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      1. Laugh if You Want

      It was so cold that morning that it had woken him up.

      The air in the tent had been chilly and moist. His mom and dad hadn’t been there. He’d assumed they’d probably woken up first and headed out already, and he’d been right. One of them had then come into the tent. He’d known it was his mom when she hugged him tightly through his blanket.

      “Listen, Manato. Your father and I have been talking, and we’ve decided we need to go to town.”

      When his mom had told him that, what exactly had he thought about it? Manato didn’t remember very well. But he felt like he hadn’t understood that going to town meant they’d be living there. They had gone to town before that, after all.

      His parents were hunters. That meant they hunted wild beasts with bows and crossbows, spears and knives; they fished, or set up nets to be retrieved later; they foraged for berries, fruits, mushrooms, wild vegetables, fragrant grasses, and medicinal herbs; and they did all of this while frequently moving from place to place.

      Even in Manato’s earliest memories, he’d had a knife in his hands. He knew which berries he could eat, and which mushrooms and grasses were definitely bad news, as well as the bugs, snakes, and other critters he had to watch out for—the bare minimum he’d needed to learn in order to survive. His parents must have taught him all that. Anything he didn’t know, he asked them. His mom would explain things at length, but his dad sometimes told him to figure it out for himself. Tear off a bit and lick it. If that did no harm, put it in his mouth. If nothing went wrong after a while, then it was more or less safe. That was the method that Manato had learned from a young age.

      There were hunters outside of Manato’s family too. When they went after larger prey, or hunted an entire herd of animals, they would sometimes work together with other hunters. But they never traveled together with them for long. There were some hunters they had worked together with a few times, but Manato only had a vague recollection of their faces. He didn’t remember any names.

      Manato remembered a number of villages where hunters met up. Those small settlements had usually had maybe a dozen houses and some small fields, and had been inhabited by a bunch of old folks who could have dropped dead at any moment. They’d sometimes had hot springs. But those villages had apparently been taken over and occupied by the towns.

      The towns were larger than the villages. Much larger. They had more houses than he could count, and tons of people. Too many people. The towns had markets where he and his family could buy and sell things. Hunters would sell their furs and meat at the markets, and receive things they couldn’t make in exchange, like textiles, clothes, knives, nails, and glue. But once their business was done, they never lingered long. The townsfolk looked down on hunters and were wary of them. It was best to leave in a hurry.

      Since his mom and dad were hunters, Manato was a hunter too.

      They’ve decided to go into town. We’re going into town again.

      That was all Manato had made of it.
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