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I should have died the day I learned my father’s name.

I think—I did die. I just didn’t stay dead.

Before I died, my half-sib Yma found me dozing in a tiny sunlit niche on the clifftop. My latest refuge from the twins’ teasing, the shallow cave was high enough for me to see lavender-blue sky and the bright teal grasslands south of our terraced cliffs and canyons. A red sandstone outcrop above shielded the niche from storms. Cool breezes swept my red-black fur first one direction, then another, soothing my headache until Yma brought it back.

“Tel!” Yma’s treble voice echoed off stone. “I smelled you on the trail. Where are you? Namut and Khais said I couldn’t climb so high, but I showed them.”

“Go away, Yma.” I groaned. My worst rivals were the fleabait offspring of my mother’s second-in-command. I was up a cliff because they were scared of heights.

A dark honey-brown muzzle followed, peering around the entrance. “Oh, I like this nest! Your best yet.” Ten years younger and already two-thirds my size, the cub spilled uninvited into my niche. Yma snuggled against me, and sniffed at the fur along my back and shoulders. “What changed today, Tel?”

I felt no new aches from my hips, hind legs, or tail. The top of my muzzle stung, where a bud of sore flesh gave way to half an inch of dark red horn.

“Well?”

“Well, what?”

“Are you going to be a man or a woman?”

“I don’t know yet.” At seventeen, I should have already Changed to a haanha, or hunting-woman. Or a lithe wanderer-male. Yma and I were cubs of the Singing People, the Sonnaroi. As children, we were slender and four-footed, our low-slung long bodies tapering into plumed tails. We still sang in single tones. When we grew up, ah, then we’d have four sweet voices layered in chords. Even better, we’d learn all the adult songs and legends...

Yma chirped, “When will you know?”

“About five heartbeats before you do. Let me sleep.”

“My back stings. I got burrs.”

“You rolled in the bite-grass again.”

“Itched!”

“Ask Urrazhe to get them out.”

“You’re better at it.”

I was, too. My paws were the slimmest I’d seen, with the innermost talon bent at a different angle from the other members of my Red Hills clan. Even my shoulders and elbow joints were looser, giving me a tendency to trip when running on all fours, but I could grasp things more easily. Like my uncle Forlian, I was a useful freak.

I’d just finished with the burrs tangled along Yma’s spine, when Urrazhe’s impatient chorded yowl floated up the canyon.

“Oh, almost forgot. Mother wants you.” My sib muttered, then yawned, then lolled belly-up, tail-plume and all four paws twitching in dream. Yma would be safe alone. Not even a carrion-bird could easily get underneath the niche overhang.

My narrow trail dropped along fissures in the rust-and-cream sandstone. I didn’t see my mother’s motionless body blended against a rock spur, until the cliff opened large blue-purple eyes and said “Light-on-Water, do not run so fast.”

I jumped, recovered without my forepaws taking too much weight. “Yma made me late.”

Urrazhe almost seemed to step out of the rock wall, her fur blended so well into the sandstone. Her tall, whisker-fringed ears flicked back in a laugh, and her tail-plume whipped lightly across my nose. “I allowed for that.”

In her, I saw my future if I Changed woman: long tapering tail, two strong hind legs, deep fur ruff protecting neck and throat, a sharp little horn jutting up halfway between nose and forward-facing eyes. I’d be smaller than Urrazhe. My mother was large among Sonnaroi women, and a mighty fighter; the rock-dragon trophy skull guarding our favorite lair was her kill from long before I was born.

Without turning around, she said, “I’m visiting Iraedha about the drought. You’re coming with me.”

“The bareskin? How can she help?”

When my mother had been young, two centuries before, the Red Hills had been swathed in waterfalls and ferns. I grew up in a desert where clouds were rare and heralded violent storms. Streams dwindled every year. This year, the largest herds moved east to far plateaus the hunting-women couldn’t reach in less than a day’s run. For the last two years we’d eaten more insects and still-tender bark, than live meat. More often than not, we dug into canyon and cavern floors for water. We rolled in dust to thwart the mites in our fur. My clever forepaws earned me tolerance from itchy clanfolk.

Urrazhe sniffed the wind. “This drought feels wrong in my dreams. Weather made by witchery, I think.”

“You believe in magic, now?”

“I have always believed in magic. That’s why I never allowed it here. Iraedha will know more about witches and weather.”

#
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THE RED HILLS PUSHED out of the blue-green plains in tilted blocks. North lay a desert of poisoned yellow sand and black baneflower thorns just as deadly. We lived in the southern cliffs, and hunted the grassy prairies above. Bareskinned Sirrithani claimed the plains and the smaller sandstone blocks jutting from the grassland. Iraedha the Sirrithani hermit lived between the territories, in a vale watered by a still-trickling stream.

The trail was no wider than my body, and switch-backed from one ravine wall to the other. The stream cut it in six places. Urrazhe jumped the channel with her usual ease, leaving me behind. At the third crossing I hurried, annoyed that Yma was better at scrambling along cliff trails.

I half-skidded along the next switchback, leapt the fourth crossing, and came down too hard on my left forepaw.

One heartbeat to decide: hold the landing and break my wrist, or fold my body around the hurt and hope to recover from the fall. I rolled back into the stream. Dammed by my body, cold water rushed over me, finding my nostrils and gasping mouth. I tried to climb out. My injured forepaw couldn’t grip. Gravity and water pressure swept me down the steep channel.

Between blinding water and bruising impacts, I caught glimpses of stone and sky. I bounced off a rock that tossed me skyward and sideways. I saw a blue-green tangle of bitterbark shrubs along the steep bank, and lashed my tail out to guide my awkward flight.

When I hit the shrubs only my good forepaw snagged a branch. I slung around and felt a new, deep pain in the crease between my right hind leg and abdomen. White splinters and ragged teal needles glowed in sunlight as they fell past me into the stream. My pulse roared in my ears like the water.

I hung breathless, skewered on a broken branch. I smelled water on stone, sun-warmed bitterbark resin, and my own blood.

Urrazhe’s eyes showed white around the edges in distress. She keened, rocking back and forth on her hind legs, “Anelkir, I’ve lost your child. To a fall! Oh, damn you, Vathaea!”

“Mother,” I croaked.

She lunged into the shrub, which was leaning with my weight. One of her hind feet held me flat against the crumbling rock and tough roots. She bit into the branch, snapping it off just outside my wound. Then she dragged me back onto the trail. She sniffed at the wound, angling her head to bite again at the splintered branch.

“Don’t,” I said. “It’s in the artery. I’ll just bleed out faster.”

“I’ll get Iraedha,” said my mother.

I felt a coldness trickling inside me. “Stay.”

Urrazhe licked my muzzle, blinking back tears. I had rarely seen my beautiful, proud mother cry, and never in front of our little clan.

“Forlian says when we die, we sink into the world’s heart to be judged by the Sleeping Goddess, and we come back in different bodies,” I whispered.

“He needs to believe that,” she said. “Gods are useless or fickle. When we die, we die. I’m sorry I didn’t give you a better life, my little Bloodshadow.”

“You let me live.” I knew the rumors, how other women in the clan had had begged Urrazhe to slay her deformed infant at birth.

My mother curled around me, sharing warmth. “You chattered like a three-year-old before your first summer. Why squander an infant with brains?”
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The rushing sound in my ears grew to a roar like a windstorm, blocking Urrazhe’s grieving song. My whole hind leg felt heavy as stone. My red blood, welling around the pale wood, turned dark. Not glittering black, like certain wet stones, but an unreflecting spill of shadow. Blood scent changed to the tingling smell of air before a lightning strike.

Sickened, I looked away to see Urrazhe’s ears flattened against her skull.

Through a new, thundering pain in my chest, I felt something twist in my injured leg.

The branch fell, its pale wood sliced flat at the place it had wounded me. The jagged point tearing inside me - had vanished. On my fur, the black blood turned red again. I bled scarlet from a much smaller wound, the trickle stopping in a few more heartbeats. My chest pain eased.

Urrazhe held me down with one forepaw while she sniffed at the wound. “Where’s the rest of it? What did you do? Has this happened before?” she growled in back-voice, the deep tones rumbling out of her throat. A feeling of pressure hammered at my skull. Her adult mind tried to Read mine for truth.

As a cub scrambling over and through the Red Hills, I’d shed enough blood already. Never a drop of it black. “No!” Anything, to stop her attack on my stubborn, mute brain.

Urrazhe flinched and pulled away. “What are you?” she asked. I knew her body language. She was clan-chief before she was my mother. I might be a moment from being tossed back into the stream.

“Your child.”

“I birthed you,” she said, sitting back on her haunches. “Deformed but adaptable. An agile brain that cannot hear or answer mind-calls. After your gray dapple-fur grew out, your pelt was like your eyes: the very color of blood spilled in shadow. The smallest cub for your age I have ever seen. But you are mine, no doubt. You do not know why your blood turned black?”

“No.”

My mother slunk close and sniffed me over again. She licked away the drying blood. “Can you stand? Walk?”

I could. My forepaw hurt, but I could bear it.

“We are visiting Iraedha. You will not say anything about this to anyone. Ever,” she warned, looking around at the stream and the broken shrub.

I limped down the narrow trail, Urrazhe pacing impatiently behind me.

Black blood. I’d heard no legends of it among all the stories my uncle told the children of our clan. It was in me, it had saved my life, and now it was hiding again.

I didn’t dare ask Urrazhe anything else, but I reveled in one truth. When she’d thought me dead or stunned, she’d said my father’s name.

Anelkir.

She never talked about him. Being fatherless added to my other defects. What kind of a man was he, to love and leave the matriarch of the Red Hills? Perhaps he’d had no choice.

#
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SHEER CANYON WALLS opened to a shallow valley. On the upper slopes, tall grasses grew up between the red rocks, grass-tips browned but still bright turquoise along their stems.

Urrazhe flushed a striped tan rat from the grass, caught its long hind legs in her jaws, and snapped its spine with one toss of her head. She laid the twitching rodent at my feet.

“You carry it now. Always bring a gift when you enter another woman’s territory. Something from outside her lands. Meat, fruit, or honeycomb from yours. A pretty stone, a useful leaf, or some other token of your journey. Something taken from inside her boundaries is an insult, but also a way to gauge her worth. If she knows her territory well, you may have to fight her for the affront. If she does not recognize her own token, then she proves herself low-status.”

From Urrazhe’s calm manner, she seemed to have forgotten my fall and the black blood. I knew better.

My stomach grumbled as I sniffed the rat. “You speak as if I am already a woman.”

“My daughter will need to know this. If you were my son, and met such an unobservant woman, would you want her as your mate?”

“Isn’t this all your land, anyway?”

“I am Ae Rhun, First Fang, matriarch of the Red Hills. But from one rim of this canyon to the other, it is Iraedha’s place until she dies or leaves.” Then Urrazhe lifted her head, sniffing the wind. “She has company already. More Sirrithani.” She paused, considering. “Bring the rat.”

She ducked into a seven-foot-high swathe of blue-green grass, dry yellow at their tips. Urrazhe’s head, spine, and tail formed one sleek horizontal line, perfectly balanced. Her forelimbs tucked under her chest. She glided one step at a time, each hind foot finding its own grip in the rocky soil.

On my four gawky legs, I had neither the upright grace of a grown woman or the earth-bound balance of a man. I wished the grass darker or my fur lighter.

Too many scents tickled my nose: Urrazhe, myself, dead rat, the drying grass, the scent of water from the canyon below us, a tang of burning herbs, and a strange musky acidic smell.

“If I rush them, Tel, stay hidden,” Urrazhe whispered in the soft tones of her side-voices, so they wouldn’t carry far.

We reached a stony lip, where the grass swirled over a ten-foot drop. I wormed beside my mother, trying to become a patch of natural shadow. Late afternoon sun helped, slanting into the canyon from behind me.

Water and wind hollowed the canyon into stone shelves, each broader than the one above, until they met below at a stream. The low stream slid around rock domes long ago smoothed by water and wind. One large dome, set higher on a shelf across the water, revealed a hollow darkness inside its cleft flank. A giant mud bird’s nest, I thought, until I saw the scale of it.

A lair, raised from dried mud. So much effort, when good caves waited in the cliffs.

The bareskin hermit herself stood in front of her lair, facing another pair of Sirrithani.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Three


[image: ]




In Sonnaroi legend, Sirrithani were our younger cousins through the Worldleaper goddess Biha-Arra and her grand-daughter Sirriah.

Iraedha’s visitors, Sirriah’s distant children, balanced on their long hind legs without benefit of a tail. Manes grew from the tops and backs of their round skulls, but their throats were unprotected. Their forelimbs were naked as burned flesh, as were their nimble forepaws.

Iraedha’s gaunt red-brown limbs poked from a wide piece of hide with a hole in it for her head. The garment gathered around her waist, then rippled down to her bare feet.

The visitors’ coverings looked more complex. Tubes of some soft, dull tan material cased their limbs, bodies, and feet. I thought at first they were both deformed, but then saw the regularity of the dark shapes clinging to their backs. Stones? Tortoise shells?

I knew Iraedha to be woman. But the visitors? One stood a little taller than the hermit, with a straight black mane and red-brown skin like Iraedha’s. The other, pink-skinned and taller still, had a startling cloud-white mane almost to its hips. Male, from its height? Smaller Black-mane could be a woman.

Urrazhe slipped over the edge and stalked down to the reed-choked bank.

I couldn’t understand the visitors’ guttural speech. It grated on my ears with an eerie wrongness: flat, one-toned, instead of the rich music of our adult singspeech.

Tension needed no translation. The black-maned woman growled at Iraedha, who stood her ground. White-mane chattered. Black-mane started something even I recognized as pleading, and grabbed one of Iraedha’s shoulders. The hermit moved abruptly, breaking the hold. Black-mane reached out again.

Urrazhe snarled. Startled birds hurtled out of the reeds. My mother charged across the shallow water, setting herself between Iraedha and the visitors. Black-mane cowered away.

White-mane cocked his head, muttering.

Urrazhe’s ears flattened.

White-mane trilled something in recognizable singspeech, despite his monotone voice. I couldn’t hear the words, but Urrazhe did. Her tail looped in a startled laugh. White-mane knelt. Urrazhe lowered her head to the same level. The two chirruped back and forth for a while.

Body-speech was much the same for both of our races. Iraedha looked attentive. Black-mane looked afraid, then possessive, then sulky. Black-mane, scanning the valley, jabbered once and pointed up at my hiding place.

“It’s safe,” said Urrazhe. “Come down, Tel.”

I scrambled just ahead of a small rockslide, tripped again in the stream, realized I couldn’t shake off water without seeming rude, and presented myself dripping wet. At least it washed off more traces of blood. I dropped the rat in front of Urrazhe.

“A gift for you, from my lands,” she sang to the hermit.

Iraedha picked it up in her forepaws, sniffed its fur. “We share it, on mine,” the Sirrithnai woman replied, in good but slow singspeech. Her throat had room for only front-voice, I realized. No thrumming deep-voice to carry for long distances, or side-voices to sing counterpoint.

“We share it in friendship,” finished White-mane.

I hummed the phrase in a whisper, trying to understand the difference in sound. White-mane’s ears flicked forward. Sirrithani had the same ears we did: long, stiff where they sprang from the skull, more mobile along the rest of the ear. Proper whiskers edged them in long, shimmering white fringes, though the ears were bare of other fur.

This person had eyes so black I could not see the pupil. Deep-water eyes, hiding their thoughts under the glitter of reflected sun.

White-mane squinted at me. My chest felt tight. Pressure rang in my ears. Then White-mane’s ears flicked back almost to his skull. “You did not think we spoke at all, cub?” he said.

By the emphasis on ‘spoke’, I knew he’d called to me in the silent voices, and found my call-deaf mind instead.

A respectful cub would squirm in the dirt and look harmless. I glared back. “You speak well enough. Why can’t you sing?”

“Our throats make one sound at a time.”

“Even so, you sing well,” Urrazhe said, with a sidelong glance that told me she’d remember my rudeness later. “My child Istelian, greet the woman Dariet and her male mate Fergin. They are guests of Iraedha and will harm neither her nor us.”

Which of them was the woman? I compromised by bowing my head to Iraedha, crouching, and wrapping my tail around my forelegs, my best impression of dutiful-cub-awaiting-instruction.

“I am Dariet, a woman of the Sirrithani,” said White-mane, relenting. “This is my man Fergin. And you are a very observant child.”

“Since when are women bigger than men?” I said, and ducked as Urrazhe swiped a forepaw at me.

Dariet made a cheerful sound like water gurgling in a brook. She sat on the ground, a strange process involving much flexing of long skinny legs. “Not all Sirrithani tribes are similar, Istelian, just as the Sonnaroi tribes differ. My mate comes from a tribe of short, dark folk. I come from another place, where even my sisters call me ‘the runt’.”

Another runt? Her people must breathe clouds.

Fergin knelt beside his mate. He looked at me with steady brown eyes. I stared back.

With a soft sound, the Sirrithani man reached out a forepaw to touch my fur. I shivered. His bareskinned talons crept along my spine to my hind legs, lingering over my hip joint. Then he moved to my muzzle, closing his talons over the bump where my horn strained upward. The bump itched. Fergin’s talons found just the right place to scratch.

The itch vanished, then the dull pain from my hip. Fergin’s paw lifted a huge scab from my nose, exposing healed flesh and more dark-red horn. He said something harsh while glaring at Urrazhe.

“Your horn will come out without pain, now,” Dariet translated. “He says the base was infected. Your mother should have seen to it.”

Urrazhe yawned, showing sharp white teeth and a curling pink tongue. “We did not claim the Red Hills by weakness. Tel’s horn would have healed by itself.”

“You would not even pack it with istelian?” Dariet asked archly in her flat singspeech. “Without that plant, you would never have got this child.” 
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Urrazhe’s hackles rose down her spine. “So you have the Sleeper’s Sight, White Spider. So do I. I know who you are and what you have done. How dare you judge me?”

The white-haired Sirrithani went to her knees, lowering her head below my mother’s, and sang, “You are a wise woman and you bear fine children. You could be a strong voka if you listened to the Sleeper’s voices.”

“I hear her,” said Urrazhe with a pointed rattle of her killing claws. “I choose not to answer any gods who call my name. Much less become their priestess and slave.”

Fergin and I shared a baffled look, but Dariet laughed in what seemed like approval. “A strong voka, indeed.”

“Tel, I must talk with Iraedha,” Urrazhe chirped at me. “Be polite to her guests.”

Dariet stood, looming over me, her flat face and black eyes so unreadable she could have been staring at me, the stream, or nothing at all.

Still dripping and cold, I looked up—and up, and up!—at Dariet until I sneezed.

Fergin’s face crinkled, then he shook his head, muttering. Still kneeling beside me, he shucked the odd shell from his back. It landed with a smaller sound than I’d expected. Then he touched the shell with his forepaws, and it opened.

Not a shell, but still hollow, and made of the same flexible stuff as his body-coverings. Inside the cavity, odd many-colored shapes lay packed tight as seeds in a pod.

My eyes saw. My brain stumbled for a moment. Then understood. A way to carry things, many things, more than in talon or jaw. I saw herbs in bundles. Rolls that smelled like deerhide. What else? I wanted to have his language just then, to paw at each object, ask its name and purpose.

What if I found and killed a tortoise, and made a way to carry its shell? Sleeper help the next batch of coldsweet berries I found!

Fergin pulled out a piece of something tan, supple and soft-looking as infants’ fur. He dried my wet pelt, moving against the nap to keep my blood moving. He smelled odd and was shaped even odder. But he was gentle and warm. I leaned against his drawn-up legs, and whistled a sleepy complaint when he moved away.
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