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CHAPTER ONE
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It was finally initiation week. The celebration, really a rite of passage, took place on the night of the fall equinox. The ten of us who’d turned thirteen winters of age since last fall were the guests of honor. We’d worked hard to be ready. This was a special year, all three moons would be full. It seemed as if the sun never set, the sky was always bright, and the spacing of the moons meant there weren’t any deep shadows during the early evening.

Some of the other clans made their young pass numerous dangerous tests and challenges before they were declared adults. It was a rare year that all the Wolfen initiates survived their rituals. I was glad the Foxborn didn’t do things that way. Life is hard enough without trying to kill your own children in some stupid ritual. It didn’t make sense to me. The more adults to farm, hunt, raise children, and protect the clan, the easier and safer life is for all of us.

There are plenty of clans and animals who are perfectly willing to hunt and kill us so we don’t need to kill each other. Hardly a month goes by without someone dying on a hunt. Life is dangerous. If a bear or Longtooth cat doesn’t kill you, a rock slide or storm will. Mana always said the path of life is short and hard. Don’t push each other off the trail. I don’t know if all Foxborn feel that way, but I know my ritemates do.

The Bearborn and the Longtooths are always fighting over territory. Their clans are small, but they need a lot of land to survive. Mostly, they fight each other, but sometimes we get caught in the middle. When the hunting’s bad or the winter is long, they stop fighting each other and raid us for food, women, and of course, land. My tribe, the Foxborn, never start fights with other clans and we don’t hurt each other. Life hurts enough and it doesn’t need for us to make it worse. It’s not that we won’t fight, we will, but we don’t start them.

We don’t have a lot of laws, but the most important ones are children come first, eat what you kill, mate for life, and never leave another Foxborn behind. There’s one more important rule, all of us are stronger than one of us.

Teesha, my twin sister, and I would become adults when the initiation was finished. As novices, our biggest responsibility was to tend the fire for the ten nights before the ritual. Keeping the fire burning symbolized our acceptance of the responsibilities of adulthood. We gathered wood during the day and the two of us and the other initiates tended the fire every evening. An adult stayed with us during the nighttime and formalized our short lifetime of training. I hoped I would have fire duty with Bron. It was our duty to pick a mate after initiation. I had my heart set on Bron, but so did my twin sister, Teesha. Bron didn’t act like he cared one way or the other. He liked whoever he was with.

The first night, Mana, our mother and chief huntress, sat with us around the fire. The harvest was in and the cellar was stocked with dried meat. The bounty of nuts, dried fruit, and crops would last until spring, the moons were growing rounder, and the evening air was crisp with the promise of winter. It was my favorite time of year. “Teesha, Teena, move around the fire and let your ritemates huddle closer. Tonight, we’ll talk about the history of our clan, the Foxborn. Teena, why are the Foxborn called double-natured?”

I loved a chance to show off and I answered, “Sometimes we hunt as two-legged and sometimes we hunt as foxes. Sometimes, we hunt as both. We are the double-natured because we can choose to morph into a fox, and when a fox, we can morph back into our two-legged body.”

Mana nodded and spoke, “Excellent. Tonight, I tell you the story of our people. I tell it to you as my mother told it to me and as her mother told it to her. Once the Foxborn were weak and single-natured. Once, we were only two-legged, slow of foot and nose blind. We were the hunted. Our ears couldn’t hear the rustle of the snake that slithered through the grass or the breathing of a Longtooth who hides in wait. Our noses couldn’t smell the scent of the wild boar or the bear. The wind carried the stench of the Wolfen, but our noses were blind to the scent of danger. We lived in fear for we were prey of the cats, the Wolfen, and the bears. Our children were taken by the eagles and the flying lizards, which we call dragons. We couldn’t protect ourselves and we couldn’t survive without help.

“Fenta, the mother of all foxes, looked down from her home on the great moon, the Foxmoon, and saw our plight. She took pity on us, and made us her people, the Foxborn. As a sign that we were the chosen, she placed her shadow on the great moon where we could see her, the mother of all foxes, forever hunting across the moon’s face. The Longtooth clan claim the shadow is a cat, not a fox. The Wolfen insist that a she-wolf hunts on the moon’s face. We know these are lies. Fenta blessed us and taught us to become double-natured in her image. Once the ritual is completed, our people can change between fox-form and two-legged whenever we choose. The other clans began when unhappy members of our clan left our tribe and formed their own clans. Their perverted rituals allow them to change into bears, wolfs, Longtooth cats, boars, or eagles. They are both our kindred and our enemies.

“As a fox, you can hear and smell danger or prey. As a two-legged, you can use fire and weapons. As a fox, you can outrun danger. As a two-legged, you can plant, hunt, harvest, and preserve food. We are strong because of the strength and abilities of both natures. The clan needs both forms, fox and two-legged, to survive.

“Tonight is the first night of the ritual. Tonight, you begin your fast. You will survive on water until the Passage of Blood is completed. Be thankful that you are Foxborn, for we are blessed by Fenta, mother of all foxes, she who hunts on the Foxmoon.”

I interjected, “Mother, isn’t it true that once we could become foxes only when the Foxmoon was full?”

“So says the legend. Perhaps it is true, perhaps not. As long as we have made fire, told this tale, and honored Fenta with the Passage of Blood, we have been able to change from fox to two-legged and back whenever we want. We can change faster than the Longtooths, the bears, or the Wolfen. Our speed of change gives us an advantage in battle. We can run as foxes or fight as two-legged and use rocks, clubs, and axes. We can catch a Longtooth or Wolfen during their changing times and kill them while they writhe helplessly trapped between forms.”

“Teena,” continued my mother, “I know that you, your sister, and your friends are impatient for Fenta to bless you with the change that comes. I am impatient, I want grandchildren. Your time will come. On the night of the equinox, beneath the fox shadow on the full moon, we will complete the Passage of Blood and welcome you as double-natured members of the tribe. Keep the fire burning, I’m going to sleep.” 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Three more nights went by. One of the elders sat with us at the fire each night. Everything the elders said reinforced the lessons we had been taught during our childhood. We memorized the planting ritual, the harvest ritual, and the ritual we followed to preserve meat for the winter. The rules for posting guards to protect the clan were etched into our memories. On the fourth night, we were divided into two groups, the girls were taught the birthing rituals and the boys memorized the proscriptions that concern mating.

Karn, an ancient hunter whose eyes glowed like white crystals in the moonlight, covered more teachings of the Foxborn. Never hunt alone. Always post guards. It there are three or more Foxborn in a group, both forms must be manifested at all times. Children are the clan’s future, never leave children unprotected and everything else stops until a lost child is located.

Hide your clothes before you change into fox form unless you are in danger. Don’t get killed over a deer skin jerkin or robe.

He continued speaking and explained how much food per person has to be stored for the winter, the law against mating with a litter mate, and droned endlessly about how important it is to keep your weapons sharp.

I’d moved closer to Bron while Karn talked about things we’d learned before we were six winters old. I leaned against him and slid my arm around his waist. Teesha was sitting on the other side of Bron and she pinched my hand.

I jerked my hand away and leaned back and glared at her behind Bron’s back. She smiled, stuck out her tongue, and took Bron’s arm in both hands and nestled against him. I crossed my arms and acted like I was listening to Karn.

When Karn finished, I lay by the fire with seven of my ritemates. Teesha and Bron had fire duty. She waved at me when they disappeared into the forest to fetch more wood. Prim and Trib, two of the other boys, moved to sleep as close to me as I would allow. Jealously doesn’t pick berries, so I pulled them both closer to share body heat and went to sleep.

We were excited, but fearful, as we prepared for the final initiation ceremony. We continued our fast for the final  five days before the ritual and spent initiation day sequestered underground in our food cellar. After sunset, we were blindfolded and escorted by our adult sponsors to the stream north of camp. We stood naked in the frigid water while our sponsors bathed us. We shivered dry while we marched to the ceremonial circle.

Mother began the ceremony, “You are here to be reborn, to become Foxborn adults. You come before the clan naked and with your childhood washed away. You must each answer for yourself. Do you willingly put aside your childhood? Do you seek to become an adult member of the Foxborn clan, and to accept the duties, privileges, and responsibilities that come with this change? If so, you must each say I do.”

I said, “I do,” and a heard my ritemates answer in unison. Some spoke softly and some, especially Teesha, answered in a voice that Fenta could have heard on her moon.

Our sponsors removed our blindfolds and painted our faces white and red to mimic the facial markings of a fox. Our chief, or Reynard, the male fox who led our village, blacked our noses with charcoal. I quickly squeezed Teesha’s hand for reassurance and we knelt with the others in a semi-circle on the smoky side of the fire and faced the assembled adults.

The Reynard began the ceremony by pouring water on the ground to honor the Foxmoon. An offering of quant, a mixture of dried meat, dried fruit, and nuts bound together with deer tallow, was thrown into the fire. The fire and sparks flashed upward and burned blue and green. After the fire died down, he faced us and intoned, “You come before your elders as you entered the world, naked and vulnerable. We will clothe you and we will protect you.”

Our sponsors, who were standing behind us, placed a robe over each of our shoulders. Our sponsors handed each of us a small stone knife and said, “As the clan protects you, so will you protect the clan.

“As you came into the world, hungry and thirsty, so you come before us tonight. You need not be hungry and thirsty, for we feed each other.”

Our mother came forward with a bowl of broth and a gourd filled with water. She offered a small spoonful of broth and a sip from the gourd to each of us. She moved slowly down the row of kneeling initiates. When she offered food and drink to each of us, she said, “As the clan feeds you, you will feed the clan. As the clan gives you water, you will give water to the clan.”

Each initiate intoned after they drank from the gourd, “As the clan feeds me, so will I feed the clan. As the clan gives me water, so will I give water to the clan.”

The next step was the Passage of Blood. The exchange of blood between the initiates and the tribe would allow us to change between fox form and two-legged form whenever we wished. After tonight we would have the power of the double-natured that comes with adulthood. The Reynard held two clay vessels aloft and presented them to the Foxmoon. The first vessel was passed from adult to adult. Each adult cut his palm with a stone knife and dripped blood into the vessel to mingle with the blood from the rest of the adults. The oldest adult, our grandmother, brought the second vessel to us. She handed the vessel and knife to Teesha.

Teesha knew the words. “I will shed and share blood with the tribe as the tribe will shed and share blood with me.”

She drew the knife blade across the palm of her hand and blood welled up. She clenched her fist and dripped her blood into the clay vessel. She returned the vessel and knife to my grandmother, who stepped to where I waited on the hard packed earth.

Before she could hand the vessel and knife to me, I heard war cries and screams. A spear protruded from the Reynard’s chest and he crumpled to the ground. Wolfen charged from the darkness, some in wolf form and some two-legged. They attacked the adults, stabbing, slashing, and biting. Two of the Wolfen two-legged scattered the fire. Wolf forms surrounded us and we were herded like cattle into the moonlit forest. They nipped, barked, and growled to make us run.

Teesha and I ran with the rest of the initiates. I would like to say I didn’t run, but I did. A thirteen-year-old girl can’t fight a pack of wolves. My robe caught on tree branches and undergrowth. One of the Wolfen grabbed my robe with his teeth and shook his head from side to side. He growled at me between his clenched teeth. I slipped the ceremonial robe from my shoulders and ran naked through the forest.

Even with three moons in the sky, it was dark in the forest. It felt like we ran for hours that night. Brambles and thorns ripped and tore at our bare skins. Rocks and roots bruised and cut our feet. Our hair was ripped out by brambles. We tripped over fallen logs and fell into the rock-strewn rubble of cold streams. I ran directly into a tree and tasted my own blood until my lips and nose stopped bleeding. The Wolfen harried us though the fading moonlight. Whenever someone fell or tried to rest, our pursuers barked, snapped, and pushed until my fallen comrade found the strength to stagger onward.

The wolves herded us into a cave before the dawn. One of them resumed his two-legged form and spoke from the cave mouth. “We won’t hurt you if you stay inside the cave. If you try to leave, we will do whatever is necessary to stop you. Your safety is in your control. We don’t want to hurt you, but we will.”

Teesha yelled at the Wolfen, “What do you want? We never did anything to you.”

“Not for me to say. My duty is to keep you here. The Alpha, our leader, will be here later this morning. It is for him to tell you. Rest if you can. There are gourds of water inside the cave.”
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The cave was musty and stank of fear. Maybe, it wasn’t the cave. I expect thatwe smelled like fear, it was hard to tell without having the enhanced sense of smell that comes with the fox form. Since our initiation was interrupted, none of us could change forms and our weak two-legged noses could only smell the stink from one corner that had been used to make water by previous occupants.

Bron said, “At least we can smell where the toilet is.”

Cold, naked, and afraid to drink anything the Wolfen offered, we shivered together until dawn. The Wolfen paraded back in forth in the cave mouth. They made sure we could see them silhouetted against the moons’ light while they guarded the entrance. Occasionally, one of them would bare his teeth, growl, and feign an attack. They laughed among themselves when we cowered or screamed.

I asked, “What do they want? Do you think that they’re going to kill us?”

One of the boys, Prim, said, “My cousin told me the Wolfen steal initiates when they don’t have enough of their own young to initiate. They capture young from other tribes before they complete the Passage of Blood, and force them to exchange blood with the Wolfen. He said it doesn’t matter if you were raised as a fox, bear, lion, or eagle, you will become whatever kind of double-natured adult that you exchange blood with. I always thought it was a story that he made up so I wouldn’t prowl around at night. Maybe it’s true.”

Trib said, “I heard that they make their initiates run between two rows of adults. It’s called a gauntlet. The adults throw rocks at them and hit them with clubs and sticks. If you fall or stop, the Wolfen tear you to pieces. Over half the candidates die in the gauntlet, they don’t survive to take the Passage of Blood. That’s why the Wolfen steal the young from other clans. They kill so many during their adulthood rites that they need a huge candidate pool to survive as a clan.”

“That’s beyond stupid,” said Teesha. “How could you join a clan that tried to kill you? The bonds of blood can’t be that strong.”

“The Wolfen are different,” said Bron. “The Alpha and his mate, the Beta, have complete power over the lives of everyone in their clan. The Alpha isn’t in charge because the rest of the clan chose him, he rules by his personal power and strength. The clan obeys him because he is the toughest and meanest Wolfen in the clan. Any adult Wolfen, male or female, can challenge the Alpha at any time. The winner of a challenge becomes the new Alpha and the loser, well, the loser is dead.”

We’d all heard similar stories from older children. I’d considered the story about Wolfen stealing bad boys and girls just another scary story to entertain and frighten small children. I’m sure that I’d squealed in delight every time I’d heard the tale. I’d even told the story to younger children. Tonight, trapped in a cave by prowling Wolfen, the story felt very real and terrifying.

“I’m Foxborn. I won’t be a Wolfen,” said Teesha. “They can’t make me.”

“They’ve been forcing Foxborn to become Wolfen for many winters. Why should we be any different?” asked Trib. “We’re still two-legged. We can’t fight adult Wolfen.”

“We have to try,” said Teesha. “Most of us won’t survive the initiation gauntlet. We don’t have anything to lose. I say we either run or fight. Some of us might get away.”

We all agreed and swore oaths that we’d never exchange blood with the Wolfen.
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CHAPTER FOUR


[image: ]




The Alpha and the rest of his pack arrived at dawn. The Alpha and several Wolfen were in two-legged form, but a number stood guard in Wolfen form throughout their camp and around the cave mouth.

The Alpha stood in front of the cave and his blonde hair glowed in the morning sunlight. He was taller than the other Wolfen two-legged. He put his hands on his hips and looked us over.

“My name is Akeal and I am the Alpha. Come out, now.”

None of us left the cave and he spoke with a harsh voice. “I said, come out, now. I mean right now. Don’t make me send my wolves to chase you out. It’ll only make them angry and you don’t want them to be angry. Come out where I can see you.”

We decided to come out after a whispered exchange. Bron wanted to fight, but we’d all agreed that uninitiated children fighting a pack of Wolfen was stupid. After Bron finished posturing, we marched proudly out of the cave. We held our heads up, but it’s hard to look dignified the morning after you’ve been chased across fields and through the forest and streams. Mud splattered legs and tangled hair doesn’t look intimidating, but we were determined to look as unafraid as our bedraggled appearance would allow.

We were forced to sit on the rocky ground and the Wolfen bound our hands and feet. Akeal sat on the ground in front of us. “We’ve bound you for your protection. You can’t hurt us and you can’t outrun us. If you try, you will be harmed. I don’t want to hurt you so don’t be stupid. I don’t want you to be injured trying to escape, I want you healthy for the gauntlet. We went to a great deal of trouble to capture you. This morning, we are going to talk. Actually, I am going to talk and you are going to listen. No questions.

“I don’t know what you know and I don’t know what you don’t know. We attacked your tribe last night and put your village, Foxhome, to the torch. The fields have been destroyed and your food stores have been either taken or ruined. Whatever adults, if any survived, are scattered to the winds. Your clan is finished. ”

He stopped and looked directly at Teesha. “Don’t cry. Act like an adult.”

Teesha bent her head, wiped her eyes on her arm, shook her hair back, and stared defiantly at the Alpha. I just kept my head down. I didn’t want to draw his attention.

“That’s better. Along with the ten of you, we captured a number of children who aren’t old enough for initiation. They’re safe and have been taken to our home, Bladestone, to live with our pack. They will be fostered by our families and we will feed them, train them, and raise them as we would our own children. When they are of age, the worthy will be initiated into our clan.

“You’re here because you’re ready for adulthood, only the Passage of Blood is required for you to become double-natured. You’ve been told your second self will be a fox once the ritual is complete, but that’s not completely true.

“The people of all clans are born as two-legged and live as two-legged during childhood. The two-legged form is the unchanging birth anchor of the double-natured. Bear, Longtooth, eagle, fox, boar, or wolf, the second manifestation of our natures, is determined by the ritual.

“There are many Wolfen packs and we fight each other. We fight for territory, children, women, and because we like to fight. Our pack, the Bladestone, has suffered many loses in recent years. Our initiation is harsh, and only the strong survive. We require new blood to keep our numbers high. You should be honored, we have selected you to join our pack. We allowed you to have water last night, but did not offer you food. You will continue to fast until time for you run the gauntlet. The survivors will experience the Passage of Blood.”

Bron shouted, “Stop trying to sound nice and reasonable. You’re a monster. You killed our families and kidnapped us. I’ll never participate in blood exchange with Wolfen.”

“Would you prefer that I scream at you and beat you? It costs me nothing to be polite, a lesson you will soon learn, young Foxborn. As for the ritual, you will participate, willingly or unwillingly, it makes no difference to me. Today you stay here. Tomorrow, we march to Bladestone and we will initiate those who complete the gauntlet at dawn the day after that.”

Teesha, my twin, couldn’t help herself. “The ceremony must take place during the light of the full Foxmoon. A Passage of Blood performed at dawn won’t work.”

“Nonsense, you have been taught many things that simply aren’t true. I don’t have the time or desire to correct the errors of your training. After your initiation, there will be plenty of time to address the foolish superstitions the fox clan taught you. Now, I’m sure you will be more comfortable if we let you clean yourselves. My men will take you two at a time to the stream. If anyone makes trouble, everyone goes back inside the cave, dirty or not. Don’t confuse kindness with weakness.”

Akeal motioned to his men and Teesha and I were lifted to our feet. Gripped from behind and held by both arms, we were marched to the stream. Our unseen captors were no harsher or kinder than necessary and we were dispassionately quick-stepped down the trail. My captor was strong, he literally carried me down the deer trail to the water. My feet grazed the ground once every six or seven paces. Teesha’s feet waved aimlessly above the path as a large Wolfen male hurried her down the trail.

Our bonds were loosened and we stepped into the cold stream. At the touch of the frigid water, I remembered that I was unclothed. The guards watched us and I felt ashamed to bathe in front of them. I hesitated and Teesha spoke under her breath, “For Fenta’s sake, we’ve been naked in front of these men all morning. Let’s get on with it. Ignore them. Don’t let them know it bothers you. If we make trouble, our ritemates won’t get to wash up.”

Our guards paid no more attention to us than they would’ve paid to small children. They watched to be sure that we weren’t harmed and didn’t try to escape. In a few minutes, the largest one said, “That’s long enough, out of the water. Time for someone else. Akeal says not to tie you if you don’t cause trouble. You can spend the day untied in the warm sun outside the cave or you can lay bound hand and foot on the cold rock floor inside. Up to you, ladies.”

Twins can often tell what the other is thinking. With one glance, we agreed not to cause problems. All of our ritemates, except Bron, spent the day in the sun. Bron threw a rock from the streambed at one of the guards. He was beaten hard enough to get our attention, trussed tighter than necessary, and tossed inside the cave. They didn’t allow him water throughout the day.

We watched the guards carefully. There were ten of them, one guard for each of us. Only five of them were on duty at a time. Four watched as two-legged and one always remained in wolf form. The two-legged carried shiny black stone axes and spears that had been roughly polished to a passable finish. The off-duty guards constantly sharpened their weapons with river stones.

Trib said, “They call themselves the Bladestone clan, but their weapons are crude and won’t hold an edge very long. They do;t even know that they need to heat the stone in the fire before they chip it to form an edge. Someone should tell them.”

Prim told him to shut up.
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The smallest moon, the Ratmoon, appeared above the clearing and the first of the night sounds from the forest began. A lonely owl hooted to see if he had any relatives in the area. Crickets began chirping as the shadow of night climbed the trees on the eastern side of the forest.

An old female Wolfen came to us after sunset. The guards built a fire in the fire pit on the rock outcropping in front of the cave. I hadn’t noticed the fire pit earlier, but the burn marks and ashes on the stones were plain to see. The Wolfen had used this place for many years. The female instructed the guards to bring Bron from the cave and they dropped him without ceremony on the stony soil next to us.

“I am the oldest female in the Bladestone clan. I’ve seen eighty winters. I was Eagleborn, but Wolfen raised. I’ll tell about this clan and the true way of blood passage for the double-natured. You will listen.

“The first two-legged male and female came to the great forest to live beneath the three moons uncounted winters ago. The two-legged were not fast like the wolf. They couldn’t catch rabbits or deer for food. They didn’t have teeth or claws like the Longtooth cats. They didn’t know what plants to eat like the bear or the boar. They weren’t clever like the fox and couldn’t fly like the eagle. The two-legged were nose blind, poor of vision, and weak of hearing. They spent their days searching for food and their nights hiding from other animals in the great forest. Their lives were a constant struggle as is the life of the smallest mouse, who takes whatever scraps of food he finds and fears all other creatures in the forest.

“The Alpha of the wolf pack took pity on the two-legged. He knew these creatures weren’t strong enough to survive without his help. They learned quickly, but they were weak. The wolves didn’t prey on the two-legged because their weaknesses would curse and infect the animal who ate them.

“The goddess of the wolf moon came to the Alpha and taught him the Passage of Blood, the blood rite that makes the two-legged into doubled-natured, into man and wolf. And so, the wolf pack brought the two-legged to this very cave and held them without food or water for two days and two nights. On the third day, the wolves held the two-legged on the ground and the Alpha stood over the first man and woman. The Alpha bit his foreleg and held it so that his blood dripped into the mouths of the two-legged. He nipped their arms and licked the blood from their skin. This was the first Passage of Blood.

“When the wolf moon rose that night, the two-legged shuddered, shook, and rolled across the rock escarpment in the moonlight. The wolves stood guard because the two-leggeds’ screams beckoned the other hunters of the night. That first change took hours, but by the rising of the small moon, the two-legged stood as Wolfen, but weak and wobbly as the newly born.

“The double-natured had many children and all were initiated at adulthood. The Wolfen found other two-legged and brought them into the pack. One day, clan members left to start other packs and soon the Wolfen, double-natured wolves and two-legged, spread throughout the great forest. One group of uninitiated children, who’d survived without help in the great forest, couldn’t find an adult Wolfen when the time came for their Passage of Blood. They found a Longtooth cat, dying from wounds suffered in a fight with a passel of boars. The cat lived for two days while the children fasted. After the Passage of Blood, these children became the first double-natured cats.

“They named themselves the Longtooths, and called their home, Catclaw. They reimagined the image on the wolf moon into a cat’s shadow. Eventually, their tribe spread thought the forest and mountains and they performed the Passage of Blood with other creatures. Soon the people of the double-natured included bears, boars, eagles, and yes, foxes. Bees of a color, hive together and the double-natured divided into the different tribes that exist today. Bear with bear, fox with fox, and eagle with eagle. Only the Wolfen remember that we were once one tribe.

“The Bladestone Wolfen were distraught at this betrayal. We didn’t understand why two-legged would be ungrateful, run away, and debase the Passage of Blood with lesser beasts. The goddess told the Alpha that the weak ran away because they were unworthy to be Bladestone Wolfen.

“The Alpha called a high council and announced that from that day forward only the worthy would be initiated. The weak, the unfit, and the fearful must be culled from the potential initiates. Just as the rotted branch is not suitable for an axe handle, the weak and cowardly must never become Wolfen, nor would they be allowed to live.

“And so it was from that time, all candidates must survive the gauntlet of worthiness before they may undergo the Passage of Blood. All who strive are not worthy. I, myself, have watched six of my children fall and die during the attempt.”

Bron was still bound hand and foot, but he turned his head to the gray haired Wolfen and said, “I don’t believe you. Foxborn can only become foxes. Wolfen blood will not quicken in our bodies during the Passage of Blood.”

“You are wrong. Unlike what you were taught as Foxborn, all two-legged have the ability to be initiated into any clan. It’s not necessary that the ritual take place at any particular place or time. The light from the moons is not a requirement. Only the exchange of blood is required. By custom, blood is exchanged, but only the consumption of blood after a fast by the young two-legged is truly necessary. All of the ceremonies that the different clans perform with the Passage of Blood are only ritualistic foolishness that have no real purpose.”

I asked, “What if the passage isn’t willing? Suppose the adult doesn’t want to give blood or the initiate doesn’t want to accept it.”

The old woman brushed her hair back from her face. She smiled and her wrinkled face looked like a mask in the firelight. She tossed a couple branches on the fire before she answered. “Do you think you are the first to ask that question? I asked it myself when the Wolfen dragged me from my aerie home many years ago. Consent is not required. The first requirement is that you be of age to become an adult. A male must be able to father children and a female must be able to conceive. Second, a two day fast is required for the blood to quicken properly inside the initiate. There are no other requirements. Enjoy your last nights as Foxborn. Soon, you become Wolfen.”

She limped to where the off-duty guards were casting finger bones and betting on their throws. They had a small fire of their own and welcomed the old woman. She sat away from the smoke and one of the guards put a blanket over her shoulders and offered her a carved wooden bowl of hot stew. She talked with the guards for a while, pointed at Bron, and shook her head.

“Well, Bron,” said Teesha, “It looks like you’ll get special attention.”
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Our fire began to die down and the guards ordered us back into the cave. Prim and Trib carried Bron into the cave. We untied Bron as soon as he was far enough inside that the guards couldn’t see him. We saved the pieces of rope. A rock tied to the end of a rope makes a decent weapon, not a good one, but it’s better than nothing.

Hours later, we heard barks, screams, and shouts from the forest. The rush of footsteps, the swish of branches pushed aside, and the splashes of feet staggering through a stream filled the night. In the dim glow from the fading firelight and the Ratmoon, we watched the Wolfen chase another group of young two-legged into the clearing. They forced them into the cave. My ritemates and I backed to one side of the cave. Teesha asked under her breath, “Did we look that bad when we got here?”

“I didn’t, but you did,” I replied. I walked toward the new arrivals and said, “I’m Teena of the Foxborn. We have no water or food to offer you. Who are you?”
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