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            COMING OF AGE

          

        

      

    

    
      Faint unease and the smell of baking bread prodded me awake on the Day of Challenge. By the heat baking the bread—and me—inside the clay dome, I knew the white sun had climbed high in the algae-green sky.

      Today everything would change.

      Or not, if I didn’t complete the challenge.

      I had to succeed.

      Despite missing the tail, mid-limbs, and ten-centimeter claws of the kon piset, the People, I would succeed. If I wanted to finally be granted adult status, I had to. And I wanted adult status so badly my chest ached.

      Someone scratched politely at the bit of skin which served as my door. On this day, the Day of Challenge, and at such a late hour for rising, it could only be one person. I rolled to my feet, jerking my shirt down to my thighs. The bread baking in one shadowy curve of the dome received a wistful glance. I had slept too late for a solitary breakfast, and a kon piset almost-adult does not eat in front of others of the People.

      Blinking in the sun, I stepped out of my dome and looked up at my first-mother. “I see you, Moonslight Dragon-Triad.” I raised my true-hands, empty palms out, to show my intent of peace.

      “I see you, Stranger it-child,” Moonslight replied, raising both her true-hands and her false-hands, the tiny scales on the palms of her hands glinting as silver as the vertical stripe running from her ear holes to the tip of her tail. She blinked her copper eyes and grinned at me with thin lips stretched across her wide mouth.

      I admired her colors and thought that she was the most beautiful of the kon piset, from her emerald head to the delicate tip of her amethyst tail. And the ten-centimeter claws at the end of each of the three fingers and thumb on her true-hands and false-hands and toes. I envied those claws, my nails being neither so sharp nor so strong.

      “Are you ready for the challenges?” She preened my hair, trimming the already short strands even shorter, carefully catching only hair between her claws and avoiding scalp.

      I waited until her true-hands stilled, fingers resting against my cheeks. She was nervous. I took her true-hands in mine, a gesture of trust on both our parts. “Let me get my claws,” I said, “and I will be ready.”

      I ducked back into my dome to mask the flush of my own fear. She would scent it, but without a visual confirmation we could both ignore it. I snatched up my gloves, woven from supple, pale purple ka grass and tipped with the sharpest, longest claws I could steal from dead kanam gawan. River dragons. Fitting, as one would be my foe today.

      When I emerged into the sun again, she caught me in an awkward hug.

      I had never seen one of the kon piset hug, outside of our clan. I suspected my family picked up the habit from the Others, before they were destroyed. I didn’t think of the Others often. They were a taboo subject. But today, as my kanam-gawan-skin shirt rubbed against the scales of my first-mother’s belly and her four hands clasped me gently, I remembered that I was different and I wondered if I was Other. I pushed the thought away. Today, more than any other, I needed to be kon piset, one of the People. For that, I needed to focus on here and now.

      I drew in a deep breath of ka grass, sweet herbs, and kon piset that smelled of home and mothers, and then I stepped back. I drew on my gloves and laced them around my wrists, flexing my fingers to ensure that the kanam gawan claws functioned correctly. I slung a small bag around my hips, then nodded my head in the properly aggressive manner. “I am ready.”

      We followed the path of crushed pink ka grass through the larger clay domes, between fields of hip-high purple ka grass and thigh-high maroon sen grass—almost ready for harvest—down to the red clay of the river bank. The river ran slow and shallow here, twenty tail-lengths across and only three deep.

      My second-mother, Song On Water, preened my brother’s crest in a rare moment of motherly fear and affection. When she saw us, she snatched her true-hands away and turned to face our father. Often, three or four youths took the challenge together, but this time, there were only us two.

      Our father, Kills Dragons, was a taller, broader, darker version of our first-mother. He stood near the edge of the river as the tribal leader and witness to the first of our challenges, not as our father. We did not exchange greetings. He simply clenched his four fists, and when he opened them, we sprinted for the water.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched my brother run. There was a reason he was named Runs Fast. At a sprint, he bested all the youths and all the adults in the village. With his tail whipping out behind him for balance, he was beautiful to watch. He hit the water several tail-lengths before me and ran across the top, his toes splayed wide. I thought for a moment that he would continue across, as a child, but then he deliberately slowed, and sank to face his challenge.

      Unlike the rest of the People, I could not run on water. My feet sank into the red clay and after a few strides I dove into the slow-moving river. Almost immediately, I saw the kanam gawan. The river dragon had been lured downstream a moon ago in preparation for our challenge. The speckled green and blue of the dragon’s scales made it difficult to see when it lay still against the river bottom, but now it attacked my brother.

      Runs Fast taunted the river dragon with an underwater tik flare, burning incandescent. The dragon sped toward him, all six legs churning against the current and tail whipping for added thrust.

      Please, Father Sun, First-Mother Moon, and Second-Mother Moon, help us. The dragon’s thick tail swirled past my thighs and I struck, digging kanam gawan claws deep into its hide. It bellowed—odd resonances under water—and turned on me, giving my brother the chance to strike. For a brief moment, while I clung to the river dragon’s tail, I doubted Runs Fast. We had been rivals for years, but I always believed there was an undercurrent of love. The mouthful of teeth—each longer than my forearm—snapped at me. I prepared to release the dragon and fight for my life. Alone.

      The teeth disappeared in a swirl of green blood. The tail whipped me out of the water. I took advantage and sucked in a deep breath before smashing into the river again. The force cleared the water of dragon blood long enough for me to see Runs Fast clinging to the dragon’s shoulders with his false-hands and feet, ripping at dragon hide with his true-hand claws, grinning like a maniac. I stifled a chuckle and loosened one hand preparatory to slicing the spinal column.

      The river dragon thrust hind-feet claws into my thigh.

      I screamed, then clenched my teeth together to keep from sucking in water. By the Triad, that hurt. I could give up… and leave Runs Fast to fight the river dragon alone? Would a warrior give up? No. And I am going to be a warrior.

      Bony protrusions, similar to those of the male kon piset, protected the spine of the river dragon. I stabbed my kanam gawan claws into the side of its scaly hide, just under the fin, and dug for the spine. Its tail wrapped around me, pinning one arm to my body. I clawed more furiously. Black spots filled my vision.

      With one final, desperate thrust and yank, I succeeded. The beast’s tail loosened and the claws slid out of my thigh. I pushed off the thing and broke the surface of the water.

      I blinked tears and river water from my eyes. Dragging in a huge breath, I dove again. I’d paralyzed the rear legs and tail, but the dragon still flailed with its four remaining legs and snapped at us with sharp teeth. I latched onto the tail and climbed up it to the body near the mid legs. My brother kicked off, slashing his feet across the face of the beast. His claw sliced one giant aqua eye. The dragon bellowed and whipped its head away. I held on to the mid fin and dug into its hide, searching for the spine again.

      Faster this time, I found it. I curled my claws and ripped. Teeth clamped down on my upper arm, but then Runs Fast slashed his true-hand claws across the beast’s other eye and it released me. Thanks to my brother’s quick actions, it hadn’t cut my arm, nor eaten it whole, but merely squashed it.

      The river dragon clawed furiously with its front legs. Now blind, it thrashed in the water, sensing its doom. The gods-be-dammed dragon clung to life with a disturbing tenacity. My left arm floated next to me in the water, useless. A cloud of green surrounded my brother. He was bleeding. We needed to finish this quickly.

      I surfaced, gasped, and dove. My claws caught on the river dragon’s front fin. I bared my teeth and dragged myself to its back. It still thrashed. Runs Fast latched onto the beast’s neck just in front of the fin and nodded to me. I had just enough feeling in my left hand to stab my claws into the dragon’s neck. It swung its head toward me. I drove my right-hand claws into the soft scales at its jawline. It dragged its head to the right and met my brother’s true-hand claws. Together, we ripped out its throat.

      We both surfaced and waited. The river dragon’s body bubbled to the surface of the water. Each snagging a limb, we swam for the shore. We dragged it just far enough up the river bank for our mothers to wade out and sink their claws into its hide. All the kon piset would butcher the beast; Moonslight would save the claws for me.

      I crawled the last tail-length of clay to where the grass started. With my teeth, I untied the laces and pulled the glove off my right hand, then slid two fingers into the pouch at my waist and pinched a cloth made from the white minta flower petals. The four punctures on my thigh oozed. I set the damp cloth on the punctures and then wrapped a strip of woven sen around the whole thing. Bleeding temporarily slowed, I flexed my left hand. It hurt, but it moved. Good enough.

      I put my glove back on and forced myself to my feet. Kills Dragons made pushing motions with all four hands, telling us to get on with it. I glanced at Runs Fast. He had a makeshift bandage on one shoulder and shallow, seeping cuts on his legs. The tip of his tail was gone.

      “It bit me!” He sounded offended, but he flexed his claws over and over in pain.

      “I thought for a moment—” I looked at him sideways and offered him the side of my neck in submission.

      He hissed at me. “Come, it-who-would-be-warrior.” Then he pushed his hands at me. “Let’s do this.”

      The next challenges were easier, except that we were exhausted and bloody from our encounter with the kanam gawan. We staggered into the fields of sen and searched for clumps of grains ready for harvest. Then we did the same in the fields of ka. Arms full of aromatic grains harvested by our own claws, we moved into the center of the village. We took turns grinding our ka and sen with the mortar and pestle. Our mothers—as had mothers before and would after—had been permitted to lay out a handful of sea salt and a nup fish, rich in oil but poor in taste. I cut a slit in my nup and pressed out just enough oil to form the ka and sen into dough. Then I added a claw-full of salt and kneaded everything together.

      It was not my best effort. The loaf was lopsided and lumpy, but every time I eased my belly back from the waist-high circular slab, I swayed and saw stars. Giving the loaf one last pat, I removed my gloves, and looked up.

      While I’d made my loaf, the circle had filled with kon piset: the eldest, gone silvery all over with age, to the youngest, just able to cling to their mothers’ stomachs. The People stood quietly, waiting for us to finish, waiting for Father to make his decision. My brother finished his loaf and came to stand with me, my shoulder to his mid-shoulder.

      Kills Dragons spoke. “I see you, Runs Fast he-child. I see you, Stranger it-child.”

      Runs Fast offered his neck. “I see you, Kills Dragons he-chief.”

      I lifted my chin and offered mine. “I see you, Kills Dragons he-chief.” My breath came faster and I fought to control it. A warrior. I was going to be a warrior.

      “I am Kills Dragons,” our father said. “I see you, my kon piset.”

      The adult members of the tribe replied. “We see you, Kills Dragons of Dragon-Triad, he-chief.” The children were silent.

      “Runs Fast he-child and Stranger it-child have completed their challenges. Today they leave behind their childhood names and become adults. Runs Fast, step forward.”

      My brother did as he was told, his toe-claws scraping the flattened pink ka grass. My shoulder felt cold without him beside me.

      “You shall be known as Windstorm he-adult,” Kills Dragons said. “You are named farmer, and may seek your mates to form a triad.”

      Windstorm clasped his true-hands, palm over fist, and his false-hands, palm over fist. A simple gesture with complicated meaning: gratitude, pride, and excitement. He took his place in the circle of kon piset.

      “Stranger, step forward.” Kills Dragons found my mother in the crowd of the People. His shoulders tightened and my gut clenched. He already said I completed my challenges. Why the delay?

      The chief spoke slowly. “It-child, you have proven yourself capable of your own defense, in killing the river dragon. You have proven you can provide for yourself, in gathering supplies and making bread. Today you take your place as an it-adult of the People.”

      Instead of relaxing, my stomach clenched tighter. More than ever, I felt my lack of a tail, my missing mid-limbs, my borrowed claws. But I had done what was asked of all youth of the kon piset. I had faced the kaman gawan and bled in the river, though my blood flowed red, not green.

      My father’s voice pulled my attention back where it belonged. “You shall be known as Speaker for the People it-adult. You are named warrior, and may seek other it-adults to form a triad.”

      Before I could rejoice, Kills Dragons continued. “You are to raise a child.”

      Horrified, I stared at him. I was an it, genderless and now a warrior. Not destined to raise a child.
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      I could hear the lom gawanit calling in the distance as they dived into a field of ka grass. A wai gawanit screamed. One of the sky dragons had found its prey.

      They wanted me to raise a child.

      “No, no, no, no.” My hands splayed out. I backed up a step. My spine hit the edge of the circle rock and one elbow poked my pathetic lump of bread. All the eyes of the kon piset focused on me: tan, brown, gold, and copper.

      A female kon piset, Trades With Strangers, pushed out of the group of adults-not-triad and walked forward into the circle, cradling something in her arms. “Just look at it,” she said. “I traded much algae for it. It is strong and will be a good member of our tribe.”

      Against my will, my eyes found the it-child held in her arms, its tail wrapped around her waist. It came from the mountain tribes, with a green head fading into gray feet and tail. The line that ran down its body from jaw to tail-tip was bluish silver. Most damning, it blinked green eyes.

      Sky eyes.

      Like mine.

      Trades With Strangers had gone out of her way to find me a child as similar to me as possible. My throat closed and tears filled my eyes. I swallowed. “It is beautiful,” I said. “But…”

      The kon piset murmured. I caught bits here and there.

      “Why doesn’t it want a child?”

      “What’s wrong with it?”

      “The child has sky eyes. It looks strong.”

      “I would gladly raise it as my own.”

      I interrupted them all. “I’m neither ‘he’ nor ‘she’,” I said. “Genderless. Warrior caste.”

      Kills Dragons chuckled. “Is that all? Warrior caste raise children all the time. Your triad will help care for the child when you are patrolling, as many have done before.”

      I winced involuntarily, then stilled my body to proper submissiveness. I could picture it in my head, running the borders of the taboo land, knowing the child waited for me when I returned… “No, Kills Dragons he-chief, that is not all.”

      His spine stiffened and his tail flexed. I had made him angry.

      “Please,” I whispered, baring my throat. “I would like several moons to assure myself that I am able to succeed as a warrior before raising a child.” The not-truth I told burned my tongue. The People didn’t tell not-truths. Ever. Another reminder that I was different.

      Though I told the not-truth to my father, I admitted truth to myself. I was flat-out terrified of the responsibility. Feeding it, watching it, teaching it… Sky eyes aside, how could a two-hands teach a four-hands the proper gestures? My triad-mates would help, but what if the child came to hate me because of my handicaps? I had seen enough hate in the eyes of some members of the other clans, and even occasionally quickly hidden in the gestures of my own tribe. How could I bear it if I came to love the child and it turned hate-filled sky eyes on me?

      Before the challenges, I had thought I would do anything to belong to the kon piset, to be accepted by them. Now… now I was in trouble.

      “I will raise it,” said my first-mother, stepping forward. “I enjoy teaching strangers to become kon piset.” Moonslight took the child from Trades With Strangers. It turned in her arms and happily wrapped its tail around her waist.

      I held my breath. Would Kills Dragons allow it? The entire tribe stilled, waiting for his decision, as the sun sank toward the horizon.

      His tail twitched. The first finger claw of his true-hands tapped against his thumb claw indecisively. His brown eyes met Moonslight’s copper eyes and they seemed to communicate without words. “Very well,” he said.

      “Ha!” To me, it sounded as if every member of the tribe had exhaled at the same time. Kills Dragons joined Moonslight and Song On Water, and they walked away together, tips of their tails twining in the ka grass. Trades With Strangers gave me a hard look and turned away. I groaned. I had not meant to offend her. The other kon piset drifted away from the circle, talking and laughing. I leaned against the circle rock, my knees shaking in relief and apprehension. What had I done?

      “Why did you do that?” asked my brother, as if he had heard my thoughts.

      I startled. I thought he had gone, too, but he circled the rock and bumped his chin on my head, a gentle scolding.

      “Do what?” I asked warily.

      “Anger Father. Offend Trades With Strangers. Refuse your duty.”

      “Oh. That.” I wrapped my arms around him in a hug. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “I may not want to choose my mates right away.” Runs Fast—no, Windstorm, now—returned my hug, careful not to snag my shirt or skin with his claws. “But I wouldn’t tell that to Father. Not with the whole clan watching.”

      Shuddering, I leaned against him and settled my cheek against his warm throat scales. “Why did he offer me the child? I don’t want to raise a child.”

      Windstorm snorted. “Only the gods know.” He stepped away and turned to the circle rock. “Help me clean up our mess,” he said. “You can tell me about the not-triad females. What do you think of Trades with Strangers?”

      I cast a furtive glance over my shoulder. “She’ll kill me in my sleep tonight.”

      “Ha! Perhaps I should wait until tomorrow.’ He shredded the last of his grain and flung it to the winds. “I don’t know that I could choose a first-wife who had killed my littermate.”

      I scowled, scratching at the mess of wet salt and nup oil. “I’ll haunt you forever if you do.”

      “You’d probably be good at it, you know.”

      “Good at haunting you?”

      “Raising a child.”

      I choked. “What?”

      “Seriously. So you’re a little sensitive about your missing mid-limbs and tail.” He studied me from the corner of his eye, teasing. “Every child has some sort of challenge. After all, I had you.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You kanam gawan! My biggest challenge was you!”

      “See?” Windstorm shrugged his shoulders smugly. “You could handle it.”

      “After all, I practically raised you.” I threw my grains at him.

      “Oooh, don’t let Song On Water hear you say that. She’ll kill you twice.”

      We bickered amiably as dusk fell, the algae-green sky shifting to gray. Tiny claw-prick stars blinked into existence, their patterns twisting in the sky like a kon piset tail. The ka grass whispered in a slight wind. A tik gawan, named for the grass it ate, bellowed a mating call from the plains beyond our fields. The clay domes began to glow, one by one, as the occupants lit tiny fires inside to keep them warm.

      “Time to go in,” said Windstorm. His steps had slowed as his body chilled.

      I hissed good night and left him at the door to his dome. I left my raw—pathetic—challenge loaf to bake in my own dome and snatched up the one I should have eaten in the morning. Standing under the stars, I nibbled at it, savoring each bite.

      In this one way, I had an advantage over the kon piset. I functioned at night just as I functioned in the warmth of daylight. The cold did not slow my thoughts or my claws. I might shiver in the deep of the night, but I would never be defenseless.

      Finished with my supper, I tied on my gloves and walked past the domes, heading north to the boundaries of our lands, trailing my claws in the waist-high ka grass. The wai gawanit had gone to their burrows to sleep in piles, while the lom gawanit nested together in the trees. The fearsome tik gawan burrowed down in the tik grass. I remembered Moonslight telling me once that the tik grass had been so named for the sound the grass heads made as they tapped against each other, just before the friction caused them to flare. Tik dragons were the only creatures with thick enough hide to withstand tik fires. But even the mighty tik dragons slept at night. I alone could walk unchallenged.

      As I came to the northernmost hollow of our lands, I noticed a new wai gawanit burrow and marked it in my mind. The warriors could hunt this pack of fast lizards tomorrow, and I with them. I came up out of the hollow a tail-length from the barrier-not-ocean-not-mountain that marked the start of the forbidden lands and our north border. Spaced two river-dragon-lengths apart, things that looked like trees—shorn of their limbs and leaves—reached from the grass into the night sky, with bits of something strung in between them. I had never dared approach close enough to examine them further. I turned east and walked along the barrier-not-ocean-not-mountain between the forbidden lands and the sea shore. The barrier ran in a straight line east. It was the only straight line I had ever seen. The fields of the kon piset curved like their tails, in graceful arcs to match the land. Their houses were domes. Their sacred spaces, circles.

      I slid down the bluffs to the seashore and walked south, high enough on the sand to keep algae and salt off my feet. In daylight, the white foam of waves and green of the algae stretched as far as I could see. Even after a good harvest, the water shone green until the algae covered it again. Tonight, as all other nights under the crescent First-Mother Moon and nearly full Second-Mother Moon, foam from the waves shone white against the black water, the reflection of the moons swallowed by algae.

      Finally, long past midnight, I came to the river, the southern border of our lands, where I turned and walked west. South of the river, to the line of trees, lay unclaimed ground, nominally ours, left fallow for the children to play. All but the smallest clumps of tik grass had been weeded; just enough left to provide a teaching tool. The occasional singed snout or tail taught better than any scolding adult. I’d spent many hours in the wild ka grass, learning to hunt wai gawanit on the ground and lom gawanit in the trees.

      In the deepest, coldest hours of the morning, I returned to my dome, punctured thigh and bruised arm throbbing. I would check the eastern border tomorrow night.

      Just as I pulled aside the wai-gawnit-skin door and ducked my head to enter, thunder roared in my ears. I jerked, and smashed my head against the rounded top of the door, then fell to my knees. Light filled the sky and a blazing ball of fire arced from west to east. I stared, rubbing the bump on my head.

      “Strange—I mean, Speaker for the People? What has happened?” My father’s voice was slow and soft from his dome.

      I crawled to my father’s door. “A new star crossed the sky,” I whispered. “What does it mean?”

      “Dragons take me,” swore my father. “Speaker for the People, light the fires. Moonslight, call a council. The Others have returned.”
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      Light the fires for a council. I blinked stupidly for a moment, then shook my head. Perhaps I had hit it harder than I thought. I knew my duty, but it was rare for Kills Dragons to call a council, and never before sunrise. Still, we had prepared for the possibility.

      Rubbing at the sore spot on my head, I left my dome for the center of the village. Inside the circle, I moved from fire-post to fire-post. I crouched at each one, lit a tik flare, and shoved it under the dome of dried somi bark and branches. With a whoosh, each fire blazed up. Thank Father Sun for tik grass. Both First-Mother Moon and Second-Mother Moon hid below the horizon. As soon as all the fires were lit, the kon piset straggled from their domes to the circle, mostly too tired and cold to even mutter about how tired and cold they were.

      As the family triads and the warrior triads came, cradling children in their arms, and then the adults-not-triad, I could see the exact moment they found the new star in the sky. Tails stiffened. Crests rose. Claws pointed.

      Finally, Kills Dragons crossed into the center of the circle. “I see you, my people.”

      Murmurs echoed back, including mine. “I see you, Kills Dragons he-chief.”

      He beckoned to Moonslight and Song on Water. I cringed guiltily when I saw the child clinging to Moonslight’s back, tail wrapped around her waist, but Kills Dragons demanded my attention with his words. “You all see the new star in the sky. Most of you remember the last time we saw a new star. Some remember the time before. Few remember the first time. The People are a long-lived race.”

      I swallowed a sigh. Was this all about things which happened before I was born?

      As if he sensed my impatience, Kills Dragons turned his head and pierced me with his gaze. “Speaker for the People, you have not yet bonded with a triad?”

      Was he teasing? “No.”

      “It is for the best. You will go with Moonslight.” His crest fell and rose again. “Windstorm, have you chosen your mates?”

      My brother splayed his hands wide. “Seriously?”

      “Very well.” Kills Dragons grumbled under his breath. “Trades With Strangers and… Flowerbud. You will bond with Windstorm. You are now Storm-Triad. Storm-Triad, you will go with Speaker for the People and Moonslight. The rest of the kon piset will pack their belongings and travel with me. We leave at dawn.”

      Song on Water made little distressed chirping noises. Windstorm went to her and preened her crest. “I’ll be all right, Mother.”

      Trades With Strangers glared at me as if I had condemned her to certain death. I blinked my eyes slowly and crossed my arms to show her I was not afraid. Another not-truth. Two in as many days. Heat rose to my cheeks and I turned away to hide it, though only my family would understand what it meant. I caught a glimpse of Flowerbud slinking away to her dome. One of the quieter kon piset, she must have been surprised by my father’s decision; I could see it in the set of her shoulders.

      I opened my mouth to call to her but Moonslight caught my uninjured arm and pulled me toward my dome. She had given the stranger it-child to Song On Water, who glared at me too. I sighed. I hadn’t brought the Others, but it seemed they were my fault.

      “Come,” Moonslight said. “You must pack your things.” Pre-dawn lit the sky in hues of gold from behind the bluffs which led to the sea.

      I stifled a yawn. “Are we really leaving at dawn? I’ve been up since yesterday afternoon.”

      “I know, my heart. Your night eyes gave us the warning we needed. But yes, we are leaving at dawn.” She sounded resolute. I wanted to whine, but I knew it would do no good. Moonslight had never before been swayed by whining. Her steps sped up as the air warmed. This day was going to chew dragon turds.

      Inside my dome under my first-mother’s demanding eyes, I gathered my meager belongings: some salted wai gawanit meat, several small loaves of bread—though I left the still-unbaked challenge loaf behind—a couple of shirts, an extra set of gloves and claws. I looked longingly at the spare river dragon skins lying in the corner. I had spent days dry-salting and then soaking them in seawater, rinsing with river water, and then rubbing nup oil into the skins to prepare them to make into clothing. They would not fit inside the small pack I had fashioned from wai gawanit skin and woven ka grass. I slung the pack onto my back and stepped outside the dome.

      “Wait here.” Moonslight preened my hair for a moment, then walked away.

      I closed my eyes against the brightening sky and dozed, leaning against my dome. The clay warmed under my skin and the scents of ka and sen grasses carried from the fields. I found it hard to believe some disaster awaited me on what promised to be a beautiful day.

      “Speaker for the People.” Moonslight’s voice jolted me awake. Windstorm, Trades With Strangers, and Flowerbud stood near, packs on their backs, tails swishing. Moonslight handed me a serrated purple leaf I did not recognize, translucent in the dawn light.

      I canted my head in an unspoken question.

      “Kruthcha,” she told me. “A stimulant for you. Chew it and swallow.”

      I nearly spat it out, so bitter was it. Then my senses sharpened, my heartbeat sped up, and the pain from my injuries dulled. I bared my teeth.

      Moonslight saw it. She bared her much more impressive fangs in return, reminding me without words that though I might be an it-adult now, I still needed to respect her. I wanted to show my throat in submission, but the kruthcha burning in my blood wanted me to fight her. She turned, tail lightly whipping across my shins as a warning, and we ran.

      Through the domes and then the fields, we went north as the white sun rose in the green sky. We paused when we came to the barrier-not-ocean-not-mountain.

      Moonslight took a bread loaf from her pack and bit into it. I copied her, the taste of ka, sen, algae and salt singing on my tongue. Storm-Triad silently did the same. It was the most time I had ever spent with my brother without being teased, but now he had mates to love. I suspected Trades With Strangers and Flowerbud were just as uncomfortable with me as I was with them.

      Then Moonslight turned to the barrier. My mouth dried when she walked right up to it. The not-trees stood taller than her head, as thick as her thigh, with seven somethings stretched between them. The somethings looked like a rope braided of ka grass, only thinner and sharper. My first-mother snagged the east-west ropes between her claws, one after another, parting them.

      Then she stepped through the barrier onto the forbidden lands.

      We followed, of course, trading horrified, ecstatic looks. Flowerbud came last, chirping quietly to herself. Hadn’t she ever wondered what lay in the forbidden lands? Hadn’t she dreamed of sneaking through the barrier to explore? I had.

      Windstorm’s crest rose up, his chin tucked down, and his tail lifted off the ground. He was ready to fight whatever came at us. I slipped on my gloves, though if I had been thinking clearly I would have done so earlier. Just because we hadn’t met a threat on our own lands in my lifetime didn’t mean it was impossible. Trades With Strangers stood to Windstorm’s left, his more vulnerable side, close enough to guard his flank but far enough to allow spinning, fighting movements. Flowerbud reluctantly took up her position on his right, clicking her claws together nervously. Moonslight gave us an amused glance, then ran north-east. Hissing suspiciously, we followed, craning our necks to look in every direction.

      As dusk approached, I felt the kruthcha wearing off. My head throbbed, my arm ached, and my thigh felt like the kanam gawan had bitten it again. My steps slowed. I gritted my teeth and forced myself to quicken my pace, but my eyes threatened to close. I fell behind. Only the cool sea breeze saved me.

      When the sun dipped below the western slopes, the kon piset slowed too. I followed their winding path to a hollow of ka grass where they lay down in a pile, sharing warmth. They had already burned rocks in a fire, let the fire die, and crawled on top of the hot rocks, as was their custom when forced to sleep outside their domes.

      Moonslight raised her head and blinked at me. “You showed much courage today, my heart,” she whispered. “You will need more tomorrow.”

      With those ominous words, she fell asleep. I snuggled up to her warm back and slept before I could ponder her words.

      The sunrise came too early. When the light pierced my eyelids, I woke with a pained start, all the questions I had been too tired to ask the day before crowding my mind. Who were the Others? Where were we going? Why had we entered the forbidden lands? I rolled to a sitting position, ready to ask, and was met by Moonslight’s upraised hand.

      “Eat first,” she said. “As much as you can stomach.”

      Good thing we were all adults now, as only adults and the smallest of children could eat together.

      So we ate, stuffing ourselves with loaves and salted wai gawanit meat. Eating with claws was actually easier—and neater—than eating without. Windstorm was on alert again, flicking his tongue out to taste the air. When she’d finished her meal, Moonslight stared at me, clicking her claws together.

      “First-mother,” I invited her, “speak.”

      “You know I love you both, right?”

      I had never seen her hesitate. I wanted to preen her crest and give her reassurance, but settled for a quiet “yes.”

      She plucked some ka grass from just outside the burrow and plaited it between her fingers. “When I was a youngling,” she began, “a new star shone in the sky but we did not know it, for all slept at night. One early evening, when First-Mother Moon and Second-Mother Moon chased Father Sun across the sky, the Others came. They swooped out of the sky like a lom gawanit in an oddly shaped flying dome. They snatched up kon piset. No one knew when they would strike, or where. After a moon of thefts of hands and hands of the People, they went away.”

      Moonslight looked down at the plaited rope in her hands. She huffed, plucked some more strands of ka, and continued to weave. “When I was newly an adult, they came again. One of our more adventurous warrior caste was experimenting with ways to keep its temperature up and stay awake at night. It saw the new star, but no one understood. Another moon of terrifying sky-thefts followed. After Kills Dragons, Song On Water, and I became Dragon-Triad, they came again. But this time they came to stay.”

      Wind rustled the ka grass. It smelled of the salt and algae. I glanced at my brother to see how he was responding to this information, but he was still, focused on her words. My first-mother continued, “The Others invaded our world. They drove the tik gawan, the wai gawanit, and the kon piset out of this land and built a barrier around it. Inside the barrier, they built another which hurt to come near. Then the adult Others died suddenly.” She glanced quickly at me. “We brought their children home with us and raised them as our own. You, Speaker for the People, were the only one to live so long.”

      “What do you mean? The adults died? Why? I don’t understand!” The words burbled out of my mouth faster than I could control them. I am Other—I knew it! Oh, gods… did the Others even swear by Father Sky, First-Mother Moon, and Second-Mother Moon?

      “You are my it-child,” she said fiercely. “I have taught you to be kon piset, to walk our paths and believe in our gods. But I knew the Others would return. Now it is time for you to face them, to speak for us, so that the People will be safe. Kills Dragons took the rest of our clan to warn the nearby kon piset. They will go to the mountain clans to hide from the Others.”

      Windstorm saw it faster than I. “You mean us to go with Speaker for the People.” His tail twitched, then twined with the tails of his mates.

      I stared at him, speechless.

      “Yes.” Moonslight nodded. “I suspect the Others will take Speaker for the People from this world, so it will need you to protect it, and to remind it that it is kon piset.”

      Appalled, I blurted out, “But⁠—”

      She turned her copper eyes on me. “You must speak for us.”

      “I can protect myself,” I argued, flexing my claws. “I don’t need⁠—”

      “Kills Dragons decreed it.”

      “I don’t want to be Other. I don’t want to speak for the People!”

      Patience softened her tone. “What do you want?”

      I opened my mouth, closed it, and opened it again. “I want to stay here. I want to live my life, to be free. I want to hunt wai gawanit, lom gawanit, and tik gawan.” To my dismay, I felt tears welling up in my eyes and sliding down my cheeks. They only served to emphasize that I was, after all, Other. The kon piset do not cry.

      Moonslight pulled me into a hug. “Don’t you see?” she asked. “If we have no one to speak for us, they will come again and again. We will never be free of them. You will not be able to live your life. We will all hide in caves and pray to our gods, as the kon piset were never meant to do. No one will run free.”

      My dreams of being a fearsome kon piset warrior, earning glory and providing for my clan, burned to dust like a field of dry tik. My hopes of finding a warrior triad to hunt with faltered and failed. My plans for the future—as nebulous as they had been—lay as shredded as the river dragon.

      Moonslight crooned a lullaby to me and held me while I cried until I had no more tears.
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      When my throat was raw from crying and my head pounded more loudly than the largest drum, I wiped my eyes and sat up. “I’ve wasted enough time. I’m ready to become Speaker for the People.”

      Moonslight grinned at me. “We have about a half-day left to travel.”

      Windstorm straightened up and swapped I-told-you-so looks with Trades with Strangers.

      I offered my brother a soggy half-smile. “Thank you.” After all, he was losing his dreams and his life just as much as I, with his mates chosen for him, as they seldom were these days.

      With that, we gathered up our packs and started walking. I munched on a bit of salted river dragon and watched the path cut in the grass by Moonslight’s tail. I knew she had born a couple of children before adopting me, but none of them lived with our clan. I wondered if they had been stolen by the Others. I couldn’t imagine raising and loving an Other after what they’d done to the kon piset. But then, I wasn’t Moonslight.

      She had crooned lullabies and tended my hurts when I was a child. She had come up with the idea for the gloves and had helped me harvest the kanam gawan claws; we had worked together for a moon to make the clawed gloves supple and strong enough to use. She’d taught me to form the red river clay into bricks, talked Father into allowing me to build, and showed me how to fashion my dome. She and Song On Water were the only mothers I’d ever known, in the only world I remembered.

      As we walked, my muscles warmed and loosened. I brushed one hand absently over the scabs on my thigh. Would I be here until the full First-Mother Moon it would take for them to heal? Would I have my own patch of ka grass come planting time? Would I ever hunt the fearsome tik dragon?

      We were a solemn group when we came to the edge of the Others’ fields. Sen grass had overrun the borders, but the straight lines of foreign grains were unmistakable. The shoots and leaves were algae-green, with only a hint of purple, and when I pulled a few kernels from the head, I found them to be golden instead of pink. What kind of people ate this type of food? And why were their lines straight instead of following the curve of the land?

      The ruins were worse.

      The rectangular buildings lined up in straight rows, hands and hands of them to the north and east. The roofs were flat and the openings square. Creeper vines had eaten away at the harsh outlines but the buildings were made of stronger stuff than clay bricks and had resisted entry. The paths between had bits of sen grass poking up between square and rectangular stones. When I peeked into one dusty opening, I saw that even the decaying shapes
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