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CHAPTER ONE


Day I


Each row has exactly as many pods as my fingers—ten. And there are exactly as many rows as my fingers on one hand. Five. I’ve laid them out on the ground perfectly. It’s my job to tie precisely fifty bean pods into the cloth because I’m good at numbers, better than my parents. When the cart is full of these cloth parcels, my little brothers will bring them to market. An open cart of beans is vulnerable. Any passing person can snatch a handful, and since a handful is worth nothing in barter, the thief won’t even get in trouble. By the time an open cart of beans reaches market, the vendor might have nothing left. But tied in cloth, the beans matter—anyone who tried to steal would get a public flogging.


So I count with care. And I tie the cloth tight, but not so tight that the knot is hard to undo. When my brothers trade the beans, they will untie the cloth and dump the beans into each customer’s basket. The saved bits of cloth come back to me. My brothers are supposed to be careful, but they aren’t always. Especially if they’re rushing because there’s another customer waiting. And if the cloth rips, it’s my job to repair it. I hate that job. I’m better at counting. And planting. I love planting. Someday, when I have my own children, I’ll grow every kind of fruit and green and feed them lavishly. They’ll love the evening meal, everyone talking and laughing.


I look out over the bean field now. Planting season is past. This is the last harvest of summer. My naturally dark skin is even darker now; just a few shades lighter than my hair, since the sun has been dying the one while bleaching the other.


I love going to market almost as much as I love planting. It’s exciting to see all the people with all their wares. I used to go often. But ever since my body changed, Father has insisted I stay at home. I’m thin—only rich people aren’t—but I’m womanly now. Someone in town could grab me, pull me between buildings, into a dark place, alone.


No one’s allowed to do that. But it happens. Years ago, a girl told. I know, because when I protested at being left behind on market days, Mamma sat me down and explained it all. The girl told on a man, a city man. He was beaten, despite his wealth. A couple of moons later, another girl stumbled home with blood gushing from her mouth. Her tongue had been cut out. I imagined her choking to death, drowning in her own blood. When they went to wash her corpse, they found blood crusted on her thighs.


In all the years since, no girls have told.


Mamma says if you stray into town alone and it happens to you, it’s your own fault. Father says girls shouldn’t be alone anywhere close to town. If they are, they’re asking for it. Town is lawless when it comes to girls. Everyone knows that.


I hold up a bean pod into the bright sunlight. I’m gigantic compared to this pod, but in town anyone can steal me just the same.


A drop of water hits the pod. I twist around quickly. What idiot did that? The beans have to stay dry. One wet bean can rot a whole batch. I don’t see anyone nearby, though. The culprit is fast. I slit the length of the pod with my thumbnail and scrape the inside against my bottom teeth, so the beans pop off into my mouth. Beans taste better cooked, but I’ve always liked the crunch of ones straight from the pod, and five little raw beans aren’t enough to give a stomachache.


Water comes. A huge splash, like a bucket dumped on my head. But it’s the entire sky that’s dumping. One moment ago the sky was clear. Now, just like that, the clouds darken it and fat drops come in profusion, hitting the ground so hard they bounce before bursting.


I grab as many parcels of beans as I can and run toward the house. The rain comes so fast now, I can’t see past my own arm. And it’s dark. As though day ceased in a blink. I burst through the door and stand dripping into the dry grasses that cover the dirt floor of the small main room.


Mamma has already lit the candle that sits in the middle of the table. “Rain this time of year. It’s a whole month early.” She shakes her head with a look of confusion on her face and turns again to face the loom. “I suppose we should be grateful. The way it’s coming down, we won’t have to carry buckets to water the field for days. I just hope this doesn’t mean an early winter. We aren’t ready for winter yet.”


I put the beans on the table. I lift the pouch that hangs from my neck over my head and drop it on the table too. It hits with a small thunk, because of the knife inside it. I peel off my tunic with difficulty—the wet wool clings to my torso—and drape it over the bench. Instantly the swamp kit screams to be picked up.


“Scruffy kit,” I say. “You’re a strange one.”


“Rowr.”


I put my face to his. “You waited till I took off my soaked things before you demanded to be picked up. You waited on purpose, didn’t you?”


My brothers found this kit in the wetlands last week—that’s his natural home. But he seems not to like water at all. The boys find that hilarious. They’ve taken to filling their mouths with water and spraying it at him, then rolling with laughter as he races to hide behind me. They can be so nasty, those boys.


I close my hand over the kit’s head, something the little creature likes. I’m glad my brothers brought him home. Kits born so late in the season don’t have much chance of survival. “Hey, little kit, lucky little kit. What have you been doing all morning?”


He pulls his head away and swats at me playfully. But Mamma now moves to the side of the loom, so I don’t have time to play more. Her small hands are already at work. My hands are bigger and stronger, but hers are more clever. I quickly kneel at the opposite side of the loom. We pass the shuttle back and forth between us. It’s faster this way, even though Mamma is adept on her own.


The kit won’t be put off that easily, though. He goes to climb my side, digs his claws into my thigh. With a quick swipe, I lift him to my shoulder, not missing a pass of the shuttle. I glance down. Two lines of blood bubbles rise on that thigh. The little creature turns in a precarious circle in that space between my shoulder and neck and he tickles bad.


“I know you hate my wet hair,” I say. “But you picked that spot. So sit still or get off.” Finally he settles, curled under the drape of my hair.


The shuttle goes back and forth in a steady rhythm. The kit’s breath is just as rhythmic against my skin. But the noise of the rain, the dull thrum on the roof, is chaotic. It fills the air. Usually we sing as we work, but now we don’t even talk.


My brothers must have taken shelter somewhere nearby. They knew if they came home, Mamma would set them to work on the mice skins that soak in the waste bucket. The urine and feces have done their job by now. It’s time to fish the skins out of the stink and scrape off the loosened hairs so Mamma can sew Papa a new carry bag. Jackal skins make a better bag—they’re bigger, so the bag isn’t crisscrossed with so many seams. And the skin is thicker, so they last longer. If they don’t get stolen. That’s the problem. Papa won’t carry anything but a mouse-skin bag into town these days.


“You’re looking at that bucket.” Mamma screws up her mouth. “You’d do the job faster than your brothers. And better.”


Oh no. Cleaning those skins will be a foul job.


“But forget it,” she says. “Papa won’t risk the stink on your hands.”


I lower my head to hide my smile. One advantage of being a girl. Papa must protect my reputation so he can marry me off, which won’t be for another couple of years if Mamma has her way. I’m already sixteen, but Mamma says I’m too useful to give up. That’s just as well with me. My friend Hurriya’s father told her to pick a husband fast or he’ll marry her off this autumn. Her younger sisters can do all the chores she does—so they don’t need her. She’s worried all the time. I’m lucky to be needed. It gives me time to find a husband who suits me.


A gust of wind bursts through the window. The candle goes out. It’s black as midnight in the room.


Mamma gets the flint, and with a smack the candle is alight again.


Another gust of wind. Black again. I can make out the bulk of Mamma standing there. Waiting. She curves forward these days, like a long-handled spoon.


“I’ll close the shutters.” I disentangle the swamp kit from my hair and set him on the floor. He screams. I go to lean out the window, but the wind is too strong to pull the shutters. So instead I walk toward the door.


“No, Sebah. Don’t go out in that. It can’t last long.” Mamma lights the hearth fire, though it isn’t time to prepare the evening meal yet. “There, let’s see the wind that’s strong enough to put that out.”


I kneel at the side of the loom again, and the yowling kit leaps into my hands. But Mamma stays standing. So I get up and stand at Mamma’s side. I’m taller than her, the way she stoops. That makes her seem weaker. An urge of protectiveness seizes me; I want to fold my arms around her. But Mamma has little tolerance for such nonsense. We look out at the rain while I run my hand over the kit’s pointy ears.


Lightning pierces the sky—a handful of streaks at once—like the five fingers of an angry god. Is it Ba’al? Then the roll of thunder. That’s Ba’al’s voice.


“I can’t remember a rain so harsh.” Mamma scratches her cheek. “At this rate, we’ll have a flash flood.”


I take a step closer to Mamma. Our arms touch. “What’s that?”


“I saw one once. The riverbed beside our home was dry. Then it poured and in no time at all it was a raging torrent. It overflowed the banks and swirled through our home, so deep, you’d have thought we had built it in the river itself. It washed away almost everything we owned. It would have washed us away if my father hadn’t tied us to the roof beams. It was crazy. Even streams turned wild.”


“Oh!” My hand flies to my mouth. “I bet they’re in the cave!” The cave is on the far side of the stream.


Mamma’s eyes instantly widen. “My boys.”


“I’ll get them.” I grab for my mantle.


Mamma catches her arm. “Put on your tunic first.”


“It’s sopping.” I’ve already wrapped the mantle around myself. I tie it at the front. The kit sinks his claws into the cloth. I try to dislodge him, but he screams and digs deeper.


“Let the stubborn thing ride on your shoulder if he insists. He’ll jump off fast enough and come screeching back here. Go, Sebah! Run!”


I step out into a downpour that is far worse than it looked from the window, and from the window it looked hateful. I know the way with my eyes closed, though. And even if I didn’t, the stream would tell me, for in this very moment it grows noisy. It roars. I run. The flaps of the mantle slap against my legs in a tangle. I fall, and get up quick and lift the mantle above my knees, clutching with both hands, and I run. I run past our field, past another field, through the small stand of woods, out into the meadow where skinny cows stand like mottled stone in the downpour.


To the stream at last. It’s high. It flows faster than any water I’ve ever seen. And it’s not the clear water it’s always been; it’s brown with mud.


On the other side are my brothers, all three of them. They stand at the mouth of the cave in water ankle deep, holding hands. I can see their heads bobbing, as though they’re agreeing with one another. “Come!” I beckon them with a huge wave of the arm. They have to get out of there before the waters rise higher and they’re trapped. “Come home! Now!” I shout and shout.


They come out, one behind the other, and they have to drop hands now. They step from stone to stone. But the water’s already over the surface of the high stones and it’s fast, it’s so fast. With a scream Barak is knocked off his feet. Talas reaches to pull him back, but he slips too. They plummet downstream into deeper, faster waters. The third in line is little Amare, only in his eighth year. He doesn’t scream or shout. He teeters, arms held out to both sides, pressing against the raging waters. He has to make it. “Amare!”


I jump into the stream and am instantly thrown off my feet. No! Where is he? I can’t see anything. I can’t regain my footing, so I scrabble to all fours and look around. Amare’s gone. “Where are you?”


They’re all gone. I’m shouting and flailing around for them, but they’re gone.


And the stream is a roiling river. I claw my way to the closest edge—the far edge—and roll away. The water follows me. The river widens by the second. An uprooted sapling slams into me. Then another. I get to my feet and run at a slant, uphill. The ground is mud now. It sucks at my feet. I clump as fast as I can. The water swirls around my calves.


A fox goes swimming past! A mountain fox, way down here!


I look back. The cows on the field on the other side of the stream are gone. Maybe it’s just that I can’t see them through the sheet of rain. They’ve got to be there. Cows are big.


My brothers. I turn in a circle. They’re nowhere to be seen.


The water is at my knees.


The ground here is a gradual incline, and the water is climbing fast. I head for the promontory, where it’s bare rock going nearly straight up. I grit my teeth; I’m not a good climber. Amare is the best climber in the family.


I slog through the water and at least now it’s pushing at me from behind. It takes so long to get to the rock face. The water is at my waist now. It crashes against the limestone. I climb, feet and fingers seeking crevices, jamming in and hooking. Higher and higher.


I’m out of the water at last. I’m panting. Everything is so slippery. I have to keep moving or I’ll slide into the pool below. But I can’t keep moving. I have no energy.


Something falls somewhere, splat into the water below. It splashes the back of my legs. Move! I reach up, and, what? My hand flaps around in an opening. I pull myself up so my eyes are level with that hand. It’s a small area, not a cave, not even a proper ledge, just a rock shelf. But at least it offers a respite from the work of clinging. I climb onto it and sit, my knees against my chest, my arms tight around them. I know my fingers bleed, but I don’t want to suck on them. I want to keep my knees as close to my chest as possible, and the only way to do that is to hold them in place with my arms. I must stay curled. I must shrink into a tight stone that can fend off the elements.


Perhaps the rain lessens a little or perhaps my eyes somehow work better, because for an instant I can see far out below—it seems like far—and all I see is water.


Mamma, Papa, Barak, Talas, Amare. I swallow. But they’re all stronger than me. All except Amare. They’re already on high ground. They have to be. When it stops raining, we will find one another, the whole family.


Something pinches my neck. I slap at it in terror. But it’s the swamp kit. Soaked to the bone. I pull on him till he comes free, strands of yarn still caught under his claws. He held on like a devilish fiend! Good. Good for him. I curl him into a ball under my chin, and I cradle him there with one hand closed over his head.





CHAPTER TWO


Day 3


Water laps at the edge of the rock shelf. It’s still raining. I have no idea how long it’s been raining, for the passing of time is blurred. Night is thoroughly black. But day is various shades of gray with periods of pitch black now and then. So it’s hard to keep track. It might be two days, but it could be three. My stomach says it’s three.


Please, Ba’al, god of storms. It’s enough now. Please let that be enough. Please go to sleep. I wonder if Ba’al hears my prayers. I’ve been praying on and off the whole time.


I press my lips together. Prayers are one thing, thoughts are another. Gods hear only prayers. That’s a relief, for I have few good thoughts about Ba’al right now.


I close my eyes, tilt my head back, and drink the rain.


Screamer, as I’ve dubbed the swamp kit, doesn’t scream even though my head movement exposes him. He’s so weak, he hardly makes a noise anymore. But he licks at the trickle of water that comes down the front of my neck.


The rasp of his tongue feels good. Warm. This rain is not cold, but just being wet all the time has chilled me. I fight shivers.


Something sharp strikes my forehead. Then many sharp things. I right my head and open my eyes as pebbles come pelting down. More and more of them smack the top and back of my head. I need to move, but if I stand, the rock slide could sweep me from this shelf. I can’t decide what to do; I can’t think straight.


The pebbles stop.


I sit waist deep in mud and pebbles. My toes wiggle free. Beside me is a young bird. A bedraggled chukar partridge. It lies limp, its head flopped to one side, but I see its chest rise and fall, rise and fall. I pull it carefully from the rubble. “Thank you,” I whisper, and wring its neck. That’s the fastest way to kill a bird, the most respectful way. But the head comes off in my hand, an unintended violence. I stare at it a moment, then I clear a spot of rock shelf at the rear and set the head down. I place Screamer beside it.


The kit looks at the head.


“Eat it or die.” I wipe my tears and snot with the back of one hand and get to work plucking the bird. Then I bite into it. I’ve eaten raw eggs, raw goat and sheep, of course, of course; lots of meats are as good raw as cooked. But I’ve never eaten raw birds. My stomach turns and I retch into the water that laps around my toes. I bite again and force myself to chew. I spit out bones. It’s surprising, disappointing, how quickly the bird goes from being hot to being cold. Even the blood is cold now. There’s an instant of terrible bitterness. That green stuff Mamma taught me to carefully scoop out, no doubt. But it passes. Now I chew on the feet. I doubt I can swallow them, but chewing feels good. The bird was small, not rotund like a chukar should be. Maybe it hadn’t eaten since the rains started, just like me. I could eat three more.


I look over at Screamer.


He’s tapping at the bird head with one paw. The helpless idiot. I push him away and crush the head with a rock. I dig out the tiny brain and extend it to Screamer on my fingertip. With my other hand, I make a roof over my finger so the rain won’t wash away the precious sustenance. Screamer eats the brain. Daintily. Funny kitty. I’ve lost all table manners, but Screamer has not. I suck the eyes out of the destroyed sockets and give them to Screamer too.


The water around me moves in tiny waves. It carried away my vomit and seems almost clean now. So I wash my face and hands in it. It stings my eyes. I taste it. It’s salty! The rain has been so heavy, it’s made the seas rise this high. The seas!


This is a magic rain. An evil rain.


I can’t think about that. I can’t succumb to terror. Get moving!


I fight my way to standing and lift Screamer onto my shoulder. We have to climb higher. He quickly moves under the curtain of my sopping hair.


I fold my hands into a ball in front of my mouth and exhale on them. I was lucky not to fall backward when I climbed to this shelf. Please, whatever force is helping me, please stay with me now. Don’t let me fall. Don’t let another shower of pebbles sweep me away.


I climb. And that mysterious force must be right beside me, for just a body length higher up the rock face is a clump of ferns that must have been washed there from a patch of grassy hillside above, and in its midst dangle three more birds. I’ve raided chukar nests before—simple ground scrapes in the middle of ferns or bushes. These fledglings should have gone off on their own days after hatching. But here they are.


“Hello, little chukars. Scraggly things. Hello. Did you return to your nest—pathetic as it was—seeking comfort? Poor, desperate things.”


I climb in tiny increments to keep from falling, my eyes on the ferns. I hardly dare breathe as I reach out a hand and tuck the birds between my mantle and my shoulder. If they stay alive until I arrive someplace where I can eat them, they won’t rot. Dead things rot. Fast. Though maybe not in rain like this. “I’m sorry,” I say to them.


Three of them. I search through the ferns, but only with my eyes. I won’t risk letting go of the rock unless I’m sure there’s a bird to grab. But there aren’t any others. The ferns held exactly three. That’s what my thought had been: I could eat three more. I should have thought, Many more. Chukar nests can hold ten eggs, even fifteen sometimes.


“What do you think, Screamer? Hmm. Are you saying I couldn’t have kept them alive long enough to be able to eat them all fresh killed? Good point. Their bodies would have been wasted. It’s better this way. Only three is better. You’re right.”


I climb, and the rock gets ever more slick. I hold on with fingers and toes, pressing my whole body to the surface as hard as I can. It scrapes my cheek with each upward movement. The pounding of the rain on my head replaces all thought. It doesn’t hurt, it just wins.


At last my hand reaches an open spot again. Let it be a cave this time.


But it’s a peak. I crawl over the edge and onto an alm—a mountain meadow—the home of my chukars, no doubt. I stand and walk away from the edge. My feet slip on mud that’s a thin layer now; the rain has washed so much away that here and there bare rock shows through. I balance carefully, arms out to both sides, moving slowly. The mud grows thicker the farther I get from the cliff edge. I sink into it gratefully. Dirt means plants. I know plants.


The rain falls as heavy and steady as ever, but the air is light enough that I can make out extensive green of varying heights ahead. I walk slowly. The plants don’t make themselves known to me till my hands reach for them. Coriander greets me like a charm. I stuff the lacy leaves in my mouth and imagine the green juice running down my throat, seeping through my insides, making me spicy too. I chew on the more pungent stems now. The root comes up and I didn’t even tug on it. That’s because the ground is so sloppy. I hold the root up to let the rain wash it, then I eat it. Good. This is good.


I pull a chukar out from under my mantle, whisper thanks, and twist its neck. I don’t know for sure if it was still alive. I don’t want to know. We need that meat, Screamer and me. I reach for the kit, who huddles under my hair behind my neck, on the outside of the mantle. He resists. Idiot.


I give him a hard yank and he comes loose, a strand of yarn under a claw again. At this rate, he’ll ruin us. I drop him in the mud and plop the bird’s head and one wing in front of him. “I’m not going to crack the skull for you this time, Screamer. Do it yourself.”


The kit stays hunched, as though by bending his legs he can escape the rain.


I pluck the rest of the bird and eat it.


Screamer just stands there.


I kneel beside him. “I know you’re a baby. But you can’t stay a baby all your life or you won’t have one. Eat or die.”


Screamer just stands there.


I smush his face against the bird head. “Please. Please eat. Come on, Screamer. Eat the eyeballs, at least. Please.” And the kit finally tears in. He eats the eyeballs first, as though he understood my words. Now he eats the tongue. He cracks the thin bones in the side of his little jaws and makes mewly guttural sounds. He’s got to the brain now. Good. Finally he gnaws on the wing. Ineffectually.


I snatch it from him and he growls at me. “You couldn’t be a worse idiot if you tried.” I pluck it and give it back to him. Screamer devours it. He grinds the bones with his back teeth.


This meal, as it were, took time. And though I’ve just eaten, I feel as though I could drop. I crawl on all fours into a lush thickness of green. Not only coriander, but dill and fennel. Maybe the seeds blew here from fields below, or maybe these plants have grown here since the beginning of time. But if this rain keeps up, they might not be here much longer.


I lie on my right side with my left arm reaching across my chest and a little forward. Screamer nuzzles his way under my arm, so that the sleeve of my mantle makes a roof for him. I should kick him out. If something happens to me, he has to fend for himself. He has to learn. But I can’t think straight right now. Besides, I knew when I propped my arm that way—I knew the kit would take the opportunity. A pair of idiots. I close my eyes.


Thud.


I struggle against the weight on me. I shout and push. The weight rolls off and gets to his feet.


Screamer screams.


I’m on my feet, eyes level with the chin of a boy in front of me. It’s very dark—night dark—but even so I can tell his face is distinctive, large nose, wide-set eyes. I might know him. He might be a fisher boy.


“Sebah?” he says.


I don’t know his name. But I’m sure that’s who he is now. “You must be fast,” I say.


“What?”


“You raced up the hill ahead of the water.”


“No. I was in a boat when the rain started.”


A boat! “Where? Where’s your boat?”


“I couldn’t bail fast enough. It filled to the brim.”


“So you swam here?”


“I can’t swim. I held on to the gunwale. Boats don’t sink unless they spring a hole.”


“So where is it?”


“It floated to a rock face and I climbed away. To safety.”


“You let the boat go? You idiot! The boat was safety!”


“Who’s an idiot? If I didn’t get out of that boat, I wouldn’t have anything to eat. I lost my nets. You can’t catch fish with your hands.” He puts his face in mine. “You’ve been eating.”


“Coriander grows aplenty here.”


He pushes his tongue into my mouth. I jerk backward. “I knew it,” he says. “Blood.” He puts his hand behind my head and grabs me by the hair, pulling me up so hard I have to stand on tiptoe. “Give me your meat.”


“Let go.”


“Meat first.”


“What? You think I’m going to run away?”


“You carry a knife.”


He knows things about me. My teeth feel grimy at the thought.


He puts his other hand on my throat and feels for the string that normally holds my pouch. He reaches farther down.


“Stop!”


His hand moves up again. And he finds them. He pulls out a chukar. The fledgling should have died of terror by now if nothing else, but it lets out a quick series of chuk-chuk-chuks loud enough to hear through the rain. I’m amazed. The boy’s lips protrude and his brows come together. “You ate one of these?”


“Two.”


“Raw?”


“Don’t be such a baby. Pluck it. It’s better than starving.”


He shoves the bird in my face. “You kill it. You pluck it. You feed me.”


“Why should I?”


“I’ve got you by the hair.”


I take the bird from him. “Let go of my hair.”


“I will when I’ve finished. All of them. Ha! You thought I didn’t know about the others. But I felt them move.”


“There’s only one other.”


“Then I’ll finish both.”


I wring the bird’s neck and rip off the head and drop it for Screamer. The kit climbed up my mantle while the boy was talking, but he climbs back down now. Slowly, obviously worried. He needs to learn to jump. To leap, like a proper cat. But at least he’s going after the chukar head. I pluck the bird and bite into it.


The boy slaps me across the mouth.


I spit the bite in his face. “I wasn’t eating it, you idiot! My teeth are the only thing I have to rip off pieces. Here.” I shove the bird against his chest. “You do the rest on your own.”


He eats the bird. Then he pulls me downward by the hair till we’re both sitting. He picks the bite I spat at him from the mud, holds it up in the rain to wash it, and eats it. “The second one now.”


I do the same with the second bird. He eats it.


“You’re my woman now.”


My teeth clench. “I’m not looking for a husband.”


“You need protection. I’ll protect you.”


“I’m the one who fed you. Did you get that confused?”


“You’re my woman. Or else I’ll kill that kitten of yours.”


“Why should I care about a swamp kit?”


“You shouldn’t. But you do. You’re the baby.” He lies down, his hand still twisted in my hair, so that I have to lie with him, against his bare chest, but at least he has a swath of cloth around his middle. He reaches his other hand out across the mud and curls his fingers around a large piece of wood. A club. He must have dropped it there when he fell on me. I wonder where he found it.


“You were sleeping when I tripped over you,” he says. “I haven’t slept since the rain started.”


Screamer climbs onto my chest.


“If you’re gone when I wake, I’ll find you. So you might as well sleep while I do.”





CHAPTER THREE


Days 6–8


A faint noise from somewhere to my right. Really? The rain masks everything, but I’m nearly certain this isn’t rocks sliding. This is different. I run.


And trip. My knee smacks against something hard as I fall. I reach out and feel: a small boulder. The mountain meadow is littered with them, and I know that, I know that very well, but fear got the best of me. Big mistake. I pull my mantle up to my thigh and extend that leg to the rain. My knee is split open, but I won’t touch it to see how big the gash is. There’s nothing I can do about it anyway.


Oh! Blood. I quick pull the mantle down over my leg so the rain won’t wash any more of it away. Then I wrestle Screamer free from under the hair at the back of my neck. I stuff the kit inside my mantle and hold the cloth up above my knee, like a tent. It takes but an instant for the kit to figure things out and lap at the blood. After all, anytime I want, I eat the tall white mushrooms that have sprouted up everywhere; I simply gorge myself—but Screamer has had nothing to eat for too long.


Now, though, the kit takes a nibble of my flesh. I pull him out and slap him straight in the face. Not hard—he was only doing what any predator would do. But he can’t do that again. And a slap in the face sends a serious message. The boy slapped me in the face.


When? How long ago was that? More than a day? More than two?


I put Screamer back in his spot behind my neck and stand again. Onward. Slowly. No matter what I hear.


Walking in the dark makes me tense all over—though it’s not pitch black, not like before. There must be a moon up there somewhere. Maybe it’s even dawn already. Still, it’s dark enough to be hideous. But I have no choice. I disentangled myself from the boy while he slept, moving in itty-bitty segments at first, for fear of waking him. Soon, though, it was clear nothing could wake him. Exhaustion is a powerful force. I was so secure in that knowledge, I even pulled up some coriander before I left the boy, because I didn’t know when I’d next find a food source—I didn’t know that mushrooms would be springing up in such profusion. My family gathers them in spring, not now. But dislodging the coriander didn’t take much time—it barely had hold of the earth any longer. I looked at the boy’s club. A club would be useful, and he’d given up his grip on it; it lay there, free for the taking. But it was his, and I’m not a thief. I left fast. The boy undoubtedly went on sleeping for hours and hours.


The boy is stronger than me. So I have to stay far from him—I mustn’t lose the advantage of that head start. He might not even be following me. But he might. He might want the company. Or maybe not. He was in a boat when the rain started; he must be the fisher boy, and fisher boys are used to being alone.


I want company. It doesn’t feel right to be so alone. If the boy was younger than me, or if he was a girl, I’d have stayed with him whether I liked him or not. But he can hurt me. So being alone is better, no matter how awful. I let myself sleep whenever I truly need to. I won’t risk the kind of exhaustion he felt. Anything could happen to someone too weary to wake easily. But besides those brief naps, I keep moving. I walk even as I eat, always uphill. It’s slow, though. I haven’t gone far, I know that.


That sound comes again—the one that made me rush and fall before. Panic can be an enemy. I stop and stare through the rain.


That fur looks familiar—even matted down, I can see it’s like Screamer’s. But the creature is more massive than a swamp cat, and that tail is short for any kind of cat. It moves a little, and now, in profile, it’s obvious: heavy head on a thick neck, sloped back. A striped hyena. The skin on my arms prickles against the rough wet cloth of my mantle. That mantle is wool. It smells like sheep when it’s wet. My sense of smell no longer works, but maybe the hyena’s does.


I once saw a hyena splinter a camel’s thigh bone. It was at dusk in a garbage heap outside town. I watched from the safety of a perch on my father’s shoulders. I was little then—so I sat sideways, a leg down his chest, a leg down his back. But even high and safe like that, I still clasped his head with both arms as I stared. The camel was dead already, of course, and its meat had been cut off and taken away. But, still, that bone was gigantic.


This hyena’s gaze is fixed on another creature, facing it. A boar. His tusks protrude only a half finger’s length, but that doesn’t fool me. Boars can slash anything apart. My stomach clenches. My cousins are shepherds. They complain of boars preying on lambs.


Both creatures are scavengers. Neither should be a danger to the other. But this is a mortal standoff. Unnatural. And they shouldn’t even be out and about now—not in daytime. It’s the fault of the rain. Starvation changes habits.


I swallow the saliva that has gathered in my mouth—a taste of sick. I mustn’t run. I can’t risk falling. My only chance is to slip away without them noticing me. I take a step. But standing in one place for that long caused me to sink into the mud. Pulling my foot free of it makes a quick suck noise, like a kiss. The hyena turns his head in my direction. His rounded ears stand high. The boar lifts his head and snuffles. They might not see me, but for sure they heard me. And they might smell the wool. And the blood from my knee.


I run. I don’t know where to. I just run. They chase. I hear them right behind me, gaining on me. It’s as though they’ve joined forces.


And, oh yes, a tree. A cedar! A stand of cedars! Magical cedars!


The first branching is easy to reach just by lifting a leg and hiking myself up. I cling there. The trunk is so wide, my arms barely reach to its sides. The next branching is higher. I stand on tiptoes; only my fingers graze it. The hyena and boar are nearly here. No choice, no choice. I hurry along the lower branch as it inclines upward. I go as fast as I dare, my hands out to each side for balance. The hyena yips. I take a long step. My hands can clutch the next branch up now. I take another long step, then grab hold of that branch and swing up so my legs hook on it. I struggle to right myself on the top side of the branch.


I look down. The hyena jumps into the first crux of the cedar. I’ve never heard of hyenas climbing trees. But he’s sure-footed. He runs up the branch I was just on. Races up it. I barely have time to pull up my legs before he jumps at me. And falls, smashing against the lower branch, skittering off it, splat below. The boar is on him in a flash.


And it is a flash for real. Lightning. The whole world fills with light—a sheet of it. I watch the boar. The light comes on, then off. Each time I can see, the boar is working in a different spot—so it seems like he has jumped from one place to another. It’s almost comical, except it’s grisly and awful. The boar now stands amid the shreds of the hyena. He gobbles.


When my body no longer thrums hard from inside, I scoot along the branch. It scrapes the insides of my calves and thighs. I don’t care. No more standing with arms free. I reach the trunk and put my feet under my butt and straighten up, pressing against the bark, the wonderfully solid bark. The next branching is too high to reach again. Well, that’s all right. I press myself back down to sitting. The way the trunk leans, I can nestle into the wedge, sheltered. It’s amazing to be out of the rain. I sleep.


When I wake, the boar is nowhere around. Scraps of hyena lie scattered at the base of the cedar, soaking up the rain. I’m hungry. “Hey, Screamer, are you starving?” The kit doesn’t move. I can’t remember the last time he moved. But I feel his weight. I stand and stretch and give myself a good shake. “Wake up.” The kit still doesn’t move. But he doesn’t fall off, either. If he were dead, he’d have fallen off. Right? I should pull him from my neck and find out. But I don’t. I need to have food to offer him before I do that. “Wait, Screamer. Please live. I’ll get you food. You’ll see.”


My mantle is damp, more in the front, where I was curled over it, than the back, which was open to the air. Damp, not dripping. It’s odd to be so nearly dry. I lean over and finger my knee; a thick scab has formed. Good. I look around, giddy with hope.


The only way down is to reverse how I got here. I scoot out the branch on my butt, then lie on my tummy and let my legs dangle until I’m hanging there. My toes don’t reach! I didn’t scoot out far enough. But it takes too much strength to go hand over hand. I don’t trust my strength. There’s no choice: I hold my breath and drop.


And I’m teetering on the branch below. I skitter along it down to the first crook before I can lose my precarious balance. Success! It’s an easy jump from there to the ground. But where is that boar?


The rain comes less here; the cedar needles screen it out. And my sense of smell has returned. The flesh of that hyena actually entices.


I drop from the crook and pounce on a large clump of fur and gristle and bones. The boar bursts from nowhere. I bite down hard on the mess in my mouth and climb into the crook. It’s at the boar’s snout level. He grunts and jumps, rising onto his hind legs, but he can’t balance that way more than an instant. Ha! I’m safe, right there in the bottom crook.


I squat and take the mess from my mouth and drop it into the hammock my mantle forms between my knees. “Meal time.” I squeeze my eyes shut a moment, then dare to pull on Screamer. The kit comes easily into my hand. Limp. Like the chukar chick back when I was on the rock shelf. But like the chick, his chest moves. “Good boy.” I rub his tummy with one finger and lick his face. He opens his eyes and mews. He mews! I let out a little whoop. Then I rearrange my legs so I’m sitting and the kit and hyena mess are cradled in my lap. “It’s yours.” Screamer eats.


The boar watches. He stands on all fours, his nasty eyes fixed on us. All at once he opens his mouth wide. Teeth. So many teeth. He clamps his jaw shut again. Was that a yawn or a threat? He’s an idiot if he thinks I’ll be scared into doing something witless.


Screamer devours every last bit of flesh and gristle.


I’m hungry.


The boar still stands.


Slowly the little bit of light fades. The boar’s hulk remains unmoving.


I imagine a blob of milky honey on top of my tongue, slowly melting. My friend Hurriya is a good cook. She makes better pudding than Mamma even. I miss her. I miss everyone.


I sleep again.


When I wake, the boar stands in the same spot. Surely he moved about during the night. But he’s back at his post. His eyes are closed. He must be sleeping, yet still he stands.


As quiet as I can, I take the sleeping kit from my lap and tuck him behind my neck. I walk out the branch. I will not fall, I will not be scared. I will not give victory to a boar. I am too blasted hungry and a boar is too blasted idiotic. I walk to where I can easily reach the branch above. But I don’t stop. I walk farther, now hooking my arm over the higher branch. I walk out to where I can reach among the needles. I grab a cone and wrest it from its branch. I bite in hard and chew. The bitterness makes my nose wrinkle. But birds eat cedar cones, so they’re not poisonous. And I can’t be picky. I swallow. The rough clump catches in my throat. Coughing doubles me over. I hang on to the branch my arm is hooked over, hang on with all my strength.


The boar grunts and walks to stand immediately below me.


I throw the bitten cone as far as I can. It whizzes over the boar’s head and disappears into the rain beyond. The boar practically spins in the mud. He races off after the cone.


I grab two, three, four more cones. I run down the branch to the trunk and wait for the boar to come trotting back toward me. Then I hurl a cone again. The boar is blessedly brainless; he turns and runs after that cone.


I drop from the tree and snatch a handful of hyena mess. But, oh, there’s a sizable piece of flesh over there, just right there. I make a dash for it.


Out of nowhere the boar rushes me. He’s between me and the tree—no! I run, but there’s nowhere to run to. The next tree is so far.


Smash. Crack.


I look behind. The boy bashes the boar with his club.


The boy! How? Where did he come from? I go dizzy with the speed of it all, with my changing luck.


When he finally stops, his face is splattered with blood. He looks at me. And grins.


I stare back. “You smile? Have you gone entirely daft?”


He turns his face upward into the rain, then wipes it down with his whole hand and shakes his head like some crazy dog. “Let’s go back to your crook in the tree.”


“How do you know about my crook in the tree?”


“I’ve been watching. What? Did you think I just happened upon you at the right moment?” He laughs.


Anger rises through my chest, heats my cheeks. And it feels so good to be angry—so good to be anything but afraid. “Why? Why didn’t you kill the boar before?”


“Are you grateful?”


“Yes.”


“Very grateful?”


“Yes.”


“And you should be. I saved you. If I had killed the boar while you were still in the tree, you wouldn’t have admitted I saved you. Now you can’t deny it.” He steps closer. “I protected you.” He steps closer still. “You’re mine.”


He’s so close, I feel his body heat. And I am grateful to him. Not just because he saved me, but because I’m not alone anymore. That’s not enough, though. It can’t be enough. “Have you ever stolen beans?”


He squares his shoulders and looks slightly alarmed. “I’m a fisher. I don’t steal. I earn my living.”


I search his eyes. “Do I look like a bean to you?”


His face twists in confusion. “A bean?”


“A bean pod, I mean.”


He shakes his head slowly. “You look like my wife. I protected you. And I’ll go on protecting you.”


“Why?”


“That’s what husbands do.”


“How do you know about me?”


“I’ve watched you with your mother. With your brothers. I’ve watched you all my life, Sebah.”


“How could that be? I never saw you watching. Besides, I hardly ever come down to the water’s edge.”


“I know. But you go other places. You went to the new moon festival after the equinox, just a couple of weeks ago. Your brothers held you by the hand, one on each side.”


“What’s your name?”


“Aban.” He tips his head, questioningly. Then he grins again. “Do you think we know each other well enough now?”


I swallow. “It’s raining.”


“And I’m covered with boar blood. Not the most promising way to start a marriage. But it’s better than nothing. Lots better. Will you kiss me, Sebah? Will you be my wife?”


“You need my father’s permission.” If my father’s still alive. If anyone’s still alive. I haven’t let myself think like this—it hurts so bad. My family! I pound my fists on Aban’s chest. “Ask him!”


Aban catches my fists tight in his hands. He breathes heavy. His face is as sincere as any face I’ve ever seen. “I am asking him, Sebah. Inside my head. I am asking respectfully. And when I see him next . . .” He puts his own face in mine, as close as it can get without touching. “When I see him, I’ll ask outright.” His head stands just slightly above mine, so that now he’s blocking the rain from my face and I feel the air move on my lips from the movement of his lips. It is a small thing, but it feels good. It feels very good. This boy is alive and life feels rare now—rare and wonderful. “It’s the best I can do, Sebah. You know that. Do your best, in response. Answer for him. Please.”


“I can’t.”


He looks so sad.


I put my hand on his cheek. “But I can answer for myself.”
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