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The Shadow of Time's Courage

Xun shifted on the cushion Su Magee had given her. Nice and thick, sure, but the cover was ridiculously rough and the padding was lumpy as Xun's mashed potatoes. And not in a good way. No damned way to get comfortable on the thing, no matter how she shifted. Didn't mean she didn't want to shift again the instant she settled down again.

Su Magee's little house was equally uncomfortable. Little mud-walled hut where the base of the walls was about three feet thick and the tops were only six inches or so. Gave the place a weirdly claustrophobic feeling. The roof was heavy, covered with thatch a good yard deep, but the thatch was so old that it was stained black with smoke and draped with dusty spider webs. Whole place smelled like overcooked cabbage, liver and onions.

Worst part was that Su Magee didn't seem to mind it. She was short as Xun, but thin and elegant. Her clothes were perfectly neat, sarong without a single spot of dirt or dust. And it was a light-colored one, too, all pastel pink, pale blue flowers scattered on a seafoam green background. Not even a single wrinkle on the thing.

Had her hair loose in a cascade of greying black that brushed against her hips but not one strand drifted into her face or into the pot of stew she was cooking. How a woman that impeccable could live in a house like this Xun would never know.

But live here Su Magee did, humming and happy despite the stench and the horrible proportion of her house and the way the earthen floor was slowly breaking up and degrading back to just plain old mud. When was the last time she oiled the thing?

Though honestly, given the rest of the house Xun had to admit that the oil would likely be rancid and add to the stink.

"Thank you for coming," Su Magee said, her voice as soft as a dove cooing quietly in the palm of your hand. "I truly do appreciate it, Xun Rosario. I know that you have more important things to be concerned with than my little issues."

"Hey, you're a friend of the family," Xun said, shifting yet again. She made a face in spite of her intention not to when Su measured out a portion of lumpy, greasy stew. "Um. Thanks?"

Su smiled as if the thanks were as genuine as could be. "You're welcome. It's the least I could do."

"So um, what's the problem?" Xun asked, poking at the stew as she wished that Su had a dog that she could feed it to. If the dog would actually eat it. Xun wasn't sure that even a starving animal would eat this.

Su stared at Xun, eyes so wide that Xun looked around, trying to figure out what she'd said. After a second Su's cheeks went flaming red. She dropped the spoon into the stew. It settled in disgusting little glop-noises. Ended up sticking out halfway as if the stew was so revolting that even the spoon wanted no part of it.

"What?" Xun asked. Set the stew aside, thank goodness for the excuse to do so.

"You think I live this way willingly?" Su asked, rage in her voice but shame in her eyes. "After the eclipse, my home changed. My whole life. Nothing I do can restore my home to what it once was and no matter how hard I try, everything I cook here turns into… that."

Xun blinked. Looked around and then her cheeks went red, not that it would show as much. The blood of Dorji Kita that stained her face at least made blushes a less embarrassing thing anymore. Hid them other than the really bad ones that swept down her chin and throat where she only had drip-marks staining her face.

"Well, it did seem strange," Xun said, rubbing the back of her neck. "But you know, I'm not the best cook in the world and all the Gods know no one wants me cleaning for them. So. I just assumed…"

Su's rage crystalized into sudden amusement that transmuted a moment later into a case of the helpless giggles that shook her whole body. She giggled and giggled and kept right on giggling as Xun groaned and rubbed her face with both blood-stained hands.

Damn it. Honestly, though Xun deserved that. Usually she was a good bit more observant. You had to be, riding around the continent doing quests for the High King. And the Gods. And herself. And pretty much everyone else that came to bother her.

Looked like this was another quest, just one closer to home.

Because Xun knew exactly what had happened during the last eclipse. She'd been there fighting the shade of an Ancient God that wouldn't die properly. And if she'd had any common sense, something that anyone who knew Xun would say that no, she didn't except when it came to gardening, she'd have expected there to be effects at home. Other than the baby she and Garnett had created between them.

"Fine," Xun huffed as Su's giggles died down. "I'm hopeless. I admit it. Now give me more facts. This happen all at once, house was normal before the eclipse and then after it was a mess? Or was it a gradual thing?"

"All at once," Su said, lips still twitching. At least she didn't try to give Xun any of the soup. "I'd run with all the others when the palace was evacuated. My house was normal then. When I got back it was like this and no one could tell me what had happened or why."

Xun nodded. "Any other houses around here affected? Changed? The fields?"

That made Su sigh as she stood and gestured for Xun to follow her. The fields in this area had always been good ones. Nice thick black dirt that gave big healthy crops. No rocks, no water seeps to kill your plants roots. Some of the best produce in the country came from right outside Su's house.

So it was more than a shock to be led out into the fields and see red-brown clay-sand soil with plants that were struggling desperately just to survive. Xun knelt down and poked the baked-dry dirt with one finger. White bloomed. Salt?

"We're all discussing how to fix it," Su murmured, "but so far nothing we've tried has had any effect. The fields are ruined and we don't know why."

"Okay, yeah," Su said, crushing a handful of the dirt in her hand and frowning as it drained out of her palm like sand. "This is a problem for me. Just not sure yet what I can do about it."

 

+++

 

Two days of checking the fields later, Xun sighed as she studied the red-brown dirt again. Not one other field was affected. Lovely black soil, healthy plants, everything looked just like normal. Grew like normal, too. Everywhere except here.

Come to find out, Su Magee was the only one who'd been willing to admit that their house had gone all wrong with the eclipse. Every single house in this area was off. Bad walls, terrible roofs, food that wouldn't cook right no matter what you did; everyone had the same problems.

Su was just the only one too proud of her housekeeping skills to say out loud that no, she'd not failed instead of claiming that something outside was affecting her home.

Stupid of people but then people were people. They'd always make dumb choices. Like staying put when things went dramatically wrong.

Area that was affected was exactly circular. Two hundred yards in diameter. The edge of the effect was like a knife had cut through the ground, carved up a chunk of land and replaced it with something else entirely.

Xun stood, one foot on the good side, other foot on the bad side. She'd walked the entire perimeter. Searched the ground. Looked for any signs of magic affecting things. There wasn't even a strange effect like what they'd seen in the jungles to the south.

And of course there was no sign of buried altar like what Keanu had found in the jungle.

"Why would it be easy?" Xun murmured as she strolled slowly through the bad zone. "No reason for it. Problems I get tossed at never are easy to solve."

Still, it'd be nice if this was one that Xun could fix by killing something. Someone. Or bashing things. She'd gotten good at that.

This solving puzzles thing wasn't something she'd worked on over the last few months. That was Prince Cyrille and Akuchi's thing. Magic was Garnett's thing. And of course if there was any hint of godly activities, that sucked Keanu right in.

Still, the others had come, done their things, and nope. No ideas out of them. Garnett hadn't felt a bit of magic. Keanu had confirmed that there wasn't anything godly going on. And Prince Cyrille had gone off with Akuchi to research other places were things like this had happened.

No news yet out of them so Xun was stuck just walking through town and puzzling over the whole mess.

"Have you learned anything?" Su Magee asked, soft and gentle and the sort of implacable that always made Xun feel like she was four years old and caught with her hand in the treat basket.

"I've learned that I'm damned bad at solving puzzles," Xun said, thumbs hooked through her belt. "And that there's no magic or divine work going on here. Gonna have to keep looking at it. Still think it'd be best for you all to move out of the zone for a bit. Last thing like this we found turned out to be quite dangerous."

"Dangerous how?" Su asked. 

Her hair was so very solidly grey at the roots. Odd. She'd clearly dyed her hair before. Strange that she hadn't recently. Or not so strange given all the weird stuff going on.

Then again…

Xun waggled one finger at Su, pointing at her hair. "When's the last time you dyed your hair, Su?"

"I… don't?" Su said, head going back as she stiffened as if she'd been slapped.

"Realize your hair's going grey?" Xun asked. She gestured with one hand towards her own mess of hair, cut short and never really properly brushed out. "Right at the scalp. Looks like you'd been dying it and then decided
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