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			The Farm 

			Pyn-­Poi

			Twin posts straddle the broad path. A lintel-­beam hangs between them, marked with odd faded symbols that give off the chilly feel of power. A ghost-­door? Some kind of gateway? 

			Not a gateway – nothing behind the posts, nothing on either side. No walls, no fence, nothing for a gate to enter or exit. Nothing but more empty land, flatter than any natural thing. 

			The boot-­men hustle me between the posts and right then the light fades from the sky. Is it only that we crossed over just as the sun went down? I do not think so. There is something dark here, darker than simple night.

			I walk on, though. What choice do I have, with my wrists pinioned like a water-­hen for the slaughter? These four men that box me in are older than me, bigger than me, and stronger. They have their sticks, and they relish power and pain as if they have never dipped their hands into another’s Flow. 

			So I walk. 

			It gets darker still, until I can make out a cluster of lights ahead of us. I hear in the men’s voices that we are near the end of the journey. I catch the word that means ‘dinner’. Wherever we are going, we will be there soon.

			Somewhere nearby a fang-­foe howls. Others join in. We are being tracked by a hunting pack, and my knife is gone. There is no friendly trunk or vine to climb, no stick to swing, no rock to throw. Those puny rods that hang from the boot-­men’s belts: They burned like lightning when they landed on my naked legs, but they would be nothing against a pack of hunters – like stalks of grass whipping their fur. And would those men even try to protect me, or would they just throw me to the beasts so that they could get away? 

			Do not die, Pyn-­Poi. Refuse to die in this place. Not until you have finished. Not until it is done.

			The rough fabric of this dress they put on me stirs in a puff of night wind that brings me a hint of a smell I recognise: death without decay. My hand twitches up as if to pull my wrap over my nose, but my wrists are bound and my wrap is gone. The feathers are gone. Everything is gone.

			I am far, far from the Real and there are no trees here.

			The Guard

			‘Took your time, didn’t you?’ The Administrator doesn’t look up from his desk.

			‘The men walked steady, sir, and we took no rests, except for lunch. It’s a long road—’

			‘I know exactly how long the road is.’ He slaps the pen down and snaps his logbook shut. ‘You should have left earlier. New contractees have to be delivered well before the dogs’ change-­over. The night-­hounds’ll barely have a chance to give her a good sniff before the day-­hounds get back to the kennels. The children like to watch, you know – they don’t get much entertainment out here – and we don’t want the little ones staying up past their bedtimes, do we?’

			‘No, sir. Wouldn’t want that.’ Never argue with an Administrator.

			‘Well, then, skip the girl over to the kennels double-­quick and hand her over. Then get yourself and your men something to eat. Unless you want to stay and watch the fun, of course. You know where the kitchen is?’

			‘Yes, sir. Been to the Farm before.’

			‘Of course you have. Well, then. Cook’ll take care of you, show you where to sleep. Here’s your receipt for the delivery.’

			‘Thank you, sir. I’ll say goodnight to you now, and sorry again about the late hour.’

			‘Just try leaving before noon next time.’

			The Child

			At last! 

			We waited all afternoon for the sounds of the day-­hounds baying around the road and, finally, there they were – four town Guards and a funny-­looking girl trailing up to the Administration compound. The dogs pushed in tight around them, sometimes running in close enough for one of the men to take a swat at them with his beater. Oooh, the Managers would be mad if they saw that. Nobody gets to hit the dogs but them.

			We all ran to get a good place at the fence. Some of the grownups were strolling over, too, pretending this wasn’t the most exciting thing to happen in weeks. The Kennel-­Managers had already set up some torches – the dogs don’t need ’em; they’re for us, so we can see. Lain was already rolling the barrel out into the middle of the dog-­yard when we got there. I let little Navir squeeze in front of me.

			After a long time – they have to check in with the Administrator first, of course – the town Guards brought the new girl up to the fence, snapped her cuffs off, and handed her over to the Kennel-­Managers. You could tell she didn’t know anything. She stood there looking around, bare legs showing under her clean new burlap work-­dress. Just think: she had no idea what was about to happen. That made me shiver a little. 

			Manager Lain walked the girl into the dog-­yard – it was funny to see how she prissed around, trying not to step on the piles of poo in the flickering light. Then the night-­hounds caught her scent and things got real noisy. You could hear them throwing themselves against the big old doors of the kennel, crazy to get at this new smell on their land, and snapping at each other when they couldn’t. Navir pressed his fingers in his ears and looked up at me like he might cry, but I shouted down at him, pointing: ‘Watch now! This will be good.’

			Manager Lain pushed the girl down on her knees and yelled at her to get inside the barrel. She didn’t go at first, so he kicked her some to make her crawl in through the little hatch. She fit inside easy, no taller than Ritoln. That meant the barrel would roll better when the dogs came out. Sometimes, with the big ones, they have to cram them in hard just to get the hatch to close. Those don’t roll around so well. Too heavy. Not as good a show.

			While Manager Lain locked the lid down and gave it a tug to check the latch, I watched the shadow of the girl through the old chewed-­up wooden slats that leave just enough room for the dogs to push their noses in, but not actually get at the person inside. That would be a waste. Waste is bad. Waste cuts into profits. Letting the dogs tear up a fresh, new tractee would be bad. (But it would be exciting.)

			The girl crouched in there on her knees and elbows, rump in the air like a cat. She turned her head this way and that, rubbing at her wrists, shaking her hands every now and then, like she was trying to shake something off her fingertips. Listening, I bet – hearing all that growling and yelping. She twisted around to face the racket of the dogs behind the shuddering wooden doors. This made the barrel roll and toppled her onto her side. Everyone laughed. She scrambled to get onto her knees again, to balance her rocking cage.

			Manager Lain stepped out of the dog-­yard and slid the bolt of the gate closed behind him. He reached over and ruffled my hair. ‘Ready?’ he asked and we all shouted ‘Yes!’

			He nodded at Manager Rethim to tug on the rope. The kennel doors slid aside. A snarling riot of dogs poured into the yard, drowning the girl’s scream under their barking. They closed in on the barrel, rolling it from side to side, trying to get at her, pushing their snouts in, gnawing furiously at the old wood. The girl tumbled around like a doll as the rush of dogs shoved the barrel one way and then another. Some of them surged onto the top to dig at her from above, then fell into the rest when the barrel rolled under them. 

			Navir’s hands dropped away from his ears and he was clapping and shouting with the others. I looked up at Manager Lain and he slapped me on the back.

			Manager Lain gave us a great show, but finally shouted, ‘Enough.’ The other Kennel-­Managers beat back the hounds with their dog-­lashers. It’s always over too soon. 

			Now we had to wait while the night-­hounds were herded out to do their jobs. They keep us safe at night, patrolling for any tractees stupid enough to leave their dormitories after dark. But soon, the show would start again. The day-­hounds would be coming in for their dinners and they had to learn the new meat’s scent, too – even when the sun was up, tractees couldn’t be trusted not to wander away from their assigned fields. 

			But it would be a while yet before they all got in from the Tracts. ‘Manager Lain, can we play with her?’ I asked. ‘Just until the dogs get here?’

			‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Why not? Just go along in there and roll her around for a while, stick your own little snouts between the slats and get a whiff of her, why not? Rub yourselves all over that barrel and when the day-­hounds get in they’ll learn your smell along with hers so that, when we send them hunting, they’ll come find YOU.’ Navir squealed as Manager Lain lifted him up as if to throw him over the fence into the dog-­yard. We all giggled.
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			After the day-­hounds had had their sniff, too, and been put away for the night, Manager Lain let the girl out of the barrel. It was funny to watch her stagger around like she was drunk, trying to get her feet under her after being rolled around for so long. She wasn’t so prissy about the dog-­piles now, was she?

			Supervisor Jagath took her off Lain’s hands, with Manager Goban – she’s Dekar and Ludi’s mother. We tagged along, too, the younger kids circling like a pack of puppies just learning their job, daring each other closer, running in and yapping questions at the girl, then running away again. She didn’t even look up. ‘What’d you do?’ they wanted to know. ‘How long is your contract?’ ‘You kill somebody?’ ‘This your first time?’ Silly question – anybody with eyes could see it was the girl’s first time: no mark on her cheek.

			The Managers hauled her up the steps to the Barber’s porch and dropped her into the big chair that’s bolted to the floorboards, then stepped back to let Sakky do his work. The girl was so little and limp that nobody even bothered to strap her in. Manager Goban settled on the steps for a smoke. The other kids and I watched from below, the light from Sakky’s brazier making weird upward shadows on everyone’s faces. I saw Sakky pick up the long straight razor he uses to shave the tractees so they don’t get lice. He turned to the girl and suddenly she went crazy – up out of the chair with something in her hand, maybe the razor, squealing like a goat on slaughter-­day. 

			In a blink, Supervisor Jagath was on her from behind – she’s fast for someone so big – her elbow around the girl’s neck. 

			Manager Kai had her wrist, roaring, ‘Drop it! Drop it!’ But the girl wouldn’t stop fighting, kicking out at Kai, clawing behind her for Jagath’s eyes. I could feel the other children press close around me. This wasn’t supposed to happen.

			Manager Goban scrambled up the steps, her dog-­lasher in her hands, and cracked the girl on the side of her head, hard.

			It didn’t knock her out, not quite, but it knocked the fight out of her for a minute, long enough for Supervisor Jagath to mash her back down into the barber-­chair. Sakky snatched up a couple of straps from the shelf behind the chair and threw them to each of the Managers. Between them, they had the girl down tight in seconds, with the butt of a dog-­lasher between her teeth and Supervisor Jagath forcing it back against the top of the barber-­chair so that she couldn’t move her head while Sakky hacked off her braid and dry-­shaved her bald as an egg. Jagath was real mad.

			The girl never stopped fighting, though, straining and jerking against the big leather straps and making funny choking, whining sounds against the stick in her mouth. I’ve never seen anybody get so crazy about being shaved. It’s for their own good, they should understand that – not just the lice, you know, but also so they don’t have to waste work-­time keeping their hair tidy on the Farm.

			Sakky cuts my hair. It doesn’t hurt at all.

			After the shaving was done, Supervisor Jagath kept hold of the girl’s head while Sakky pulled the little iron wand out of the brazier, holding it with a leather pad. I started up the steps, but Supervisor Jagath stopped me. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I know I promised, but this one’s so wild, we’d better let Sakky handle it. You can do the next one.’

			I was disappointed, but I understood. Every tractee’s half-­moon needs to be crisp and clear so that when the contract is over the circle can be neatly closed with the freedom brand. You have to put it on just right, not sloppy. If someone is bucking or jerking around too much, the mark can get smudged. I probably could have held it steady, but . . .

			So Supervisor Jagath held the head and Sakky put the mark on, that little crescent no bigger around than a fat man’s thumb, right below the corner of the mouth, the mark that tells all the world that this person’s time and life and work belong to the System until the System says otherwise.

			And after all that fuss about the haircut, the girl barely squeaked when the glowing metal touched her skin.

			Goban 

			Shooing the kids away – well past their bedtime – we lugged the new tractee down off the porch, dead weight, the tops of her feet dragging the ground, bouncing down one step after another. Jagath’s mouth was locked tight, her chin scratched, her eyes narrowed and her big worm eyebrows pulled down in a way that made me keep my mouth shut. This baby bite of fresh meat was going to regret taking a swipe at Guard Mama. Had the little nit been thinking that she could tell the Barber what style to cut her pretty hair? Well, that fat braid of hers belonged to Sakky now, his for selling to the wig-­makers back in town, and she’d made Jagath mad on her very first night on the Farm. Big mistake.

			Guard Mama snarled, ‘Throw some dip on that garbage and dump it in Tract Eleven,’ before she stalked off toward the women’s houses. We pulled the girl along for a while, then Kai stopped short and growled, ‘I am damned well not going to carry this little bitch all the way to Eleven.’

			We dropped her, face-­first, into the dirt. She lay there moaning, clutching her shaven head. I could see in the bright starlight that Sakky hadn’t been any too careful with her after she caused all that trouble; streaks of dark blood dribbled from a handful of razor cuts and smeared her arms and face as she pawed at her scalp.

			Kai looked at me, shaking her head – I could tell she was going to have a big bruise on her cheekbone from the scuffle – took careful aim, and planted her boot-­toe in the girl’s side, right above her hip bone. Nothing too hard, just enough to get her attention. She rolled up into a ball, gasping for breath. Kai grabbed the neck of the work-­dress, hauled the girl up onto her knees, and bent down, close to her ear. ‘Now you walk,’ she said in that soft voice of hers that can scare sun-­drunk thugs twice her size back into the picking line. ‘You walk.’

			The girl walked, arms clenched around her head as if someone were beating her. The night-­hounds circled us, baying.

			Pyn-­Poi

			I do not die. 

			I come to myself again in the dark, with fang-­foes circling and two of the boot-­women shoving me and pointing at a pale square, like a big tray, on the ground. Smooth-­worked slices of wood long dead and lost here in this treeless place. It takes me a long, confused moment to understand: the women want me to stand on the tray. I bend to take off my sandals – respect for the dead – but a hard kick knocks me sprawling onto the ancient wood. My fingers find the grain, stroke it, but do not find even the memory of life there.

			The boot-­woman with the snake-­whisper voice strips the rough dress off me. As she yanks it up over my head, I feel my skull naked and cold in the night air. I finger the hacked stubble. Not a nightmare – the amputation was real. But my tears have gone somewhere else, somewhere very far away. What is there to do now? I get up and let them do their things to me.

			And what they do is this: the other one, not the one with the snake-­voice, takes the lid off a big bucket, dips a ladle in, and brings out a mounded scoop of something pale and yellowish under the stars. Without warning, she throws it in my face.

			I double over coughing, pawing at my face. My eyes burn like red coals in their sockets – I try to shield them while the boot-­women throw more of the evil powder and rub it all over me, even in the places strangers should not touch.

			But I do not fight them. Not because of their sticks. Not because of the howling things that watch from the shadows. And not, I think, because of the amputation. I stand there and bear their touch because of this: When I gasp at that first face-­full of the evil stuff, I smell it and I recognise it and I hate it with the hate you can only feel toward killers of your close kin: Your sister. Your grandmother. Your trees. 

			The Stink. I breathe in that foulness like a flower, although it makes me choke. The choking does not matter. None of it matters, not the fire in my eyes, or the hard hands on my body or the kicks or the clubs. Not these crazy boot-­people who’ve wandered so far from their Other bodies that they can whoop with joy at another’s shaming. Not the fang-­foes growling in the dark. Not – and my breath catches in my throat at this – the amputation. Not even that.

			None of it matters. The Mothers’ feathers are safe with Bazleti, and I . . . I am in the right place. 

			Finally, I am where I need to be.

			The Trees

			‘I cannot breathe. The air will not come in.’

			‘I know. It is hard.’

			‘My leaves are burning. There are no flames, but they burn.’

			‘And the flying ones, where are they? Who will carry our tomorrow if the flying ones are gone? How will there be fruit without them? How will there be seedlings without fruit? And how can we die without seedlings to come after?’

			‘Then do not die. We have responsibilities. We must stay alive. Stay alive while she does her work.’

		

	
		
			The Real 

			Pyn-­Poi

			I pound down the path, my lead shrinking with every step. Marak would never stoop to a full-­out sprint, but my legs are much shorter and, even without running, she is catching up.

			Take cover; maybe she will storm past.

			I hook a skinny sapling and skid round it, my palm slipping easy over its smooth young skin, then jump over the muddy runnel beside the trail – leave no footprint! – and land light on the moss. Just like Sook-­Sook taught me to do if ever something big and fierce chases me. He will be proud of me when I tell him – if I can find him before Marak finds me. 

			I hear her shouts, muffled by the trunks and vines, but getting louder – nearer, or maybe just more furious. ‘NOW, Pyn-­Poi. Or else . . .’

			Do not listen. There is always an ‘or else’. Just find Sook-­Sook. He will protect you. Nothing can hurt you if— 

			I hunker low, down into the shadows where the branches on the bushes are sparser and there is more room to worm my way toward the mumbling stream. Let me through, child-­trees, trees-­to-­be. Quietly, quietly. Let your little sister through. 

			A baby green-­band hisses a tiny hiss and wiggles off ahead of me, to give me a lesson in how this is done. Flow like the Durma, around this, around that. Do not push, do not fight. Only Flow.

			Just then, Marak’s sandals thwack clear and loud behind me. She has come around the curve. I drop like a fallen branch. The leaves above me shiver. Shield me, leaves. Shield me, shadows. Hide me, little trees-­to-­be.

			I press my face into the dirt, slow-­breathing so my mother will not hear. 

			And, by some kindness of the trees, she does not. Her footsteps, then her shouts, fade away. I am free.

			I huddle under the leaves until the path is silent again. A drop of tree-­sweat plinks onto my neck. I wait for ten more breaths and then ten more, just to be sure. Another ten. Another. Then, careful as a peeping ring-­tail, I raise my head. 

			On a thin branch right under my nose, a green wriggler puffs his chest at me, pink as a flower. Three lace-­wings chase each other in a beam of morning sun angling in from the break in the foliage along the stream. It is not a very big stream, just one of the many daughters of the Durma that wriggle between the trees, but wide enough to let some sunlight in.

			I am not supposed to be anywhere near its banks, not by myself. There will be an ‘or else’ for that, too, when Marak finds out. But I am not a baby. I know how to take care. I know not to go into the water, not any part of me, not a tiny toe, unless the Flow is stained brown by the rotting leaves of ground-­tea, like at our bathing place. I can spot the eyes of a half-­sunk big-­jaws as well as any grownup, and I can climb trees better than everyone except Sook-­Sook. Nothing will catch me, ever. 

			But which way did Sook-­Sook go, upstream or down?

			I try to feel for him, like sometimes in the dark I can sense where he is in our house-­tree: up in the high branches with Marak in their big hammock or down below by the banked embers of the cook-­fire. Today I cannot feel him, not a trace, not anywhere. The Real is just too big.

			Think, Pyn-­Poi, think. He is starting a bridge today. Where do the People need a new bridge? 

			Not back by the village, surely – between the house-­trees, bridges of all sizes leap across the branching streams like bouncing prong-­horns, some down near the water, some way up in the treetops. Sook-­Sook has to prune them sometimes, or weave new stems in to grow them stronger, but we do not need a brand-­new one there.

			So. Away from the village, then. I will have to work my way upstream, up toward the base of the Wall, where the tumbled boulders whip the water into an angry froth. 

			The footing along the banks that way is rougher than near home. Spray from the flashing water makes moss and green-­slick cover everything like a thick, glossy pelt. Before starting across the slippery rocks, I take off my sandals. Sook-­Sook always tells me to let my toes grab like a ring-­tail’s, to let my feet fit the shape I am stepping on. My father never wears sandals at all, not even when we climb the Wall each year. His feet are hard as old stone-­wood. If you try to tickle them, he does not even feel it.

			Losing my sandals today would get me even more ‘or else’. I tie their strings together, flip them over my shoulder, and set off.

			Such a relief, poking along all on my own, nobody bossing my every move and telling me things I already know: watch your step. Hold on tight. Tap on that stone before you put your foot there; let the biters know you are coming. Do not put your hand in that crevice; you never know who is at home.

			Stick your hand in a hole? Who would do that?

			It is delicious, being away from people like this, able to concentrate for once, able to listen to the quiet. Behind the rush of the water, you can almost hear the trees thinking, watching me, taking my measure. They are making up their minds about me. I am Sook-­Sook’s daughter, of course, and that counts for something. But the trees will have to decide if I get to touch them like my father does.

			Being out here with the trees – so much better than staying home with Marak and learning whatever I was supposed to learn – yams, I think it was. Something about yams. This, walking with the trees, is fun, every bit of it. Yams are not.

			Even more fun when I pull myself up over a tilted table of rock and spot my father’s gleaming back. Found you! 

			Sook-­Sook is squatting by some kind of cane frame laid out on a little patch of flat sand. Aiu is with him, sitting on his haunches, alert and watchful while Sook-­Sook’s attention is occupied. Aiu sees me right away; I wave for him to keep still. Aiu and I have an understanding.

			My father is peering at something, a leaf, rubbing it between his fingers. His eyes pinch together over his nose in that look he gets when he worries, or does not understand some tree’s new ailment. I could help with that. I am good at chasing his worries away; that is one of my best ways of helping him, he says.

			Sook-­Sook needs my help a lot, not just with worries. Sometimes to hold the twine for him while he ties up branches so they can rub each other and grow together into the strong ladders and platforms of our house-­trees. Not enough hands, he always says – lucky thing I have a daughter. Sometimes I press grafts together for him while he wraps and ties them. I am also pretty good at carrying the shovel and the bag of float-­flower seeds when we go to bargain with the leaf-­cutters about leaving our fruit-­trees alone. Other times, I help him pry up old roots and then keep them out of his way by sitting on the lever-­stick while he props them with stones underneath. Those roots, he promises, will turn into the smooth flat steps we follow across the ups and downs of our land. I have ridden on his shoulders up into the rustling green ceiling of the Real more times than I can count, and I earned my very first blisters perched with him up in those high branches, hacking away at new growth that threatened to shade out an important blood-­nut tree. Then we came back down again and planted the pruned branches to grow up into another pen for Aunt Saggi’s water-­hens. So I am not new at helping.

			I almost call out to him, but maybe it would be more fun to slip up behind – quiet, quiet! – and startle him. Pay him back for the scary story he told last night, ‘The Cutter of Hair and Her Sharp, Sharp Blade’. That was not a good bedtime story. I will show him. I will surprise him, make him jump, and afterward the smile will come and the worried eyebrows will go when he realises it was just me, that I escaped Marak after all. He will be so happy. But first I will make him jump. I can move as quiet as a hunter-­cat when I set my mind to it. 

			But I do not have to use my sneaking skills this time. Not at all. The rumble and splash of the water covers the sounds of my feet scuffling down the rock behind him and then galloping across the mucky sand. Aiu looks up at me. His tail lifts to wag and that is when I pounce – jump straight onto Sook-­Sook’s back and throw my arms around his bent neck.

			I should have said something, maybe, shouted ‘SOOK-­SOOK!’ in one ear and made him jump that way, not by falling on him like a hugging-­snake dropping from a tree. That was a mistake.

			He shoots to his feet, his knife flashing out, spinning under me so fast that I go flying across the sand and into the water. He drops his blade and, quicker than a wing-­flap, he has me by my braid and out of the water before I have time to scream. Before my scalp tears away from my skull. Before the bone-­cleaners even know that I have fallen in. 

			He whips off my dripping wrap, checks me all over for bites and suckers, then gathers me up and lets me cry into his warm, salty neck.

			After the tears, though, the scolding:

			‘What are you doing here . . .?’ 

			‘Were you not supposed to . . .?’ 

			‘What were you thinking?’ 

			‘You are not allowed to . . .’ 

			‘You could have been . . .’ 

			‘Your mother will . . .’

			‘Never do that again. Never. Never.’

			‘Never,’ I promise. ‘But can I stay? Please? It is just’ – I sniffle back the tears in my nose – ‘that I have never planted a bridge before, and you do not do it that often. I could not miss it. Marak does not understand. She just wants me to—’

			He lays his finger across my lips. ‘Keep your respect, little sprout. Marak has a lot on her mind. Important things. Hard and complicated things, and someday, you will—’

			‘But Sook-­Sook, I do not want to. I do not want to learn all about planting the yams and balancing the sister-­plants and moon-­shapes and Permissions and ceremonies—’

			‘Close your mouth. Who are you? My daughter knows better than to speak to her father about women’s things.’ 

			I hang my head. Of course I know. 

			‘Do not talk to men about . . .’ 

			‘Do what your mother tells you.’

			‘When you grow up, you will need to . . .’ 

			I know. I have heard it all so often that Sook-­Sook could have saved his breath and let me scold myself.

			But this is not the time to argue. ‘I am sorry,’ I whisper. I have to push pretty hard to get the words out. 

			My eyes crawl across the brown river-­sand to Sook-­Sook’s broad splayed toes, over the bright shell-­bead strands that wrap his ankles, up his tree-­trunk legs, across the green patterned wrap Marak wove for him last time we were up in rain-­quarters, and finally along the scars on his chest. Scars from scraping against rough bark and jagged branches. Scars from a life with trees. Finally, I look him in the eye.

			His face is serious, no smile anywhere, but I keep looking and looking until finally, finally, there it is: that first little lip-­twitch, that eye-­crinkle that tells me I have gotten my way. I can stay. Aiu butts my hand and I scratch his ears. It is going to be a good day. 
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			I walked our tree-­bridges all my life, flapping my sandals across the grown-­together foot-­smoothed bark. I never feared falling into the swirling water below because those great entwined arms of wood along each side – they shield walkers from the edge. The bridges were just a fact of life to me, those high swoops of living wood that weave the clans of the People together across the many-­fingered rivers at the base of the Wall, as customary as the ladders and platforms and railings and thatches of our house-­trees – invisible, because so well known. I never even thought to ask why the trees gave us the great gift of crossing rivers. I never thought to ask the why of any of it. I was very young and things were just . . . as they were. The Real was the Real. Who could imagine anything else, any other way of being?

			That day, I did not know I was being taught; I thought Sook-­Sook and I were just sneaking away from my mother to play beside the river. I had my father all to myself, that was what mattered: singing story-­songs with him while we wrestled bundles of bark and fibre through the tangled thickets along the bank and then rigged them into the big awkward contraption that would, very slowly, invite our bridge.

			After a morning of lashing together supports, propping them up, and then connecting them with a long gutter of bark, Sook-­Sook called me over to him. ‘See here,’ he said, laying the slender, ropy dangle of a forever-­tree across my palm. I tugged hard on it, making the green above us shiver and dance. A peck-­bird flapped away, protesting shrilly. Drips of tree-­sweat showered down on my upturned face. I laughed, but my father showed me his serious eyes and said that the dangles on the tree were not playthings. They were its air-­roots, living, like my fingers, and breathing, like my lungs. ‘We handle them gently, Pyn-­Poi.’ He stroked the smooth woody cord as if to comfort it, as if I might have hurt it. ‘Gently. This one needs a little cradle to carry it across the water. What shape cradle do you think this long, skinny fellow will need?’

			‘A long, skinny one!’ I said, delighted because now I knew what it was for, that long hollow tube of green-­tree bark we had split so evenly and anchored across the sloping top edge of our cane structure. I watched my father’s careful hands drape the forever-­tree dangle so that it ran like water down the bark chute that carried it out toward a giant boulder in the middle of the stream. ‘It does not reach!’ I thought all the work we had done that morning, all that tying and propping to get the bark trough in place, had gone for nothing.

			‘Ah, but it will reach, little sprout. Sprouts grow.’ He brushed away a nibbler that was whizzing around my head. ‘You will see; every day, a bit longer, a bit closer, and soon it will touch the rock. Then we will guide it toward the pocket of dirt you see there caught in that cleft, and it will take root and grab on like a strong fist.’

			‘But how long will it take?’

			‘This air-­root will kiss stone before another moon comes and goes, I think. Everything grows fast this time of year. That is why we start training right after the rains. And if we do our work well, our baby bridge should have solid roots down by the next Climb.’

			The next Climb. An eternity. My face must have fallen, because Sook-­Sook laughed and said, ‘Training trees is not hurry-­work, little twig. You will not walk on this bridge we are starting until you are a grown woman. Then your children will walk on it, too, and your grandchildren and their children after them, all the way down to the sunset of the Real.’

			‘For true? Or is this a fire-­story?’

			‘For true. You know that big bridge over the Durma? The one we cross on the way to Jer Rugni? They say that bridge was begun over five hundred years ago by people who had big eyes for the future, just like you and me.’ 

			‘Our bridge will be like that?’

			‘Someday. If we do our work well and the trees agree.’ He showed me how to gather several dangles into the chute so they could cross the river together and not be lonely.

			‘Five hundred years, Sook-­Sook? We will be Ancestors by then, will we not?’

			He held my hands in his to help my fingers knot the reed-­weed around the bark tube. ‘Yes, Pyn-­Poi; in five hundred years you and I will be Ancestors and our kin will cross this bridge when they bring flowers to sing our names at the foot of the Wall. Forever-­trees are not like us; their Ancestors do not go to the Plains above. They stay here and bridge yesterday to tomorrow, sending out new stalks and stems from the old, living on living. Living wood never rots or weakens. It does not let go, even when the rains come and try to wash away the Real. That is why we take care not to break or bruise our trees; their health keeps the People whole. When we work with them, what we build is forever. Like them.’

			I tucked my father’s words away inside me. I never lost them, though I lost much. 

			The Trees

			‘The little one is rude. Rude and flighty. Stubborn, too. Will not learn. And she cannot keep still. Up and down, back and forth, all the time. I do not like her at all.’ Leaves rustled as a family of ring-­tails swarmed through the thick canopy.

			‘She is young. He was young, too, yesterday. Look at him now.’

			‘They grow up so quickly.’

			‘I will miss him when he is gone.’

			‘She has that nice laugh, though, like waters tumbling over roots. And I think she has big ears for us.’

			‘But will she ever be ready?’

			‘She has to be.’

			Pyn-­Poi 

			Claw fingers dug into the back of my neck. She had me. ‘No,’ Marak hissed. ‘Today of all days you will not run off!’

			Today of all days?

			She shifted her grip to my shoulder – ow! – and dragged me back along the path toward our house-­tree. ‘You know perfectly well that Edo and her people are making River Crossing today’ – I had forgotten all about that – ‘and by tonight the place will be swarming with hungry outclan mouths to feed.’ 

			I shook off her hand and went along, resigned to a spoiled day. ‘Why can they not bring their own food?’

			‘Because we are their hosts, daughter. Because they are our guests.’ She said this with the flat heavy voice she always uses to tell me something she thinks I should already know.

			‘But—’

			‘And because Dohmathi’s girl told her mother that she is ready for a husband, and we must show a good hospitality so that Edo will offer—’

			‘But Biltha is not even a cousin! Why is her husband-­getting our problem?’

			Marak sighed, one of her loud why-­is-­my-­daughter-­so-­disappointing sighs. ‘Because, Pyn-­Poi, Biltha is part of our clan. What is good for the clan is good for the kin, and what is good for the kin, is good for the family, and—’

			‘I know, I know: what is good for the family is good for the one,’ I recited in my best yes-­Marak voice. But privately, I wondered if maybe things flowed the other way as well. Is what is good for the one not also good for the family, the kin, the clan, and the People?

			‘Now make yourself useful, daughter. Scramble up to the top branches there and bring me down some fly-­fern to go with supper. And this time do not stuff your bag with old stringy ones. What have I told you about fly-­ferns?’

			‘Not longer than the palm of my hand,’ I repeated like a trained parrot. ‘Do not pick the ones longer than the palm of my hand.’

			‘That is right. And your palm does not reach to your elbow.’ Marak pulled my arms through the straps of the carry-­sack as if I were a string doll, and settled it onto my back with a sharp tug that almost overbalanced me. ‘Now go.’

			Marak

			And, for once, my daughter, do what you are told without flitting off like a crack-­wing, day-­dreaming and trailing after that father of yours, talking to the trees.

			Pyn-­Poi

			Away from the village, I had my father’s full attention. Even now that I was too big to ride on his back, he always climbed close behind me so that we could talk, so that I could ask him all the questions that no one had the time for back at home.

			‘Sook-­Sook, when the stew starts to boil, where do the bubbles come from? How do they get into the pot?’

			‘Gai-­Gai puts them there when you are off playing with Aiu. You have to keep an eye on that grandmother of yours, twiglet. She has mysteries and powers. Watch your foot, now – that vine is rotten.’

			I corrected my stance, fists tight around the branch above me. ‘But why, Sook-­Sook? Why bubbles?’

			‘Oh, because they make the soup jump and wiggle so it does not burn so easily and she does not have to stand there in the smoke stirring it all the time. But the bubbles tickle, so the soup keeps spitting them out. Not like some people I know who love to be tickled.’

			‘Noooooo, Sook-­Sook,’ I squealed, kicking his hand away as he reached up for my foot. ‘I can climb so high you will never catch me.’ And I did.

			[image: ]

			That same year that we planted my first bridge – still a good year, long before the Stink came – the song of the storm-­frogs told Marak early that it was time for the People to climb up to rain-­quarters. ‘Too soon, too soon,’ some said, but Marak trusted the ­frogs and reminded the other kins that the rains were coming earlier each year now, earlier and heavier, too. Some listened to her, some lingered, but our own kin were packed and ready to go when the time came, my mother and her sisters and all the husbands and children, along with enough food to last us until the Real was dry again.

			We woke up to a huge breakfast – fresh fish and fruit we would not taste again until after the rains were done – and then slipped our arms into our carry-­baskets. My brother Aando helped me get the strap across my forehead just right. ‘Helps to lean into the weight as you climb,’ he said. I knew that. I was little, but I was not a baby. I had been a baby the year before and had not carried a load, but this year I was big. Strong, too, Sook-­Sook always said, from helping him work with the trees – the bridges and the house-­trees and the weir-­frames and the stair-­step paths and benches along the Durma, all of it. But to tell the truth, that year my pack-­basket was still very little, smaller even than Gai-­Gai’s.

			We climbed all day, singing goodbye to the old year’s cook-­fires and gardens and thatches and fish-­weirs below us; we would make them new and fresh after the floods swept everything clean. We kept our steps lively by sipping go-­strong tea and picking rain-­fruit along the steep root stairway that zigged and zagged up the lower face of the Wall – the work of tree-­people like my father, but long ago. 

			Other kins were climbing, too. We heard them singing and laughing around us, weaving their own way up to where they could be safe when the rains came and brought the swollen rivers crashing through our lands. Sometimes, our path crossed theirs and we rested a while with them, all perched there together like crack-­wings, looking out through the thinning treetops onto the Real below us. Then we went on.

			As the sun slid down toward setting, we began to pass other kins’ rain-­quarters, some already full of bustle, most still empty and naked, waiting for their people to come up and re-­thatch the elegant arches of the storm-­trees that stood proud above their nooks and small terraces. Neighbours from our village down in the Real called out friendly greetings as we went by. Later, after the first days of downpour, when things settled down a bit, we would visit back and forth between the rain-­quarters, and I would get to hear stories I had never heard, stories from other kins and clans. 

			But right now, I was tired. My feet were sore, my neck and shoulders hurt from the pack, and my skin was chafed where the straps rubbed me. When I was a baby last year, if I got tired, my father let me perch on top of his pack-­basket and carried me until I wanted to walk again. This year, nobody carried me.

			We were all tired by the time we reached our little terrace on the Wall, our home until the rivers dropped back to normal. I wanted to drop into my hammock, but Marak said nobody’s hammock would be hung until we brought in some dropped wood for the cook-­fire.

			So, tired and cranky, I went off with my cousins Khaveny and Paji to gather kindling. It was harder to find up here than down below, though it was also drier and burned better. ‘And no falling off the Wall,’ Marak yelled after us. ‘The birds have better things to do.’ She turned to chivvy my older cousins into sweeping away last year’s thatch, fallen to pieces under our ancient storm-­tree. Tomorrow we would start on the new thatching. Even though the stone-­flagged terrace angled down and out to tilt the rainwater away from us, and even though the storm-­tree itself sheltered under a massive stone overhang, still, when the clouds burst, water would go everywhere. Up in rain-­quarters, the linked and overlapping fan-­leaves that thatched our living spaces would be even more important than down in the Real. But that first night we slept under nothing more than our storm-­tree’s leaves and branches.

			After the gathering and the sweeping, once our bellies were full and the kin was settling down for the night, my father held my hand while we looked out over the very edge of the terrace, down onto the rippling hills of home. We were about a quarter of the way up the Wall, and the Real below was very big, much bigger than you can know down under the trees. Even with the sun gone down, we could still see, along the curve of the Wall, the gleam of the ribbon-­rivers that fell down from the Plains above, where the Ancestors walked. My father told me the river-­names one by one, pointing into the twilight, making me say them back to him until he got to the one so close by us that we could hear its rushing fall from where we stood. He did not have to tell me that one. 

			‘That is our river, Sook-­Sook. Our Durma.’

			‘That is right, little sprig. That is where the Durma drops into the Real from the Plains of the Ancestors. And if you look down at the bottom – it is all in shadow right now, but tomorrow you will see – down there, just a little way over from where it falls, that is where we live in ordinary times.’

			‘Oh, Sook-­Sook – it is so little down there! I never knew it was so little. When I am there, it feels big.’

			‘I have a very wise daughter, I think – it takes big eyes to be able to see that something can be both very big and very little at the same time.’ Sook-­Sook always made me feel smart. ‘It is a huge and tiny place, our ordinary-­times home. We can see that now, because we have climbed above it. Because these times we are going into, the rain days, these are not ordinary times. This is our in-­between time, when we move up to our home between the above and the below, to the place where we can remember Sky.’ And he told me again, standing there in the half-­light, about how in Those Days long ago, Sky got its feelings hurt when the People forgot all about it, hidden as it was up above the green thatch of the trees. Since that time, Sky sends down stormy tears every year to drive everyone out from under the leaves, up to rain-­quarters where we can remember better. ‘Now Sky remembers the People,’ he said with a great sweep of his hand that gathered in both the starry night and our home below it. ‘And the People remember Sky.’

			A few days later, after we had refreshed the thatch and settled in, the clouds dropped down like an eyelid closing. Then the rains came.

			At first, I was afraid. Thunder boomed and growled, and the water itself was so fierce that it roared. But then I saw my brother and cousins dancing with Gai-­Gai in the downpour and my father and mother standing together, soaked, with their arms around each other’s waist and their faces tipped up, squinting into the rain. So I stepped out, too, and let Sky’s tears plaster my hair to my head and pound my skin till it tingled. I heard Gai-­Gai singing then, singing with the rain. Other voices joined in strong, and then we were all together, wet and singing the we-­remember song.

			The next morning, holding me with one hand and a big fan-­leaf over our heads with the other so the rain would not blind us, my father took me to the edge again. Even though trained tree-­arms railed off the rim of our terrace, I was not supposed to go down to the edge by myself. But Sook-­Sook went with me and let me look right out over the flooded forest and see how the rivers – not ribbons anymore, but great angry torrents – smashed into our land, and exploded up in clouds of fury, wetting our faces under the fan-­leaf, like rain from below. We breathed in deeply, taking in the Durma’s mist and spray – our river, turned to cloud. 

			‘But our bridge, Sook-­Sook! The water will crush it!’ Our little bridge’s arches were as slender as a prong-­horn’s leg and could never survive that rage of water. 

			‘Maybe, little sprout.’ The drumming of the rain on our fan-­leaf almost drowned out his soft voice. ‘We will see. If it gets hit by a tumbling boulder . . . well, then we will just have to plant a new one, no? Start again. But I have a good feeling about that bridge of ours. Let us wait and see.’

			‘Is the water mad at the land, Sook-­Sook? It looks like it is mad.’ Rain streaming off the fan-­leaf made little waterfalls around us, but it could not touch me where I stood, my father’s hand resting on my shoulder.

			‘I would not say “mad” exactly. Just very, very strong. Like your mother, when she gets going.’

			[image: ]

			Good rain days went by, filled with singing and the best kind of work, sitting-­around-­telling-­stories work: etching our clan’s fine maps and markings into gourd jugs and bowls. Carving small things, mostly things we needed, but toys and decorations, too. Twisting bark-­fibres into cord. Knotting cord into nets for the fish-­weirs and the bird-­trees. Braiding rope. Weaving wraps and bands. 

			I never minded that kind of work. But always – when the Dry Moon finally, finally came and we got back down off the Wall – as glad as I was to be home again, there was too much of the other kind of work: getting the house-­tree back just the way Marak wanted it. Working out new Permissions, then planting the new gardens and fish-­traps allowed us. Re-­setting the tumbled stone of the weirs. Cooking. My mother always wanted me to take this other kind of work very seriously. She was always disappointed.

			As I got older, I escaped Marak more often and for longer adventures. When outclan folks called for Sook-­Sook to come and see about their trees, I would stalk him, not revealing myself until we had come too far for him to send me back alone. It was a wonderful life, I thought, finding our way up and down the many rivers to plant new bridges or bend new platforms into someone’s house-­tree. I knew that Marak did not like it, of course. Even after the immediate consequences were finished – the shouting, the extra work – a thorniness grew up between the two of us and between her and Sook-­Sook, too. But I was young and stupid about that kind of thing, I guess. I loved walking with my father and seeing him honoured by strangers, and what I loved was the only thing that mattered.

			One day I went with him when he was called to talk to a grove of sky-­fruit trees that had stopped bearing, threatening a whole village that relied on them for food and trade.

			I slipped away, with only the faintest twinge of guilt at abandoning my cousins with our chores. But Paji was much better at pulping the nuts than I was, anyway, and everyone knew that Kimo loved gathering basket-­reed. The work would all get done whether I was there or not. And my mother’s anger? That would wash away as soon as we came back and Sook-­Sook laid his hand on the small of her back. Anger, I thought, was just like dust on a green leaf that rinsed away with the rains.

			We would not be gone long, anyway – maybe a half-­morning’s walking to a troubled grove. We would be back before nightfall. 

			The Mothers of the outclan village fed us, then showed us to the sky-­fruit grove. The trees were old and sturdy, with a good fresh green in their tops. No shelf-­mushrooms or wounds on their trunks. No galls that I could see. But also no fruit. Sook-­Sook gestured that I should go inquire more deeply. 

			A little nervous because of all the strangers looking at me, I stepped up to the oldest, wisest tree and settled my mind. I stroked the speckled red trunk, meeting it, learning it as Sook-­Sook had taught me, knowing it with my flesh hands first before I dipped my Other hands gently into its Flow. 

			Then, the worried eyes of the crowd around me were gone. All I knew was the tree. The deep, powerful roots, sipping and sucking at the Flow of First Mother. The fearless, sky-­striving trunk. The branches, tussling for air and light like rowdy brothers. The cheerful leaves, recklessly throwing themselves open to the burning sun. And the blossoms . . .? 

			The blossoms, the sad neglected blossoms. Oh.

			I sighed and unwound my Other hands from the tree – slowly, no jerks. ‘This tree is well,’ I said. ‘Healthy. Strong. But the flowers . . . There is something wrong with the flowers.’

			The people around us muttered discontentedly. ‘She is only a child,’ one of the Mothers said. ‘What does she know? How can the tree be well, when there is no fruit?’ 

			My father winked at me and put his hands on a well-­grown daughter of the oldest tree, muttering the strange, meaningless ‘tree-­talk’ he sometimes used when he wanted to impress people, letting his voice rise and fall like a man in a conversation, leaving pauses for the tree to answer him. People backed away. 

			His jabbering swelled to a fever pitch and, groaning with effort, he tugged his hands away from the tree. I tried not to grin as he fell to his knees and wiped sweat from his face. 

			After they had revived him with cane beer, he asked if they had a honey-­tender in the village. They did not, but sent a runner for one that lived down the river a ways. 

			That took a while. We drank more of their beer and ate more of their food until the honey-­woman arrived – she was older than Gai-­Gai and walked very slowly, leaning on a stick on one side and a grandson on the other.

			The old woman listened, her eyes searching in the canopy, while Sook-­Sook explained the problem. ‘Show me your where your whizz-­wings live,’ she said.

			Then, it was much like before. Everyone trooped after her out to an old hollow feather-­tree. The only difference was that, out of respect for the whizz-­wings, they gave her plenty of space as she laid her hands on the rough, bird-­pecked bark. 

			From the outside, no different than what my father had done, but I could tell that the old honey-­woman was reaching in past the tree itself, into the humming heart of the quiet hive. Too quiet, I realised. Our village’s whizz-­wings were much louder.

			The honey-­woman leaned there for a long while. What was it like, I wondered. Would your Other body spread itself through the hive as through one united thing, or break into bits to touch each single whizz-­wing? I shook the thought off; such spreading and breaking were too strange, too complicated for me to imagine. I was glad I was a tree-­woman instead. Much simpler. 

			A flurry of honey-­suckers broke from the feather-­tree’s fronds, startling everyone but the old woman. Then, almost like watching someone pull on their wrap, I saw her step back into her flesh body and turn to the crowd. ‘This hive is sick,’ she announced. ‘Something is making the whizz-­wings tired. Too tired to bring the fruit.’ She looked grim, maybe even frightened.

			The Mother who had invited us asked her, ‘What do we do?’

			My father laid his hand on my shoulder, pulling me away. ‘This is honey-­business,’ he said, ‘not tree-­business. We should go home now.’

			‘But Sook-­Sook—’ I wanted to stay, to hear the honey-­woman’s answer. 

			‘No, Pyn-­Poi. Your mother . . .’ He did not have to say more.

			[image: ]

			When I was eleven, one morning during Drying-­Out Days Sook-­Sook pulled me away from gathering leaves for the new thatch and led me deep into the muddy-­smelling leaves of the brand-­new Real.

			We climbed high up into the slender-­branched tops, way beyond where we could perch comfortably straddled on fat, solid limbs with our ankles locked below us in the usual way. ‘Are you holding on tight?’ 

			Did he even need to ask? My toes curled around the tree’s smooth skin, my weight pressing the curve of my arch to match the curve of the branch I was standing on, one foot crossing it one way, one crossing it the other, knees a little bent, like he had taught me. Sook-
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