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CHAPTER ONE
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I was too far away to determine the size of the dragons circling above Mountain Run. I didn’t even believe dragons were real until a couple of heartbeats ago. There were four of them in the sky and one by one they swooped like eagles into our new village. Our advance team was in Mountain Run. The rest of us had crested the mountain pass after four days on the trail from our old home. I was tired, but instead of a warm fire, rest, and food, I got dragons.

I ran down the rocky overgrown trail through the mountain pass and almost a hundred of my clan ran with me. Most of them carried bladestone knives or spears. I didn’t know how well our weapons would work against dragons. It depended on how large they were. There’s no frame of reference in the sky, and the dragons could have been smaller than pigeons or larger than bears. I was betting on big.

My mother, Mana, told us stories about dragons when we were children. Some of her dragon stories were parables and some were only for fun. Her dragons were gigantic. Everything I knew about dragons, I learned from her stories, and based on those stories, I couldn’t imagine that fighting dragons was going to turn out well. My imagination didn’t matter, the dragons didn’t care how I felt. I was afraid, but I’d lead my people into this battle anyway.

Some of my tribe changed forms as they ran toward the dragons. All our adults can change form. We’re faster and stronger when we become Longtooth cats, Wolfen, or foxes. A couple people were in boar form. Boars are much faster than they look and their tusks are dangerous. Flicker was in eagle form and three other eagles followed her. Eagles are the fastest-moving form we morph into.

I left my sister, Teesha, with some of the Wolfen to guard the children. Our tribe was a combination of those of us who’d survived the Wolfen raids and initiated ourselves with mixed blood and can assume many forms, and the surviving adults from the other old tribes who are double-natured with only two forms, either two-legged or their tribe’s totem animal, bear, Wolfen, Longtooth cat, boar, eagle, or fox. 

We needed a battle plan before we reached Mountain Run, our new home, and confronted the dragons who were attacking Bron and his companions. Mana always said, “If you don’t know what you’re going to do, how are you going to do it? Even a bad plan is better than no plan.”

Bron led an advance party to Mountain Run to prepare our new home while the rest of us finished the harvest before we migrated from Foxhome across the mountains. My sister, Teesha, and I led the rest of the tribe through the high mountain pass. We left earlier this year, last year we were caught in the snow and I didn’t want that to happen again. We were lucky not to freeze to death. That’s what happens when you don’t have a plan.

I thought and I ran. One thing the Foxborn can do is run. Skree, one of the three Longtooth Catborn women in our clan and the most bloodthirsty person I ever met, caught me and ran easily to my side. “Teena Twelvekiller,” she said. “Do you have a better plan than to kill them before they kill us?”

I answered between breaths, “Not until we know how big they are. Divide into four battle groups. I’ll lead one, you lead one, and your sisters, Skra and Skap, will lead the other two. If the dragons land, go for their wings. If we can damage their wings so that they can’t fly, we’ll have a better chance.”

“I’ll tell my sisters.”

“Tell them if the dragons are as big as the ones in the stories Mana tells the children, retreat into the woods and we’ll figure out something else.” 

Skree slowed down and fell back to divide our forces. I didn’t know rabbit crap about fighting dragons, but I know that when a flying animal can’t fly, it’s vulnerable on the ground. I used to be able to fly. My hand and arm were injured saving our children from the Bladestone Wolfen and I could still take eagle form, but my left hand was missing three fingers and my wing doesn't form correctly when I become an eagle. I can’t fly. It even affects my balance when I walk as an eagle. I hoped it worked the same way for dragons. We’d find out soon enough.

Dian, a Boarborn, and one of my ritemates, drew up alongside me and said, “I’m with you. Ferve, Gert, and three of the Wolfen who joined us after you killed the Wolfen alpha bitch, Krisa, in the leadership challenge, are on your team. I told everyone to stay two-legged so we can talk until you command otherwise.”

“Dian, can you tell how large the dragons are?”

“Big. At least four times the size of a bear. Maybe bigger.”

I remembered that Mana always said, “Know your enemy. Don’t reach into a rabbit hole and pull out a snake.” 

Good advice. Know what you’re up against. I outlined a simple idea as it came to me. “When we get near Mountain Run, we’ll move away from the trail where the dragons can’t see us and slip through the forest. We’ll approach the village through the woods. Once we’re close enough to get a good look at the dragons, we’ll figure out how to fight them.”

Dian breathed easily as we ran downhill toward our new home and said, “I don’t want to look very long. Tanar is in the village. I’m worried about him.”

I understood exactly how she felt. Tanar, her mate, and Bril, my mate and the father of my unborn child, were part of the advance team that accompanied Bron to prepare Mountain Run for our arrival. My twin sister, Teesha, and I had both been in love with Bron when we were cubs, but Bron had chosen Teesha. I always knew he would, but I didn’t want him or anyone else killed by dragons.

“We won’t wait very long. I want to know how big they are before we charge in like a bunch of frightened ants scrambling into an anteater’s mouth. I think their wings are their weakest point, so concentrate on them. We outnumber them and if they can’t fly, we’ll be able to kill them on the ground.”

I felt a pain in my side from running. I hadn’t run since my fight with Krisa. I expected a little muscle soreness, but this sharp pain was from the scar where Krisa had stabbed me during our battle to lead the Wolfen. Layers of muscles stick together when they heal and have to separate to work properly. Movement makes them separate quickly. It hurts, it hurts a lot. 

I held my side and Dian said, “Your muscles are starting to work free. Hurts doesn’t it? Skree’s complained about her shoulder and side for the last month. Run through it.”

She didn’t have to tell me to act like an adult. When you don’t have any other choice, shut up and get on with it. Like the fox who got her tail caught in a rockslide and chewed it off to free herself, you don’t have to like it, but when it’s what you have to do, do it. Mana always said, “Courage isn’t about not being afraid, it’s about doing what needs to be done no matter how afraid you are.”

I held my side, breathed deeply, and led my team off the rough trail down the pass and into the woods on the outskirts of Mountain Run. The other three teams positioned themselves around the common area in our new home. Bron and the advance party were armed with spears, shovels, and hoes. They stood back to back and used the implements to fend off the dragons.

The dragons were gigantic, much bigger than bears. They were the largest creatures I’d ever seen. Mana’s stories didn’t do them justice. Their pale skin was covered with golden scales except for their wings and claws. The huge leathery wings were thin hairless membranes and the network of blood veins was clearly visible through the almost translucent flesh. Their front and rear feet were hairless as well. The front legs had eagle-like talons and their rear legs had claws like a Longtooth cat. The neck and upper spine were covered with a mane of long golden brown hair. I’d always pictured dragons with long thin faces and teeth and jaws like an alligator, and I wasn’t disappointed. Their faces would have been right at home on an alligator, except alligators are much smaller and don’t have wings or golden fur around their necks.

One of the dragons hovered in the air like a misshapen hummingbird. It beat its wings to hold itself in place and reached for Bron and Bril. Both men were in two-legged form and used bladestone spears to fend off the dragon. 

The other three dragons dove, feinted attacks, and dodged away when they couldn’t penetrate the back-to-back defensive positions my clansmen used. The dragons shrieked when they attacked and squealed in frustration when they were driven back at spear point. Once they turned away from an attack, the dragons circled upward until they gained enough altitude to coast with their wings outstretched in the sky. They circled and looked for an opening to attack. The smallest dragon picked a target, folded its wings, and dropped like a rock toward the village. It leveled off on one side of the clearing and streaked above the ground toward where Bron and Bril held the largest dragon at bay.

The small dragon glided silently at them from the side and adjusted its altitude as it approached. The men focused on the large dragon, and it took all their concentration and skill to keep its razor-sharp talons away from them. They didn’t notice the small dragon, still many times larger than a bear, silently swoop toward them like an eagle in flight.

The large dragon suddenly lifted into the air and gave the smaller one a clear path to the men. They still didn’t see the silent beast gliding toward them with its talons extended. We were directly on the opposite side of the clearing from the dragon, Bron and Bril were in between us and the beast. “Get ready. We’ll step into the clearing and throw our spears together. Arc your spears over Bron and Bril. If we throw them at the same time, the dragon can’t dodge them all. Ready. Throw.”

We stepped out of the forest, ran three paces, threw our spears, and dropped to our bellies. I shouted before I hit the ground, “Down, Bron. Bril, get down.”

Bron dropped instantly, but Bril hesitated and turned toward the sound of my voice. He said questioningly, “Teena, is that ...” Bron grabbed his arm and pulled him to the ground before he finished.

I slid in the dirt and raised myself onto my hands in time to see the dragon tilt its wings and veer upward into the flight of spears. Two spears went through its right wing, one nicked its ear, and a fourth caught it in the hip. The dragon shrieked, curled into a ball, and tumbled to the ground. It rolled directly toward Bron and Bril.

The beast somersaulted across the hard-packed earth and screamed in pain. Bron and Bril scrambled out of its path. Bril didn’t quite make it clear, the dragon rolled into him, smashed into his hip, and knocked him to the side. Bril staggered to his feet and limped toward the sheltering forest surrounding Mountain Run.

The dragon roared in pain. The two spears that hit the dragon’s wing passed completely through and the one that nicked its ear lay behind the dragon on the ground. The dragon sat up and curled like a fox biting a flea. It couldn’t reach the spear in its hip with its front claws, but it twisted savagely as it tried to bite it. It finally tore the spear away with its teeth. It spread its wings and made practice beats to test the damage. 

The other three dragons hovered around their fallen companion to protect it. They formed a triangle of teeth and claws. They smelled like giant mice, except when they breathed. Their breath smelled like the surface of a swamp on a windless day. It was fetid and sweet at the same time. Now that they were close to me, I could tell every dragon had scars and every wing was pierced with small holes and tears. 

I motioned for my people to come out of the forest. When my tribe assembled around the dragons, there were over a hundred of us. “Keep your distance. Don’t let them reach you. We’re going to throw our spears at them. We may only get one chance, so aim well.”

My team had already thrown their spears. We were near a pile of branches and ropes the advance team made to construct shelters. I picked up a section of rope and tied a slipknot in one end. Dian tied the other end to a large tree truck. “I want half the tribe to throw spears on my command. The rest will hold their weapons in reserve. Dian, you and Ferve, run to the injured dragon with me. Protect me as best you can. I’ll put the slipknot around one of its legs. Once it’s tethered, we’ll kill it.”

Dian and Ferve brandished their bladestone knives and positioned themselves beside me. “I shouted, “Prepare to throw,” and fifty spears were readied. The dragons weren’t stupid, and three who were in flight flapped quickly above spear range. Time for a new plan. “Skree, distract the dragon on the ground.”

Skree led four of her team, spears in hand, and engaged the injured dragon. They thrust, feinted, and dodged to avoid its snapping teeth and snatching claws. While the dragon fought with them, I charged across the clearing, jumped over the dragon’s tail, and looped the knot around the dragon’s foot. 

The dragon bellowed in frustration and tried to free its foot. The high-pitched shriek hurt my ears and I could see the air move in front of its mouth. It thrashed wildly trying to escape the rope and defend itself from Skree at the same time. 

I ducked underneath the dragon’s tail and joined a dozen of my warriors holding the rope. The dragon was stronger than all of us and we bounced across the ground like wind-scattered leaves. I wondered if it was strong enough to uproot the tree or break the rope.

The other three dragons didn’t fly away, but they hovered above spear range. It was only a matter of time before the dragon escaped Skree, shook us off the rope, and freed its leg. I’d caught a dragon, what did I do now.

When we were pups, Mana told us a story about the fox and alligator. A young Foxborn, too young for initiation, was fishing one lazy sunny afternoon with two other young Foxborn. They came upon a sleeping alligator. Alligators have strong jaws when they bite down. However, their muscles aren’t nearly as strong when they open their mouths. The boy said, “I can sneak up on the alligator, reach around its head, and hold its mouth closed.”

His friends laughed and said he couldn’t. In the time-honored tradition of young men of all tribes, his claims, their denials, and challenges escalated until he had to put up or shut up.

He crept through the rushes and grass. Foxborn are really quiet. He put one foot on each side of the alligator’s head and then dropped his small body on its snout and wrapped his arms and legs around its mouth. 

The alligator woke up and thrashed around. He couldn’t dislodge the boy and couldn’t open his mouth. He ran and hopped and swung his head from side to side, but the Foxborn boy held on tight. The alligator finally stopped fighting and waited.

The boy shouted in triumph to his friends and one of them answered. “Okay, you win. Let him go and let’s go home.”

The boy started to relax his arms and felt the alligator flex in anticipation. How was he going to get away once he let the alligator go? What did he do now?

We were in the same position as the little boy. We’d caught a dragon, but what do we do now? Maybe we could kill it. It was possible we could tie it up if the other dragons left us alone while we fought this one. Maybe the dragons would kill all of us. I didn’t see how we could get close enough to undo the slipknot. We couldn’t let it go. I looked around and spotted more ropes.

“Dian, get those ropes, tie them to spears, and throw the spears over the dragon. If we can get four or five ropes over it, maybe we can hold it down.”

Dian ran for the ropes. The dragon sat on its haunches for a moment and inspected the rope looped around her foot. She was female. She bent her head to chew the rope and snapped at Skree when she jabbed her side. Skree ducked and stepped away. The dragon charged toward the tree where the rope was tied and we scrambled to get out of her way. 

I was looking for Dian when I tripped over one of the Wolfen women who’d helped me hold the rope and the dragon stepped over me. Her body was a couple of feet above me. The scales on her stomach were a pale blue. Her stomach would blend with the blue sky and She’d be hard to see from the ground,. I rolled over and scrambled to avoid her feet and tail. She ripped the rope from the tree with one talon. The talon was as long as my arm and her yellow foreclaw was big enough to hold a full-grown deer.

She turned once she’d freed the rope and lumbered across the clearing in a slow-motion version of an eagle launching run. The other four dragons swooped and scattered my warriors across the field to clear a path for her. She pounded her wings as her speed increased.

The injured dragon lifted off with powerful wingbeats and the rope trailed behind her. Suddenly, I was jerked off my feet and bounced across the clearing. The rope had looped around my leg. My own weight and the force of the dragon’s flight held the loop too tightly for me to free myself.

I reached for my knife as I bounced across the ground. I couldn’t release the cord that held it in its sheath. I quit bouncing and my stomach fluttered. I dangled beneath the dragon and twisted in the air. I swung upside down and headed directly at the gnarled upper branches of a large oak tree.
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CHAPTER TWO
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I covered my face with my hands and tried to curl into a ball. When the dragon dragged me through the upper branches, I pulled my head up, grabbed my leg with both hands, folded myself upward from my upside-down position, and pressed my face into my knees. It’s good to be young and limber. I bounced off branches and my arms and legs were scratched and cut. The tree limbs buffeted me from side to side. I closed my eyes, tucked my head, and held on. Suddenly we were above the trees and the ground was far below me. My village grew smaller and faded into the distance. 

The village was at the foot of the mountain pass. There was a cold mountain stream on one side. The trail that came down the pass was visible when I twisted in the right direction to see it. A large field for crops was clear of trees and rocks. It was on one side of the living area away from the stream. The forest came near the houses, really huts built from the trees that had been cleared, and continued along the edge of the planting field. A large fire pit for community cooking was in the center of the compound surrounded by an open area between the circles of huts. Bron had laid out Mountain Run as closely to Foxhome as he could. Nice, but this wasn’t the time to admire his work. I needed to concentrate on how to stay alive.

I dangled about four body lengths below the dragon. She shook her foot and I lost the grip on my knees, slipped, and dangled upside down by one foot. She ignored me and continued to climb higher. I missed the sky since I lost my ability to fly in eagle form, but this wasn’t how I dreamed my return to the air would be. The wind spun me around as we flew. I caught glimpses of the other dragons as I twisted at the end of the rope. I was disoriented and my blood rushed to my head. The other dragons gained on us. That couldn’t be good.

I extended my free leg horizontally and used the leverage to slow my spins. I bent at the waist and pulled myself up the rope until I was in an upright position. I wrapped my left arm in the rope and tried to untangle my leg. I didn’t have enough leverage and couldn’t shake the rope free, I’d have to cut it. Before I unsheathed my knife, another dragon flew a few feet underneath me and circled back.

The three dragons paced the female. They kept their distance, if one of them became entangled in the rope, all three of us could fall to our deaths. That didn’t mean that I was safe, the female could glide over a rock pile and dash my head against the stones. It sounded stupid to me, but the closer I climbed toward the female dragon, the safer I would be. It would be harder for her to smash me into the ground or a tree.

I pulled myself up to create some slack and looped the rope twice around my left arm. When I let go with my right hand, my full weight tightened the rope around my bicep. It hurt. I unsheathed my knife and sawed away at the rope to free my leg. I put the blade beneath the rope and cut away from my body. No point in slicing myself open.

It was hard to cut the rope because I had to stop and hold on every other breath. I spun from side to side buffeted by the rushing wind. The dragon barely flew above the treetops and every few seconds I crashed through branches and leaves. We left a trail of terrified birds flying for safety behind us. I tried to watch the other dragons, spot the oncoming trees so that I could brace for impact, and keep an eye on the bladestone knife so I didn’t cut off one of my fingers. I was frustrated because even though I was Teena Twelvekiller, a mighty warrior woman, I couldn’t do three things at once.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I made myself focus on one of the lessons Mana taught us as children, do the first thing first. I couldn’t make the other dragons go away and I couldn’t dodge the trees until I cut my leg free from the rope. I couldn’t stop the dragon from smashing me into a rock or the branches from ripping me into shreds. What I could do was to cut the rope.

Once I focused on a single chore, I cut through the rope in a few seconds, sheathed my knife, and untangled the rope from my leg. I reached for the rope above my left arm and pulled myself upward hand over hand until I was only two body lengths below the dragon’s foot.

I rested for a moment and noticed the other dragons were gone. So were the trees. I was several hundred feet above the ground and the dragon was still climbing. Suddenly, she rolled onto one side and plummeted downward. I trailed behind her. I entangled myself in the rope, I knew the stress would be too much for my arms when she pulled out of the dive. Was that her plan, to toss me aside like the last child playing crack the whip?

I narrowed my eyes to protect them from the screaming wind, peered through my lashes, and saw more dragons. The new dragons were much bigger than the ones who’d attacked Mountain Run and they were the wrong color. They weren’t golden, their bodies were reddish brown and their wings were black and mottled with white spots. 

They circled, swooped, and harried my dragon the same way that ravens chase an eagle. She was smaller than most of the dragons and managed to dodge so that the new dragons never hit her, but my weight slowed her down. I held on as she leveled out from the dive and threaded her way through the treetops. The large dragons didn’t follow her zigzag course through the forest balcony. They flew above her and waited for her to climb or reach an open area where they could pounce.

The stress almost pulled my arms apart when she sped toward the clouds. I spun out of control at the end of my tether. I caught a glimpse of a day moon rising in the eastern sky as I twisted around. It was the Foxmoon. I said a quick prayer to Fenta, Mother of All Foxes, for help.

I guess she wasn’t listening, because I didn’t get the answer I wanted. One of the large dragons streaked by and sliced my dragon’s wing with a sharp reddish talon. The torn membrane flapped uselessly in the air. My dragon stopped climbing and she fought to maintain flight. She tilted to the left, her torn wing wasn’t strong enough to keep her in level flight.

She glided in a long shallow spiral, descended as slowly as she could manage, and followed the tilt of her damaged wing as it dipped toward the ground. She was a better flyer than I’d been when I was an eagle. Of course, I hadn’t had very long to practice before Akeal, the Wolfen alpha, had bitten off my fingers. The dragon came about fifty paces nearer the forest with each revolution.

I think she would have made a good landing if the big dragons had left her alone. We were still above the trees when one of the big dragons slashed at us and hit her in the head with his front claw. She crumpled, folded her wings, and we fell into the forest.

I only had a couple of seconds to react. I unwrapped myself and changed into my eagle. After my ritemates and I had performed the Passage of the Blood with the blood of many clans and accidentally given ourselves the ability to assume many forms, we’d practiced until we could change forms almost instantly. I can shift forms between heartbeats.

I extended my wings, the good wing and the one disfigured from the loss of two fingers and a thumb. The damaged wing couldn’t support flying, but it did provide some resistance against a freefalling crash into the trees. I followed the example of the dragon and circled in a tight spiral around my damaged wing. I won’t say it was a controlled descent, but I fell slower than the dragon. She crashed into the trees below me. I spun like a maple seed. I couldn’t control my direction and I followed her down.

As soon as I dropped into the trees, I changed form and grasped at any branches I could reach. I picked a target and crashed into a cluster of small branches. I stayed in my two-legged form and clutched at leaves and branches like a drowning man.

I bounced and fell from branch to branch until I finally draped over one strong enough to hold me. It’s better to be lucky than good. I lay motionless for a moment and then crawled to the stronger branches near the trunk. I waited until the dragon shadows quit flying overhead, became my bear, and climbed down the tree. 

Once on the ground, I shifted into my fox and searched for the dragon. I smelled the dragon, and her fresh-cut wheat scent with mouse overtones was to the left of me. I slipped through the forest undergrowth. A prowling fox is the quietest creature in the woods. I followed my nose to the edge of a stream and stood motionlessly. My fox fur blended with the underbrush and I was virtually invisible in the sun-dappled shrubs unless I moved. All animals can spot movement instantly. Only the Catborn can move without being seen. That’s why Longtooth cats can sneak up on a deer. I wasn’t Catborn even though one of my forms was a Longtooth cat. The best I could do was to hold still.

The soft wind carried many scents, but the dragon smell overpowered the normal forest smells. I knew the dragon was near, but I didn’t see her. A two-legged female was lying unconscious curled up on the grass near the streambed. Her face was bruised and bloody. I cautiously and quietly crept closer until I reached her side. I heard her heartbeat. She was alive. I nosed her a couple of times and stepped back a couple of paces, but she didn’t wake up. I licked her face and she turned her head without regaining consciousness.

I resumed my two-legged form and reached for my knife, but it wasn’t there. I’d lost it along with the rest of my clothes when I’d become my eagle. Don’t cry over broken eggs, it doesn’t do any good. Crying won’t find your knife.

I picked up a rock the size of my head to use as a weapon. I didn’t think I needed it, but you never know. I put it on the ground where I could grab it quickly and rolled the girl onto her back. My rope was tied around her foot. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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I understood immediately. Dragons are double-natured. The girl was the dragon. I guess I should say, the woman was the dragon. She had clearly undergone initiation, the Passage of Blood, since she had two forms. 

What should I do? She attacked Mountain Run and that made her my enemy. The large dragons attacked her. Why would different colored dragons fight each other? If dragons were like the clans in the Rista River Valley where Foxhome was located, the dragon clans fought for women, food, and territory. That didn’t necessarily make them bad. I suppose dragons fought to survive like the rest of us. Picking sides before you understand what a fight is about is never a good idea.

Perhaps this woman’s clan saw our settlement at Mountain Run as an invasion of their territory. If that was the case, we could talk it over and reach some understanding. Maybe we could work together, or my clan could even relocate. We weren’t afraid to fight, but we tried to fight only when necessary. Mana always said that the best fight is the one you don’t have.

I could kill her before she woke up or wait to talk to her. What should I do? If she woke up and changed into her dragon, I didn"t have a form that was strong enough to fight a dragon, but I could run away. Her big dragon form couldn’t catch my Wolfen or Longtooth cat in the dense forest. She was too big and wouldn’t fit between the trees. I decided to wait to see if she woke up. There was no point in running before I needed to escape. As Mana said, “Don’t cry before the wasp stings you.”

I was never good at waiting. I found a broken branch, tore off the leaves, and sharpened one end against the rocks. I felt a little better with my makeshift spear. There was a Numbtree thicket on the other side of the stream. I waded across and collected some of the bark. I rubbed my left arm and leg where the rope left deep bruises. I didn’t chew any bark. Chewing the bark dulls the pain, but it makes me confused and clumsy.

I piled moss and Numbtree bark near the woman. I inspected her closely. She had a cut on one shoulder that needed to be stitched. A splinter in her cheek barely missed her eye. My sister and I were trained to be healers and old habits are hard to break. If she’d let me, I’d help her after she woke up. I hoped she’d consider my help a sign of my good intentions. Not that my intentions were all that good. Recruit her if I could and kill her if I couldn’t. 

I selected a smooth stone from the streambed, stripped fresh and supple bark from a willow tree into strips, and used the strips to lash the rock onto a short-forked branch. It wasn’t the best club I’d ever made, but it wasn’t the worst. I wished I had my knife, but I remembered what Mana said about wishes, “Spit in one hand, wish in the other, and see which hand gets wet.”

I used my club and crushed rocks into smaller pieces. If you break enough rocks, sooner or later you’ll get one with a sharp edge. While I was pounding rocks with my club, the girl woke up. She took one look at me, crawled a few feet, and picked up a rock. Her voice quivered when she spoke. I was briefly afraid we wouldn’t speak with the same words, but I could understand her. She said, “Stay back, I’ll kill you.”

I don’t know what bothered her about my appearance. I was naked and covered with dirt and bruises. My hair was disheveled and I was squatting on the ground breaking rocks with an ugly stone club. No wonder she considered me a threat. At least I didn’t growl or bare my teeth.

I put my club on the ground and held my open hands, palms forward, in front of me. “I can understand you. I don’t want to hurt you and I don’t want you to hurt me. My name is Teena, I’m Foxborn.”

She stared at my maimed hand, cowered against a tree trunk, and replied. “I don’t know Foxborn. Go away. I’ll kill you.”

“I can leave you here, or we can help each other. You’re injured. Your shoulder needs stitches and that splinter needs to come out of your face. I know you can change into a dragon. Your left wing was torn badly by one of the big dragons. I’m a healer. I’ll help you or leave you, whichever you want. There’s moss and Numbtree bark next to you. If you don’t want my help, you can clean your own wounds and use the bark to dull the pain.”

She grabbed a piece of Numbtree bark and shoved it in her mouth. She reached to scratch her leg and found the rope still tightly looped around her ankle. Her foot was purple and swollen. She tried to pull the slipknot free, but it was tight and slick with her blood. “Why do I have a rope around my foot?”

I said, “You and three other dragons attacked my village. We defended ourselves. I’ll tell you all about it, but if we don’t take the rope off your foot, it will die. The rope is tight and blood can’t flow in and out of your foot. The trapped blood will swell up until it has to find another way out.”

She tried to loosen the rope, gave up the effort when the rough rope made her fingers bleed, picked up a rock, and said, “Okay, help me. If you try to hurt me, I’ll kill you.”

“If I wanted to hurt you, I wouldn’t have waited until you woke up. I’m breaking these rocks trying to make an edge sharp enough to cut the rope. These river rocks aren’t as good as bladestone, but they’re all we have.”

I selected the sharpest one and lifted her foot into my lap. “Chew some more Numbtree bark, you’re going to feel pressure, and this is going to hurt.”

I rubbed the stone edge back on forth across the rope. It seemed like it took forever, but eventually the last woven strand parted and her foot was free. The pattern of the rope was embedded deeply into her flesh, but the swelling in her foot began to go down almost immediately. I rubbed it gently with Numbtree bark.

“You’ll be sore for a few days. I don’t think your foot or ankle are broken, but I can’t be sure until the swelling goes down. You need to stay on your back and keep your foot as high as you can. The higher you hold it, the faster your blood will go back to where it belongs.”

She lay on her back and I made a pile of rocks to hold her foot up. “My name is Teena. Why were the big dragons chasing you?”

She gingerly touched the cut on her shoulder and probed the splinter in her face. “I’m Dona. My clan is the Dragonborn. The big brown dragons are the Redclaw clan. There are three dragon clans, and the third clan is called the Greenwings. They’re small, almost as small as eagles. The Redclaws chased four of us from our tribal home, Water’s Edge, on the edge of the great water where the rivers end. We weren’t attacking your people, but we got lost running from the Redclaws. We'd hoped your people would help us. We aren’t fighters. We wanted to find friends.” 

“Maybe you have. We’ll talk about friendship later. I’m going to pull that splinter out of your face and stitch up your shoulder. I told you that a big dragon ripped one of your wings. Where do your wings go when you assume your two-legged form?”

“I don’t know, where does your fox fur go?”

“Fair enough.” I already had Numbtree bark, but I needed something to stitch the cuts closed. Whiskers from my Longtooth form would work for thread and eagle feather quills make great needles if I could figure out how to cut and sharpen them without a knife. “I’m going to change into a Longtooth cat. Pull six of my whiskers out and I’ll use them to sew up your shoulder and face. Next, I’ll turn into an eagle. Pick a tail feather and pluck it. The feather shaft will be my needle.”

She looked terrified. “You can change to an eagle and a Longtooth cat?”

‘Yes, and a fox, a bear, and a couple of other animals. I’ll explain later.”

I changed and held my cat face close to Dona. She flinched a little, but pulled three long whiskers from each side of my nose. I turned around and shifted to eagle form. She had to use both hands to free a tail feather.

I changed back and said, “I have to slice the feather with one of these rock edges. I need to cut at a sharp diagonal to make a good needle point.” I chose a sharp rock edge and used another rock like a whetstone and worked the edge even sharper. I stripped the feathers from the quill and cut the length into several finger joint length pieces. I picked the one with the sharpest point and put a hole in the dull end to thread the whiskers through.

I squeezed Numbtree bark juice on her shoulder and sewed it closed. It took a dozen stitches. Dona had tears in her eyes, but she never said a word or pulled away. 

The splinter under her eye was barely below the surface, her facial bones had kept the penetration shallow. It was an ugly piece of wood, jagged, brown, and bloody under her skin. It would tear her face badly if I tried to pull it out. I squeezed Numbtree bark and dribbled the fluid over the splinter and her face. I knew her face was numb when she couldn’t hold her eyes open.

I took one quill needle and sliced her skin the full length of the splinter, plucked it out, washed the area, and folded the skin flaps back into place. Nine stitches later, it was closed. Not my best work, but it would hold.

“Dona, I’m sure that’s going to leave a scar.”

“Life leaves scars. I appreciate it, but I don’t understand why you’re helping me.”

“I have no idea where I am or where my people are. I need your help to find them.”

“I don’t know where we are. I flew here in a blind panic. I was trying to scrape you off my foot for the first part of my flight and dodging the Redclaws the rest of the time. I didn’t pay attention to where we are. I’ve only been in this area for two days. I’m lost. I won’t be much help.”

“Well then, I hope you know some good stories. I don’t want to sleep in the open and we need food. I’m going to hunt in my fox form.”

I left her and searched the area. I killed two rabbits. It would be hard to skin the rabbits with the edge of a river rock and I didn’t have any way to start a fire. I smelled deer and followed the scent. The odor was strong inside a large thorn thicket. I peeked inside and a doe and two fawns broke cover and ran. I didn’t chase them. Two rabbits were enough for now.

I decided to use the thicket for shelter. It wouldn’t keep out rain, but the brambles would give us some measure of protection from predators while we slept. I went back for Dona. She didn’t say a word when I changed into my bear form and carried her to the thicket.

I became two-legged and recovered the rabbits. Dona made herself comfortable in the deer’s nest and scraped up a pile of dirt to keep her foot in the air. I said, “I don’t have any way to make fire, do you?”

She shifted her weight like she was going to run and said. “Fire, we don’t use fire. Fire is evil.”

“Okay, I’ll take that as a no. I can change into any of my other forms and eat my rabbit raw. If you don’t use fire, you don’t cook your food, do you?”

“No. In my home, Water’s Edge, there are stones that make small lightning bolts when we hit them against each other. They’re dangerous. Whenever we find them, we throw them in the water. Sometimes the wind and surf wash them onto shore, but we throw them back whenever that happens.”

I’d never heard of rocks that make fire. I wanted some of those. “Do you know what they look like?”

“Sure, if they’re around here, I can find them. They have a distinct smell. The smell like lightning.”

I ate my rabbit, piled brambles over the opening to the deer’s lair, and tended my own bumps and bruises. “Tomorrow, my clan will send searchers for me in eagle form. I’d like to find a meadow where I can see the skies and watch for them.”

Dona groaned as she shifted, “If you can see the skies, what’s in the skies can see you. The Redclaws will be looking for me.”

“Yes, we’ll need to be careful. Tell me more about your people.”

“Why not? We are Dragonborn. There are three types of dragons. The Redclaws are the largest and the most barbaric. When I say the largest, I mean that they are the biggest in size. Their clan is about the same size as mine. Our clans have about twenty adults. The smallest dragons, the Greenwing clan, have the largest numbers.” 

“Our legends say we were once a single tribe and lived in harmony on the edge of the Great Water that has a single shore. I told you our home is Water’s Edge. Preeva, the first dragon, led us from the forests and mountains. We followed a great river until we reached the shore. The forests were filled with bears, great cats, Wolfen, and other animals who preyed on us. We were weak and couldn’t defend ourselves.” 

“I watched you make weapons for yourself today, but my people have no such knowledge. Our ways are not the ways of war. We do not fight. Preeva taught us the Rite of Dragonblood. When a young person reaches adulthood, he must drink an adult Dragonborn’s blood during the first full Dragonmoon after the autumn equinox. The Rite of Dragonblood gives the person the ability to become both two-legged and dragon.”

“Dragonmoon?”

“The middle-sized moon. Preeva flies across the face of that moon and she chases the rat who lives on the smallest moon, the Ratmoon, through the sky.”

I said, “We call the middle moon, the Owlmoon, but we call the small moon, the Ratmoon, like your people do. The Foxborn call the largest moon, the Foxmoon, and Fenta, the Mother of All Foxes, watches over us from there.”

“The Dragonborn call the large moon, the Krakenmoon. It’s an evil moon. The Kraken are large creatures with boneless arms as long as trees. The kraken lurk near the surface of the Great Water when the Krakenmoon is high and wait for unwary dragons to fly near enough to capture and devour. Legends say the kraken fly at night, but I don’t know anyone who’s ever seen a kraken anywhere except in the Great Water. We only fly in the daytime. We don’t fly when the Krakenmoon patrols the night skies. Preeva rides the Dragonmoon and chases the kraken from the skies and back into the water where they belong.”

Interesting. Double-natured dragons don’t fight, are afraid of fire, and don’t fly at night. If that was true, I suppose Dona and her clan weren’t going to eat us, but there were still the big dragons she called the Redclaws. I asked, “How did the Dragonborn become three separate tribes?”

“The Greenwings were the first to leave. One time, too many winters ago to count, some newly initiated Dragonborn had green wings instead of wings of pale gold. The green in their wings matched the green color of kraken skin. The older clansmen were frightened by this change. They claimed the green-winged dragons were children of the kraken and drove them from our home.”

“The Greenwings moved onto rocky cliffs further from the sea and nested with the birds of prey. Preeva was angry when the green dragons moved away from the shore and she cursed them to shrink in size until they were the same size as eagles and hawks. We leave them alone, I’ve never actually seen a Greenwing up close. They’re much quicker than we are and they fly away if we are anywhere nearby. I don’t think they ever change forms.”

“What about the Redclaws, the big dragons?”

“Completely different story. In honor of Preeva, our clan is ruled by the oldest female. We have a proverb, age is wisdom, patience is strength, and peace is power. Our males are shorter-sighted, and more inclined to impulsive behavior and solitary action than our females. One male, Rabar, who became the first Redclaw, was ambitious. Despite our traditions, he wanted to rule the tribe. His dragon had red claws, and he immediately spread the story that red claws were a sign from the goddess, Preeva. Preeva wanted the Dragonborn to become a warlike tribe. Rabar wanted to kill the kraken and destroy the Greenwings. He claimed Preeva wanted a male to lead the clan, and his red claws were a sign he was the chosen one.”

“Rabar’s dragon was large, half again as big as the next largest Dragonborn. He wasn’t foolish enough to challenge a kraken or his clan would never come into existence. He wasn’t fast enough to kill the Greenwings and his heretical ravings were largely ignored.”

“However, his blood, like the blood of most adults, was included in the Rite of Dragonblood. His blood was strong and it quickened in many of the male initiates and when they transformed, their dragons were large and red-clawed. Rabar groomed the offspring of his blood. Every young man wants to believe he is special, destined for great things, and the young Redclaws were no exception”

“Rabar told them that they were the chosen of Preeva. The goddess gave them blood-colored claws as a sign they should lead the clan and not be ruled by some old woman. He said the Redclaws should have their pick of mates and only their blood should be used during the Rite of Dragonblood. He claimed their claws were red so the blood of their victims wouldn’t show. Dragons should be warlike, not peaceful.”

“The clan refused to grant leadership to Rabar and his acolytes. A great battle resulted and many were killed, but the Redclaw were driven from our clan site and they fled into the forest and mountains. After the battle, the Dragonborn wept for their dead and swore to never use violence again.”

“We don’t fight them anymore, not even when they raid our village. All their young adults are initiated with Redclaw blood, but Redclaw blood is more suitable for men than it is for women. Most adult female Redclaws are barren, They're unable to have children. The Redclaws are always on the lookout for adult Dragonborn females to bear their children. They capture a few of us every year. None of us have ever returned.”

I felt something crawling on my leg. It was a beetle. I ate it immediately and asked, “Is that why you ended up here? Your clan lets them take your women?”

“Yes, the Redclaws found me and my friends hunting over the forest and cut us off from our home. They herded us away from our village and into this valley. We found a small clearing where we could land, but the larger Redclaws couldn’t. We landed, changed into two-legged, and hid under the trees. After a night and a day, the Redclaws quit looking for us. We took to the air and found your village. We wanted help, but your people attacked us when we tried to land.”

I replied, “My people have legends, too. We are taught that dragons are vicious beasts who like nothing better than to eat foxes. We were brought up to defend ourselves from your kind. I wasn't raised to believe there are good dragons. The dragons in our stories are bad monsters.”

She said, “Seems like both our clans have much to fear from the Redclaw dragons. Anyway, you tied yourself to my foot for some reason and when I flew away the Redclaws chased us. I tried to fly away from them, but you slowed me down.”

It was a lot to think about and I thought before I answered. “I didn’t mean to tie myself to you, my foot got caught in the rope. There are no dragon clans in the valley where I was born, but there are many double-natured clans. There are Bearborn, Wolfen, Foxborn, Catborn, Eagleborn, and boars. In the past, the clans didn’t fight each other, but they didn’t really get along. My Foxborn clan traded with the boars and eagles. We stayed away from the bears and Longtooth cats. The Wolfen, especially a clan called the Bladestone Wolfen, raided all the other tribes for children. The Redclaws sound similar to them.”

It made me angry to talk about the Bladestone Wolfen, but I continued. “Their harsh initiation ceremonies killed over half their potential initiates, so they stole the young from the other clans and forced them to endure their ritual. The survivors were forced into the Passage of Blood ceremony and cursed to live as double-natured Wolfen.”

“Last year the Wolfen raided all the tribes and killed most of the adults. A few of us escaped and initiated ourselves into adulthood. We mixed the blood of all the clans, we believed like blood called to like, and fox blood would only quicken in the Foxborn. We were wrong. The different bloods of all the clans quickened in our bodies and we became many-natured, not double-natured. We have seven forms. It took us a few days to master the changes, but we practiced all the time. All of our forms work differently, walking as a fox is different than walking as a bear. Flying was great. I loved to fly.”

“We rescued the younger children from the Wolfen and trekked toward Mountain Run, the new home we’d chosen in this valley, but we didn’t make it over the mountains before snowfall blocked the pass. With the help of some young initiates who were forcibly initiated as Wolfen, we took the children back to the remains of my village, Foxhome.”

I shivered when I remembered how cold it was in the snow houses we had built. “The last of the Bladestone Wolfen were waiting in my village and I was forced to battle the Wolfen alpha, Krisa. I won, but I was badly injured.”

“During the year, more survivors joined our group and there are over a hundred of us, many-natured and double-natured alike. We are one clan.”

“Are you the leader?”

“The others think so, they call me Teena Twelvekiller.”

“I’ve never fought or killed anyone. Do you deserve your name?”

“Well, I’ve certainly killed at least twelve Wolfen.”

Her eyes were wide open. She wondered whether she was safe bedded down in a thorn thicket with a killer. “You must be very brave.”

“I’m not. Courage isn’t about being brave, it’s about doing what has to be done. You don’t need to be afraid of me, we’re in this together. Tomorrow, I’ll try to fix your wing and then we’ll find my people. You don’t have to help me, you can leave and try to find your home, Water’s Edge. It’s your choice.”

I didn’t sleep well. I’d rubbed Numbtree bark on my bumps and bruises. It helped, but I was sore all over, it’s not every day I hang from a rope under a dragon and get bounced through the forest. I lay awake and watched the Foxmoon through an opening in the thicket as it moved across the sky and dodged behind the scattered clouds. I was glad Fenta watched over this valley. 

The predawn forest serenade woke me as the birds cheered the rising sun. I stretched to loosen my stiff muscles and the movement woke Dona. She seemed confused and cowered as far away from me as she could inside the bramble thicket. Her eyes darted all around looking for the opening and her breathing was sharp and hurried.

“Relax, I won’t hurt you if you don’t hurt me. Don’t try to change your form. The thorns may damage your wings. I’m going to the stream and drink. Come with me. You can change there and we’ll see how badly your wing is damaged.”

Dona’s breathing slowed a bit and she said, “You go first. I’ll follow you.”

She changed into her dragon. Yesterday, I hadn’t appreciated how magnificent she looked, I was a little busy not dying. Her dragon was several times as large as my bear. The pale skin was smooth and was covered by light scales. Her neck and upper back were covered with a long golden furry mane. It was soft, like the feathers on a baby duck. 

She spread her wings and they were huge. Ten Foxborn could hide under one wing. I inspected her uninjured wing first. “Dona, there are several small holes in this wing. Should I try to patch them?”

She lifted her wing above her and turned to look. She shifted so the sunlight shone through the small tears, inspected her wing, and shifted into her two-legged form. She changed forms slowly and it took a few moments for her to gain control. Evidently, dragons were like Wolfen and needed time to recover from the change. She said, “No, little cuts and punctures like these happen all the time. They’ll heal eventually, but it takes a long time. They aren’t big enough to affect how well I can fly.”

She turned around, shifted back to her dragon form, and held the damaged wing in the sunlight. There was a triangle-shaped tear half as long as my spear. The leathery membrane dangled from one side of the tear. The rip encompassed several veins and began to bleed as soon as Dona changed into her dragon. She shifted forms so she could speak and said, “This one won’t heal unless you help me. You can stitch it up if we can find the materials. I don’t think you have enough whiskers to sew it closed.”

“If we can catch a deer or a goat, I can use its tendons and veins for thread. We’ll need to hurry before the edges of your torn wings heal closed or they won’t grow back together after I stitch them.”

“That won’t be a problem. I don’t have wings when I’m two-legged, they only exist when I’m a dragon. As long as I don’t assume dragon form until you’re ready to sew up my wing, the injury won’t start to heal. I’ve been in two-legged form almost the entire time since my wing was torn, so the tear is still fresh. It will heal once it’s repaired.”

“Okay, we need to locate a clearing where my people can find us and I need to catch a deer or a goat. I’m hungry, anyway. I’m going to change into my Longtooth cat to hunt. I suggest we follow the steam unless you have a better suggestion.”
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