell you,” she said when she could spare a moment for breathing.
“Did . . . did you happen to see Xiro while you were out?” Riki asked, letting go of Aiko, who wobbily excused himself from the table.
“He’s still not back?” Deiko asked.
“No. And I mean, I’m a bit concerned at this point. You know what happened that one time he vanished.”
“Well it was quite easy to locate him with that big plume of black smoke,” Deiko said between bites.
“And the explosion,” Riki said. “But that’s what concerns me, because the reynar might find him this time.”
“They haven’t swarmed the area,” Deiko reported, “They’re not picking at our farmlands looking for secret stashes or anything like that.”
“Well, that’s good—” Riki began to relax.
“But they are armed. And there’s almost sixty of them.”
Riki tensed. “Sixty?”
“They appear to be servants, although I’m certain they’re guards as well. No slaves, I don’t think anyone would trust the princeling with a raku and for obvious reasons. But there’s still enough bows and spears for all of them.”
Riki sat back. Sixty. Sixty?!
“That’s ten for each of us,” Aiko said, returning to the table with more beer, one for him and one he sat in front of Riki.
Riki downed the beer immediately. “Spirits of earth!” He declared. “I need to get drunk.”
Deiko smirked at him. “Are you worried?”
“Worried? Of course I’m worried,” Riki said. “What Lare said earlier, I don’t want a war either. Spirits, Deiko, I don’t want to see anyone die! Well, it’d be better for us if all the reynar were dead, but that’s the trick, isn’t it?” He threw back the rest of the beer.
Deiko came around the other side, leaving her spoon in her bowl and sat up close to Riki, and put her arms around him. “Chief, come on. Things have a way of working out.”
“If we managed to drive them off, what then? There will be another incident next year, and the year after. We can’t keep delaying this. I can’t keep delaying this.”
“Chief . . .”
Riki stood up, pushing her away. “Where did you get that bowl? I need one filled with beer.”
“Riki, I’ll get you some beer,” Aiko said, grasping Riki’s tail and tugging lightly.
Riki flinched and sat down. Aiko got up again to get a more sufficient quantity.
Deiko watched her brother trot off to the other side of the mess hall, then she draped her arms around Riki. “You know, there’s other ways to relax than getting drunk.”
Riki eyed her. “Deiko . . .”
“What! I’m not saying with me, although I wouldn’t mind if you did.” She placed a dark-furred hand on Riki’s thigh. “Since you and Kiti can’t matebond until we have a war, you and I could become mates right now. Tonight, even.” She twirled a finger in Riki’s chest fur.
Riki had considered intimacy with Deiko—quite a lot in fact, but relations between a male and a female were always so much trickier. Not to mention permanent, if not handled carefully. The emotional flow of their trustbond, though, ensured Deiko always felt that hold Riki had on his emotions—that the female he saved himself for was waiting in the tower.
Though it was nice, nonetheless to flirt with a raku so gorgeous and impossibly strong.
“Mm-hmm,” Riki grinned, “Go on.”
“Then when we have the war, I lead a valiant last stand and am heroically struck down by an arrow. Then you can have Kiti if you still want.”
“What is it with you and your brother’s death wish?” Riki asked.
“I take offense you think I’m anything like Aiko,” Deiko said. “Now I know you love him but we’re—”
Riki, exasperated, seized Deiko’s face in both hands. He yanked her forward and kissed her deeply. She tasted mostly like beer. After Deiko’s initial shock, she melted. She grabbed onto Riki, knocking the table and causing the dishes to clatter. Riki was the only one from the village, male or female, who didn’t pop under her strength.
Riki eventually broke the kiss and looked up into Deiko’s eyes.
“Deiko, I do love you.”
“I know,” Deiko said, voice faintly pleading.
“I wish this wasn’t so hard on you. How serious is this? Are you just tired?”
“I’m jealous my brother gets to be with you, honestly,” Deiko admitted—a fact Riki knew well, though Deiko hardly ever voiced. “You need someone who can take care of you. But you’re always looking to take care of everyone else.”
“Did it occur to you that might be just the kind of roko I am?” Riki asked, head tilted.
“I know you are,” Deiko said. “But I also see how it eats you up inside.”
“Are you going to fall apart if we just remain friends?” Riki asked.
Deiko tapped her teeth. “No. I’m stronger than that. I mean, you’re a sexy hunk of crystal honey, but you should get whoever you want.”
“What I want right now is a friend.” Riki stroked her behind the ears. “Someone to drink with.”
“I can get down with that!” Aiko slammed more containers of beer on the table, and they all sloshed. “Let’s get hammered!”
